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Welcome
This special issue on technology looks at the fast-paced changes taking place  
in the accountancy profession, from blockchain to ICO regulation

How might professionals fit into this 

exciting and brave new world?

In this special issue, we look at recent 

developments in technology and offer a 

selection of CPD articles to boost your 

digital knowledge. On page 36 we get to 

grips with blockchain while on page 26 

we discover how the distributed ledger 

is benefiting complex supply chains.

The growing popularity of initial coin 

offerings (ICOs), and the regulatory 

challenges they present, is examined 

on page 39, while on page 30 a recent 

report by ACCA Hong Kong and KPMG 

China highlights the need for companies 

to keep up with the trend for robotics 

process automation (RPA). And we hear 

from ACCA’s International Public Sector 

Conference, held in Singapore, on 

digital innovation; more on page 60.

In our interview on page 12, we speak 

to Richard Sexton, PwC’s outgoing 

global assurance leader, who argues 

that technology will bring the biggest 

challenge yet. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

ACCA’s groundbreaking research, 
Professional accountants – the future: 
Drivers of change and future skills, 
published in 2016, identified the skills 
required to meet the demands on 
finance professionals in a fast-paced 
business landscape. Key among those 
skills is the ability to harness technology 
to add value to employers and clients: 
the digital quotient.

This research is driving a raft of 

innovations to the ACCA Qualification, 

both in their content and the way 

that students are examined. The 

changes include new computer-based 

assessment in some exams, using real 

work tools so that new members will be 

better prepared for the workplace with 

greater computer literacy and familiarity 

with spreadsheets.

But this is not just about the next 

generation. Whatever stage they are 

in their career, today’s professional 

accountants cannot afford to ignore 

technology; routine functions are being 

automated while the deployment of 

blockchain technology is revolutionising 

the way data is collected and recorded. 

Audit period July 2016 
to June 2017 145,448
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Technology

This month features articles 

all about technology. 

Look out for these in our 

special edition

16 Cesar Bacani 
Accountants must adapt 
or become obsolete

22 Smart move 
The mobile payment 
revolution reaches 
Hong Kong 

24  CPD  Data dive 
Investors are taking 
advice from algorithms

26  CPD  On track  
Blockchain is set to 
revolutionise supply 
chain assurance

30 Get ready for the robots 
Hong Kong must prepare  
for digital transformation

32 On auto-pilot? 
The robo-adviser is 
coming to a firm near you  

35 Graphics The numbers 
behind adoption of the 
internet of things

36  CPD  Blockchain primer 
How to get to grips with 
distributed ledgers 

39  CPD  Coining it 
ICOs are changing the 
face of capital-raising

42 Brave new world 
We take a peek at the 
office of the future

46 Make the connection  
Tech-savvy leaders create 
agile businesses

48 Meet the disruptors 
Speakers at the WCOA 
will look at digital change

60 Technology agenda 
ACCA’s International 
Public Sector Conference 
looks ahead

  News

6 News in pictures  
A different view of 
recent headlines

8 News roundup  
Digest of developments

  Interview

12 Richard Sexton 
PwC’s global assurance 
leader on the changing 
world of audit

  Comment

17 Errol Oh 
The TN50 Youth Canvas 
offers an insight into 
Malaysia’s future 

18 Jane Fuller 
Over-full balance sheets 
are not essential for 
company valuation 

19 Leo Lee 
ACCA’s advocates have a 
vital role to play

 Practice

20 The view from 
Wing Siu of PKF, Hong 
Kong, plus practice  
news
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  Corporate

28 The view from
Chapman Leung of 

FedEx Express APAC, 

Hong Kong, plus 

corporate news
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44  CPD  Creative approach
Thinking outside 

the box is the key to 

business success

  Technical

49  CPD  IASB issues 

How have the 

disclosure and primary 

statements projects 

been received?

52 Technical update

The latest on taxation, 

audit, codes, standards, 

agreements, guidance 

and consultations across 

Asia Pacifi c

 People

54 Carmen Chung
The ACCA affi liate and 

prizewinner on life as 

a private equity fund 

accountant

  ACCA

57 News
Report on RPA 

launched; membership 

milestone celebrated

58 Inspire and encourage
ACCA’s inaugural 
advocacy awards 
celebrate members 

62 Moving forward
ACCA’s alliance with 
CA ANZ is going from 
strength to strength

65 Council
Nominations open

66 Update 
ACCA and DFK 
International sign MoU

66
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52 54 57
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‘The need to 
engage externally 

is huge – not many 
people really 

understand what 
we, or auditors 

generally, do’
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Shark fi n imports to Hong 
Kong, the world’s largest 
fi n trading hub, have 
halved since 2007 thanks 
to tighter international 
regulations and shipping 
bans, as well as changing 
local attitudes that have 
led to a fall in demand for 
shark fi n soup.

Facebook CEO Mark 
Zuckerberg apologised 
for a ‘breach of trust’ 
after data analytics fi rm 
Cambridge Analytica 
reportedly accessed 
information from around 
50 million users without 
their knowledge.

Days after hundreds of 
thousands of people 
in the US attended 
rallies calling for tighter 
gun control following 
February’s school 
shooting that left 17 dead 
in Florida, Remington, the 
country’s oldest gunmaker, 
fi led for bankruptcy.

Christopher Bailey – 
pictured with model 
Kate Moss – oversaw his 
fi nal show as Burberry’s 
creative director. Bailey, 
who joined the British 
company in 2001, helped 
transform the ailing 
fashion house into a 
global brand.
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Audits need improving
The International Forum of Independent Audit Regulators has 

challenged the global networks to continue strengthening 

their systems of quality control after 40% of company audits 

inspected in 2017 had at least one finding indicating a 

problem. The two areas with the highest rate and greatest 

number of findings were accounting estimates (mainly the 

failure to assess the reasonableness of assumptions) and 

internal control testing, most commonly failure to obtain 

sufficient persuasive evidence to support reliance on manual 

internal controls. The next most common type of finding was 

the failure to sufficiently test controls over, or the accuracy and 

completeness of, data or reports produced by management. 

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

Banks red flagged 
China, Hong Kong and 

Canada are among the 

economies most at risk of 

a banking crisis, according 

to early warning indicators 

compiled by the Bank of 

International Settlements, 

with both the credit-to-

GDP gap and the debt-

service ratios ‘flashing red’ 

in all three jurisdictions. 

For Canada and Hong 

Kong, these signals are 

reinforced by property price 

developments. Among those 

economies ‘sending amber 

signals’, Indonesia, Malaysia 

and Thailand are mentioned 

in the context of property 

price gaps.  However, the 

report’s authors noted that 

these indicators needed to 

be interpreted with caution. 

‘As always, they have been 

calibrated based on past 

experience, and cannot 

take account of broader 

institutional and economic 

changes that have taken 

place since previous crises.’ 

SME collaboration 
Channelling S$300,000 to an 

SME in need of funds this 

year marked the first effort 

in a partnership between 

Singapore’s Funding Societies 

and the CFO Centre to 

address two major problems 

that SMEs commonly face: 

cashflow constraints and 

financial management. The 

CFO Centre offers on-

demand financial consultancy 

services to SMEs by seasoned 

CFOs, while Funding 

Societies addresses their 

capital constraints through 

crowdfunding of business 

loans. The collaboration 

will work towards improving 

accounting, working capital 

management and thereby 

growth prospects for 

small businesses that lack 

such resources. 

Solar sale 
Microsoft has agreed to buy 

solar power from Singapore’s 

Sunseap Group, sealing 

the technology company’s 

first renewable energy deal 

in Asia. Under a 20-year 

agreement, Microsoft 

will purchase 100% of the 

renewable output from 

Sunseap’s new 60 megawatt-

peak solar portfolio that 

will be Singapore’s biggest, 

spanning hundreds of 

rooftops across the nation. 

The project is currently under 

construction and will be 

operational by the end of 

2018. This latest investment 

builds on decades of 

Microsoft investment in 

Singapore and throughout 

the Asia-Pacific region. 

Fundraising tools 
China’s financial regulators 

plan to give banks more 

means of raising capital 

as a crackdown on the 

shadow banking sector 

threatens their ability to 

maintain sufficient cash 

reserves, Caixin Global 

reported. The move is 

interpreted as a result of 

the government’s financial 

deleveraging drive, with 

banks taking responsibility 

for assets that they once 

kept off their balance 

sheets. Reportedly, the new 

proposals will allow banks to 

raise capital through several 

new instruments, including 

issuing capital securities 

with no fixed maturity and 
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The cost of city living
Singapore is the world’s most expensive city for the fifth year 

running, according to the 2018 Worldwide Cost of Living 
Survey from The Economist Intelligence Unit. The survey found 

that the city is 16% more expensive than benchmark New York.

Source: The Economist Intelligence Unit

convertible bonds that allow 

holders to swap debt for 

equity for fixed terms. 

FDI inflow 
Malaysia expects to secure 

about US$51.21bn approved 

investments this year, the 

Malaysian Investment 

Development Authority 

(MIDA) says. CEO Azman 

Mahmud told reporters at 

its annual media conference 

that about one-third of that 

amount had so far been 

attracted for manufacturing 

and services sectors. 

Singapore, the US, China, 

Indonesia, Hong Kong, the 

Netherlands and Switzerland 

are among the main sources 

of foreign investments, he 

said. ‘These [investments] are 

from 5,466 projects that will 

generate additional 139,520 

job opportunities for the 

country,’ said MIDA. 

ESG on the rise 
Asia is warming to 

sustainable investment, with 

environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) factors 

‘no longer a niche area 

in Asia,’ said Fan Cheuk 

Wan, head of investment 

strategy and advisory, Asia, 

HSBC Private Banking. 

Noting that, according to 

the Global Sustainable 

Investment Alliance, assets 

managed under responsible 

investment strategies 

remains very low in Asia ex-

Japan (at only 0.8% of total 

assets under professional 

management, well below 

Europe’s 53%), the region 

‘presents significant growth 

slipped from 25% to 24%. 

‘This suggests businesses are 

concentrating on box-ticking 

at the expense of meaningful 

progress and means they will 

not gain from the benefits 

of true gender diversity,’ 

said Francesca Lagerberg, 

global leader for network 

capabilities and sponsor 

of women in leadership at 

Grant Thornton International. 

Water woes 
Worldwide, 3.6 billion 

people, or nearly half the 

global population, live in 

areas at risk of being water-

scarce for at least one month 

a year, nearly three-quarters 

of them in Asia. The number 

could increase to 4.8 billion 

to 5.7 billion people by 2050, 

according to the 2018 World 

Water Development Report 

opportunities for sustainable 

investments in the coming 

years,’ Fan wrote in the 

Business Times, adding that 

Hong Kong, South Korea and 

Malaysia are taking the lead. 

Blockchain boost 
JD.com, China’s largest 

retailer online or offline, has 

launched a new accelerator 

for the development of 

artificial intelligence (AI) and 

blockchain technologies 

among the world’s most 

innovative startups. 

Beijing-based AI Catapult, 

which is part of JD’s AI 

programme, began in March 

with an inaugural roster of 

companies that have already 

made advances in their field. 

They include the Chinese 

fintech pioneer, Bankorous; 

Australia’s cryptocurrency 

leader CanYa; and Bluezelle, 

the blockchain-powered 

database service based 

in Singapore. 

Women move up 
The Philippines has the 

highest percentage of 

women occupying high-

level corporate positions, 

filling 47% of top roles. Next 

among Asian countries 

is Indonesia (43%) and 

Thailand (42%), according 

to Grant Thornton’s newly 

released Women in Business 
report. On a global scale, 

significantly more businesses 

(75% in 2018 compared with 

66% in 2017) now have at 

least one woman on the 

senior management team, 

but the proportion of the 

team that is female has 

from the United Nations. 

The report shows that global 

water use has increased by a 

factor of six over the past 100 

years, and is growing steadily 

at a rate of around 1% per 

year spurred by population 

growth, economic 

development and changing 

consumption patterns. 

Growers go global 
Chinese agricultural 

companies are pushing 

ahead with the government’s 

call to expand overseas as 

part of the Belt and Road 

initiative (BRI). Among them, 

the Chinese Academy of 

Agricultural Sciences has 

introduced 61 agricultural 

products and technologies 

to BRI countries, while 

Yangling Agriculture Hi-Tech 

Industrial Zone, a national-

City
Index (New 
York =100)

Rank Rank 
movement

Singapore 116 1 0

Paris 112 2 5

Zurich 113 2 1

Hong Kong 112 2 5

Oslo 107 5 6

Geneva 106 6 1

Seoul 106 6 0

Copenhagen 105 8 1

Tel Aviv 103 9 2

Sydney 102 10 4
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Rich get richer
Beijing has become the billionaire capital of the world, 

boasting 131 of the globe’s wealthiest, compared with 92 

billionaires in second-placed New York and 80 in Hong Kong. 

According to the Hurun Global Rich List 2018, compiled by 

Rupert Hoogewerf,  total wealth globally has increased by 31% 

to US$10.5 trillion, equivalent to 13.2% of global GDP, and 

almost double the 7% of global GDP six years ago. The total of 

Chinese billionaires exceeds the US for the third year running, 

boasting 819 compared with 571.  Just two years ago, they 

were neck and neck at 534 and 535. Hoogewerf attributes this 

to ‘an amazing period of entrepreneurship’ in China, where 

210 billionaires were added in the past year. 

level high-tech development 

zone in Shaanxi province, 

has established modern 

agricultural demonstration 

parks in Kazakhstan and 

Kyrgyzstan and signed 

agreements with over 

20 countries to deepen 

agricultural cooperation. 

Costly red tape  
The annual ‘red tape’, or 

tariff and non-tariff, costs of 

Brexit for EU27 exporters (the 

remaining EU countries) has 

been estimated at around 

£31bn, and for UK exporters 

around £27bn, even after 

initial steps to mitigate 

costs have been taken. 

This is proportionately four 

times larger for the UK as a 

percentage of gross value 

added (GVA), according to 

an assessment by British 

consultancy Oliver Wyman 

and law firm Clifford Chance. 

In the EU27 the hardest hit 

sector will be automotive, 

while in the UK the financial 

services sector will take by 

far the biggest hit, incurring 

around a third of the extra 

red-tape costs. 

Higher education
The National University 

of Singapore is Asia’s top 

university for the third year 

in a row, according to Times 

Higher Education’s annual 

rankings of the region. 

China’s Tsinghua University 

and Peking University take 

second and third place, 

followed by the University 

of Hong. The number of 

Chinese universities entering 

the list continued to grow, 

from 87 last year to 101 in 

2018, including 39 among 

the top 100. 

Diversity in all forms 
In order for boards and the 

c-suite to drive companies 

to be competitive in the 

age of disruption, they must 

examine their composition 

to incorporate diverse 

perspectives, according 

to Jeff Wong, EY global 

chief innovation officer. 

‘Boards without age, gender, 

nationality and skillset 

diversity will fail to lead 

companies effectively in 

the new era of technology,’ 

Wong said. ‘Innovation 

involves an investment in 

people as well as technology. 

Having a board and c-suite 

that embodies a global 

mindset, putting diversity in 

all its forms at its forefront will 

be essential in moving the 

needle across businesses.’ 

Careful approach 
Firms that use accounting 

practices that require more 

verification for good news 

than bad can more easily 

avoid securities class-action 

lawsuits and improve the 

outcomes of litigation, 

according to a study co-

authored by a University 

of Kansas accounting 

researcher and an associate 

professor of accounting at 

the Cheung Kong Graduate 

School of Business in Beijing. 

The paper, published on 

the Columbia Law School’s 

blog, notes that pursuing 

class-action litigation against 

publicly funded companies 

is risky for plaintiffs and their 

attorneys, and costs are high 

with uncertain outcomes. 

New reality 
Disruption has become a fact 

of life in finance and society 

and ‘we must adjust to a new 

reality’, Credit Suisse CEO 

Tidjane Thiam said in his 

opening speech at the 2018 

Asian Investment Conference 

in Hong Kong in March. 

He also noted that digital 

disruption offers boundless 

opportunities, adding 

that since the number of 

billionaires in China, Hong 

Kong and Taiwan has grown 

more than 30% in the last 

year the Asia-Pacific region 

is key for Credit Suisse ‘and 

central in our strategy’. 

Power savings 
Electrify, a Singapore-

based startup which aims 

to use blockchain to let 

users buy electricity from 

energy retailers and other 

consumers, says it has raised 

US$30m in under 10 days 

via a token sale. Speaking 

to Tech in Asia, Martin Lim, 

Electrify’s COO and co-

founder, said the blockchain 

model is expected to pare 

down costs for Electrify and 

its consumers. The use of 

‘smart contracts’ – digital 

contracts in the blockchain 

– removes the cost of legal, 

accounting and financial 

settlements, which can 

account for as much as 30% 

of the retail cost of electricity 

in traditional transactions. AB 

Compiled by Peta Tomlinson, 

journalist
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CVi

2013
Global assurance leader; 

joins global leadership team

2011
Head of reputation and 

policy, UK

2006
Head of UK assurance; joins 

UK executive board

2002
Head of London assurance

1998 
Firm merges with Coopers & 

Lybrand

1992
Becomes partner 

1980 
Joins Price Waterhouse  

as a trainee

Tomorrow’s world
As he prepares for retirement, PwC’s global assurance leader Richard Sexton describes 
how the profession has evolved to make a career in audit a very different prospect today

In Richard Sexton’s almost four 
decades as an auditor and accountant, 
PwC’s global assurance leader has 

stood at the front line during massive 
changes in the profession – from the 
merger-mania of the 1990s to the crisis 
of confidence that followed the 2008 
financial crash. But as he contemplates his 
life past PwC when he retires next month, 
he knows that the biggest changes for the 
profession are still to come.

‘In the 1980s, organisations were relatively 

simple compared with today,’ he says. ‘You 

could understand most things that were 

going on, and see most of the business. 

These days some organisations are so large 

that it’s impossible to see everything.

‘The solution for auditors was to sample 

– the challenge there, of course, being to 

make sure you sampled from populations 

with similar attributes. So we focused 

on systems and controls. But we’re now 

entering the third data age, where the 

power of technology allows us to look at 

everything, everywhere. The challenge for 

the profession is that’s a completely different 

approach. We’re only just beginning to 

understand how things will change.’

Sexton has remained largely in assurance 

since he started out in the early 1980s, taking 

a role in the firm’s financial services practice in New York after his 

training. That particular move had more personal motivations 

behind it, as his wife was moving there: ‘She would argue that 

I followed her.’ Their first son was born back in London in 1988 

(two more followed in London, and the last in Hong Kong). 

In 1990 he was asked to help handle Jardine Matheson’s 

preparations for its UK listing, which meant regular, lengthy 

trips to Hong Kong. The family moved there in 1992 for four 

years when Sexton, as a newly appointed partner, was asked to 

look after the Jardine Matheson account.

He was back in London when Price Waterhouse completed 

its merger with Coopers & Lybrand in 1998 and was asked 

to look after the assurance team for TICE 

(technology, infocomm, communications 

and entertainment sector). He combined 

client work with practice management after 

being appointed head of London assurance 

in 2002, and after joining the PwC UK 

executive board in 2006. 

Time to re-examine
But it was the financial crisis that shook the 

confidence of the profession – as well as the 

confidence of the general public in auditors 

– and triggered a fundamental rethink of 

how audit is and should be viewed. ‘The 

system failed in 2007, there’s no doubt 

about it,’ he says. 

‘Regulators and auditors weren’t 

communicating well with each other – 

we each thought that someone else had 

it covered. The financial information, 

when it was published, was accurate, 

but the liquidity of markets fell from 

US$60bn to effectively zero in the space 

of a month. It told us that sometimes 

as auditors we need to think about 

the unthinkable.’

In 2011, Sexton was appointed the firm’s 

first head of reputation and policy, an 

indication of how seriously PwC took the 

need for better communication. Getting 

across the message of what auditors do – and what audit can 

and cannot achieve – has been a significant challenge, not just 

for PwC but for the entire profession, he says.

It has not always been easy – he tells of an occasion when 

he was interviewed by Sky News, only to find himself usurped 

by a door: ‘The Oscar Pistorius trial jury was due back to give 

its verdict, and the channel thought that its viewers would find 

the door they would come through more interesting than a 

discussion about audit.’

Doors aside, he sees the increase in scrutiny around the 

profession as an opportunity to engage. ‘Far more people are 

interested in what we do. That’s legitimate, but it’s also a big 
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i Tips

* ‘I’ve never had a grand plan or a destination in mind. 

It worries me when people overthink things because 

they might just miss a golden opportunity. The best 

piece of advice I ever received was to find a good 

reason to say “yes” to opportunities when they come 

up, because they often work out.’

* ’However scary change may feel, including new 

technological innovations, have confidence that you 

as an individual have innately human skills you can 

bring to the party. The real power of technology comes 

from the combination with the skills and expertise of 

our people.’

* ‘People’s expectations of 

work are changing. We 

need to help people find 

and pursue their passions, 

live healthier lifestyles and 

provide new types of flexibility 

in the way they work. We must 

value diversity of thought 

and experience.’

‘Audit is going through a huge 

period of change. It started with 

data analytics and, as technology 

continues to evolve, we find that 

artificial intelligence is playing a really 

significant part in changing the way we 

provide assurance.’

‘We’re trialling a revolutionary bot, 

called GL.ai, that analyses billions 

of data points in milliseconds and 

applies judgment to detect anomalies 

in the general ledger. It’s a significant 

breakthrough in machines using 

judgment in areas of complexity – 

a change as radical as the shift from 

listening to music on CDs to streaming 

it via Spotify.’ 

‘The technological revolution 

that is fundamentally altering how 

we work and relate to one another 

presents huge opportunities. We can 

help by providing confidence over a 

broader set of risks, data and systems, 

processes and controls. Stakeholders 

need confidence to make business 

decisions that also reflect the broader 

responsibility of business in society.’

change for the profession,’ he says. 

‘We certainly struggled to explain 

what we did in the early years, and 

that wasn’t only a challenge for us 

– the Financial Reporting Council 

had the same problem. There’s a lot of plumbing involved in 

auditing that just isn’t visible to the outside world. But we’ve 

got a lot better at it over the years. 

‘Sky News thought 
its viewers would 
find the door that 

the Oscar Pistorius 
trial jury would 

come through to be 
more interesting 

than a discussion 
about audit’

‘The need to engage externally is huge – not many people 

really understand what we, or auditors generally, do. We 

have to get better at explaining that, and helping people 

understand what’s realistic in terms of audit and assurance.’

That means getting across the point that despite the best 

efforts of auditors, corporate failures can happen, albeit 

rarely. ‘We have to provide the context. We have to build 

understanding that 99.99% of the time, the outcome is the 

right one, and that one wrong event doesn’t necessarily 

mean that there’s a systematic problem.’

Staying relevant
The debate about the need to balance effective regulation 

with the market’s need for reliable and relevant information 

will continue. Regulation in the wake of the crisis shifted 

towards processes and away from outcomes; Sexton would 

like to see the balance tip more towards outcomes again. 

‘The role of auditors is to make sure 

the market is provided with relevant, 

timely and reliable information. How 

we get there is important, but if we 

are so focused on the way in which 

we get there that the result is that 

the information is no longer relevant 

or timely, that’s a problem. It’s at the 

heart of the relevance debate.’

‘Audit doesn’t exist in a vacuum; 

it exists because people want 

and need trust and confidence 

in financial information. That’s a 

challenge for all of us in the system, 

not just auditors. We all need to 

work together.’ 

The explosion in big data, automation and developing 

technology will of course transform assurance beyond 

recognition in the coming few years. Sexton talks 

Technological revolution and the audit
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passionately about how technology is changing the world but 

also about how the role of accountants and auditors, and the 

skills they need, will change in tandem. 

Like a good auditor, he says he has been sceptical about 

the argument that STEM (science, technology, engineering 

and maths) skills are the solution. ‘We are in the business 

of providing trust – that’s a very human skill. The profession 

needs subject matter experts, of course, but you also need to 

be human, to balance skills and emotion, and it’s hard to teach 

that. There are different ways of developing the soft skills the 

profession needs, such as mentoring – and that’s a huge issue 

for us as an organisation.’ 

The career of a young accountant joining the firm today will 

likely look very different from that of the 21-year-old Sexton’s. 

Even the job description might be up for debate, he argues. 

‘I worry about the word “accountant” because it translates 

as “I add numbers up”. I worry about “auditor” too, because 

that has its own connotations. At the centre of this is what 

people expect from us. 

‘The legacy of the profession is accountants and auditors, 

and that’s very important; I wouldn’t want to lose it. But 

how we use our skills in the future won’t be the same. It’s 

a fascinating opportunity for the profession.’ 

Looking back, what days at the office will Sexton remember 

the most? He thinks for a moment: ‘Becoming a partner was 

an amazing moment; but for me, the day that is the most 

memorable is always tomorrow. Tomorrow is the day when the 

opportunities are better than today.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Get with the program
Finance professionals should learn to deal with new technologies such as 
blockchain in order to avoid running the risk of obsolescence, says Cesar Bacani

According to the media release, 

Northern Trust has deployed a tool 

that allows auditors to securely access 

a ‘golden copy’ – an immutable master 

record of blockchain data – from 

their offices. The auditors transfer the 

information to their internal applications 

to complete the audit – or, if they 

have blockchain capabilities, they can 

conduct the audit on Northern Trust’s 

blockchain directly.

That’s one specialised use case. But 

as Singapore-based CFO Eric Cheung 

writes in CFO Innovation, ‘blockchain 

applications can underpin the growth of 

self-driving finance – if these could be 

connected to the organisation’s internal 

ledger.’ It’s a process that is already 

in train in the finance function of his 

company, enterprise software provider 

Unit4 Asia Pacific, in the form of digital 

assistant ‘Unit4 Wanda’. 

There are risks. Facebook is currently 

facing an existential crisis after it 

emerged that Cambridge Analytica was 

exploiting billions of bytes of personal 

data harvested from its platform. Are 

the enablers of the blockchain also 

vulnerable? What about the loss of 

empathy, collegiality and just plain 

humanity as the robots take over? 

Some versions of these questions 

were probably asked when spreadsheets 

and computers took over from the 

adding machines and handwritten 

ledgers. But just as finance professionals 

moved on then, so should they evolve 

as well today. The alternative is to 

become irrelevant and obsolete. AB

Cesar Bacani is editor-in-chief of 

CFO Innovation

If you remember using a 10-key 
calculator that came with 200ft-long 
adding-machine tapes, you must be 
a greying accounting veteran. Those 
days-into-nights sessions, when 
bookkeepers keyed tens of thousands 
of numbers into adding machines 
and then recorded the results on 
paper ledgers, ended in the 1980s 
with the arrival of the VisiCalc (‘visible 
calculator’) spreadsheet program.  

Today, the spreadsheet is, in its 

turn, sliding into obsolescence, along 

with the more manual and repetitive 

aspects of accounting and finance. If 

you have no idea what blockchain is, 

or robotic process automation, or a 

digital assistant, artificial intelligence, 

self-service analytics and mobile apps, 

you are, as a finance professional, as 

endangered as the adding machine was 

in the last century. 

I was reminded of this while reading 

a recent media release from Northern 

Trust, an asset management company 

that launched the first commercial 

deployment of blockchain technology 

for private equity last year. Since then, 

all its private-equity transactions have 

been recorded as interlocking chains 

on computer ledgers distributed across 

many machines in many places. 

The ledgers are automatically 

updated minutes after a transaction is 

initiated, processed and completed, 

letting authorised parties know what 

is going on in real or near-real time. 

Cryptography and key management 

help with security. And because many 

copies exist across geographies, the 

impact of a cyberattack is mitigated and 

tampering more easily detected.

Northern Trust has 
deployed a tool that 

allows auditors 
to securely access 

a ‘golden copy’ 
– an immutable 

master record of 
blockchain data
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Malaysian youth 
expect economic 

change by 2050 to 
be powered by a 

performance-driven 
and ambitious 

society

Generation imagination
Malaysia’s TN50 Youth Canvas, a milestone in the country’s economic development 
plan, provides a fascinating insight into the aspirations of the young, says Errol Oh

sports and environmental protection. 

Each one has potential relevance to the 

business world but Chapter 3 is a must-

read because it focuses on economic 

structure, jobs and work culture.

The economy that the young people 

hope to see predominantly comprises 

activities generating high value, driven 

by technology and innovation. It also 

includes a Malaysia deeply integrated 

in global value chains. Young people 

look forward to a shift from the current 

primacy of large government-linked 

companies. They want to be part 

of a vibrant entrepreneurial culture 

supported by a government that excels 

at providing a conducive and transparent 

business environment. This includes an 

active startup scene and a healthy mix of 

companies in every sector.

According to the report, Malaysian 

youth expect economic change by 2050 

to be powered by a performance-driven 

and ambitious society. At the same time, 

they feel that this can only work if society 

can balance economic growth with 

human development and environmental 

protection. And, if the young have their 

way, this is how work will be 30 years 

from now; most jobs will be skills- and 

knowledge-intensive, our work culture 

will be progressive, and work will be 

enjoyable and meaningful.  

Some may scoff at these aspirations 

and think of them as nothing more than 

a reflection of the sense of entitlement 

that the young tend to have. However, 

it is worthwhile to take in these words in 

the conclusion: ‘Every worthy endeavour 

begins with acts of imagining.’ AB

Errol Oh is executive editor of The Star

Although the TN50 Youth Canvas is 
not quite something out of the mouths 
of babes, the Malaysian government 
report has its share of surprisingly 
precocious wisdom and insights. It is a 
strong representation of what young 
Malaysians want their country to be like 
in the future.

The 470-page document, subtitled 

Youth Aspirations for Malaysia 
towards 2050, is an early milestone 

in the formulation of the National 

Transformation 2050 (TN50) blueprint, 

which will guide national development 

between 2021 and 2050 in the same 

way that the New Economic Policy did 

between 1971 and 1990 and Vision 2020 

has been doing since 1991. The ultimate 

aim is for Malaysia to be among the top 

20 countries by 2050.

The road map needs input from all 

stakeholders and the engagement 

process began last year with Malaysia’s 

youth because, as the government puts 

it, they are ‘the owners of this future’. 

The youth and sports ministry organised 

dialogues, brainstorming sessions, 

online surveys, phone interviews, 

interactive exhibits, campaigns and 

competitions, allowing engagement 

with almost two million young people 

who were asked to paint a picture of 

the Malaysia they want in 2050. The 

subsequent report is a sprawling mural 

incorporating more than 60,000 specific 

aspirations.

Six major themes make up the vision: 

global, equitable, sustainable, united, 

accountable and compassionate.These 

are split up according to subject matters 

such as healthcare, education, living 

environment, governance, society, 
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Balancing the intangibles
It is a fallacy to believe that companies cannot be appraised or valued if their balance 
sheets do not contain every possible value-creating investment, says Jane Fuller

them hard to separate from a unique 

blend of activities. There are often no 

comparable standardised units.

While patents and licences carry rights 

that can be traded and enforced, it is 

another matter to control who benefits 

from many intangible investments, such 

as training a skilled workforce. IAS 38, 

Intangible Assets, calls for assets to be 

identifiable, separable and controlled 

by the entity – including the future 

economic benefits.

On that basis, intangibles can be 

capitalised at cost. But how much 

benefit is there to a user of accounts in 

seeing a steady stream of spending – 

on research, for instance – capitalised 

and amortised rather than expensed 

as incurred? The sums would be similar 

and the latter is simpler.

If a young company is ramping up 

investment in its brand, technical 

know-how and marketing, its income 

statement would be flattered by 

capitalisation of the expenses. But it is 

cash burn that will determine when it 

will run out of money if no more funds 

can be raised.

So I wish audit regulators and 

others luck in considering, yet again, 

whether more intangible assets can be 

credibly added to the balance sheet. 

Enhancing narrative disclosures would 

be easier. But neither approach will tell 

us for sure whether the ‘investment’ will 

prove to be gold dust, or sand through 

the fingers. AB

Jane Fuller is a fellow of CFA UK  

and serves on the Audit and 

Assurance Council of the Financial 

Reporting Council

I picked up the book Capitalism 
Without Capital by Jonathan Haskel 
and Stian Westlake with enthusiasm. 
The subtitle spoke of the ‘intangible 
economy’ and it promised an analysis 
of the intangible assets ‘hidden from 
company balance sheets’.

But while illuminating the current 

business zeitgeist, the book ends up 

on the side of the head-shakers who 

think that something is broken. At 

least it is rather more temperate than 

diatribes against accounting standards 

from the likes of accounting academic 

Baruch Lev.

The idea that companies cannot 

be valued if their balance sheets do 

not contain every potentially value-

creating ‘investment’ (a euphemism for 

spending, in this case) is nonsense. As 

disciples of the economist Benjamin 

Graham would say to the accountants: 

‘Give me information I can anchor on, 

but leave the speculation to me.’

Modern accounts include plenty 

of information that can help with the 

speculative activity of forecasting 

future cashflows. For ‘new economy’ 

companies, it can be found in the 

income and cashflow statements, 

and the notes. Even measures of 

indebtedness for non-financial 

companies have become more 

cashflow-orientated, with net 

debt:ebitda replacing net debt:net 

assets in many cases.

Haskel and Westlake actually 

set out the reasons why internally 

generated intangible assets are 

difficult to value. Market prices are 

not readily available and the assets 

are typically business-specific, making 

How much benefit 
is there in seeing 

a steady stream 
of spending 

capitalised and 
amortised, rather 

than expensed 
as incurred?
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Spread the word
Across the globe, members are acting as advocates to encourage others to take the 
ACCA journey. Why not play a part, too, asks ACCA president Leo Lee

call it our ‘ACCA advocacy hour’ – it 

would be yet another way in which 

we, as ACCA members, can change 

the world!

It’s a powerful feeling to belong 

to the ACCA community, and a 

powerful voice that we share. So thank 

you to all of you for the ways in which 

you use it to do good every day, around 

the world. 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

A few weeks ago, I had the honour 
of attending the ACCA Regional 
and Global Advocacy Awards 
in Glasgow.

It was fantastic to hear from some 

of our most enthusiastic, vocal 

members who are truly shaping and 

leading the accountancy profession 

around the world. It was my pleasure 

to recognise the efforts of the regional 

Advocates of the Year: Quin SQ Thong 

FCCA (Asia Pacific); Daniela Vasilescu 

FCCA (emerging markets); Matt 

Dolphin FCCA (Europe and Americas); 

Nandika Buddhipala (MENASA); 

and Felix Mutati MP FCCA (Sub-

Saharan Africa). Their impact on their 

communities, not to mention current 

and future ACCA members, has been 

widespread. You can read more about 

their stories, the awards ceremony and 

ACCA’s advocacy programme in the 

ACCA section of this edition.

But on a recent visit to our 

membership wall online (200k.

accaglobal.com), I was struck by 

how many more amazing stories of 

advocacy there are. From a member 

in the UK whose love for ACCA 

inspired her daughter to also attain 

membership, to a member in Ghana 

who uses her ACCA training to 

mentor others in pursuing the same 

path, there are stories of large, small 

and everyday advocacy everywhere 

across our community.

As I have spoken about before in 

this column, I have been advocating 

for ACCA and the profession for 40 

years, and I have seen the positive 

impact that qualified, strategic finance 

professionals have had on Hong Kong 

during a period of immense change 

and disruption.

Our growth and international reach 

is allowing us to speak more often and 

louder about the value that the ACCA 

Qualification plays in changing lives and 

creating the strategic business leaders 

of the future. Imagine if all 200,000 of 

us who have already made the journey 

to membership pledged to spend 

just one hour and do just one thing to 

spread the word or to open a door or to 

guide someone less experienced: the 

collective impact would be enormous. 

Indeed, in my speech at the awards, 

I suggested that perhaps we could 
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of global audits in 2017 failed to satisfy 
audit standards requirements. 
Source: International Forum of 
Independent Audit Regulators

40%
The view from
The view from Wing Siu ACCA, senior accountant, PKF 
Hong Kong, on the evolving landscape of standards

tedious paperwork and 

that in turn helps us 

work more efficiently. But 

as a coin has two sides, so 

too does technology. 

Hardcopy evidence is 

increasingly being replaced 

by softcopy evidence, giving 

rise to potential frauds. Accountants 

therefore have to be cautious and 

meticulous when carrying out 

auditing work. 

Standards have also been 
changing rapidly in recent years. 
There seem to be regular updates on 

Hong Kong Accounting Standards 

or Hong Kong Financial Reporting 

Standards almost every quarter. 

Therefore, we auditors have to 

keep updating ourselves to cope 

with the changes. In addition, 

since financial derivatives are 

also evolving rapidly, auditors will 

have to absorb more information 

and knowledge.

In recent years, Hong Kong has 
seen closer ties with mainland 
China. This means that there will be 

more accounting work for different 

Chinese companies. I enjoy being 

exposed to different kinds of companies 

and building up my knowledge in 

various subjects. 

If I had not become an 
accountant, I would probably be 
a businesswoman or a lawyer in a 
private company. But to be honest, I 

had long ago decided that this would 

be a career for me. AB

Technological 
advancement 

releases us from 
tedious paperwork. 

But as a coin has 
two sides, so too 
does technology

I have always been in this 
industry. I graduated from 

Lancaster University, UK, 

with a degree in accounting 

and finance and took an 

internship at a local firm 

before I joined PKF as 

an accountant. 

We have a wide variety of audit 
services in our firm; my responsibilities 
include auditing, due diligence and 
internal control for listed companies 
and NGOs. As a senior accountant, 

I have greater responsibility now 

and tasks given to me are more 

challenging, both in terms of complexity 

and scale. I also train junior staff. The 

most challenging part of my work is the 

time limitation, as people may have 

higher expectations and time allowed 

for each task is generally shorter than 

before. But on the positive side, I’m 

gaining more exposure, enhancing my 

experience and widening my insight.

Technological advancement is obvious 
in this industry. It releases us from 

Outsourcing partner 
BDO Hong Kong says that it is 

reaping the rewards of its online 

employee-self-service platform, 

Valise, launched in March 2017. 

The single platform allows employees 

to retrieve payslips and tax returns, 

make leave applications and claim 

expenses. It also facilitates the 

employee’s rental reimbursement 

applications. Valise is cited as one 

of the tools that helped BDO’s 

outsourcing team to secure a deal 

with Boeing, a large global payroll 

project that triggered over US$2m in 

system investment.  

Lucky PwC
PwC handed out HK$2,018 in ‘lucky 

money’ – the traditional lai see, or 

red packet given at Lunar New Year 

– to all its full-time staff in China and 

Hong Kong. The firm, which made 

the payment to staff on 14 February, 

described it as ‘a small token of our 

appreciation for our staff’s hard work 

and contribution – and, of course, to 

celebrate the Chinese Year of the Dog’. 

At the same time, PwC launched its new 

flexi-dress policy, giving staff greater 

choice over their business attire ‘in 

order to fit the occasion of their daily 

operations or client’. 

20 Accounting and Business May 2018

AP_YPRAC_intro.indd   20 26/03/2018   08:40



The WeChat platform has helped 
create an effi cient mobile payment 
system in mainland China.

Smarten up
As Hong Kong starts to get wise to the opportunities provided by the mobile 
payment revolution, the accountancy profession is learning to adapt

A little more than a decade ago, it was 
diffi cult to fi nd a business in mainland 
China that would accept a credit card. 
Today, it is almost harder to fi nd a 
business that will take cash than one 
that relies on one of the enormously 
popular mobile payment applications. 

The digital revolution that has 

fundamentally changed the way 

business is done in China has spread, 

allowing consumers and entire 

markets throughout Asia to make 

a technological leapfrog. Some of 

the more developed markets, most 

notably Hong Kong, are now fi nding 

ways to adopt new technologies and 

forcing the accounting profession 

to adapt. 

The changes may be most visible 

in mainland China, where popular 

applications such as Alipay and WeChat 

development. The HKMA wants to 

introduce virtual banking, a common QR 

code standard and an open application 

programming interface (API) framework 

for the banking industry. The HKMA also 

wants to introduce, this September, a 

faster payment system (FPS) to support 

the use of mobile phone numbers 

or email addresses for payments in 

Hong Kong dollars or Chinese yuan. 

In 2016, the HKMA granted 13 stored 

value facility (SVF) licences to digital 

payment providers – each using a 

different platform. 

The aim of the FPS is to offer a 

crossboundary platform. ‘The FPS allows 

real-time, immediate transactions, 

hence benefi ting the economy in 

general as it releases idle funds in the 

system,’ Ng says. ‘The fi rst benefi t is 

there will be more channels to receive 

Pay have more than 502 million users. 

In Hong Kong, meanwhile, a Smart 

City Blueprint aims to position the 

Special Administrative Region to best 

leverage the ongoing change while 

improving the quality of life and the 

city’s attractiveness to global business. 

‘The Smart City initiative will attract 

more foreign and Chinese investment, 

which in turn will create more business 

opportunities, more advisory work and 

more audit work for the accounting 

fi rms,’ says Gary Ng, a partner in PwC 

Hong Kong’s risk assurance practice.

More business opportunities
The forward momentum is visible in 

a plan by the Hong Kong Monetary 

Authority’s (HKMA) ‘Smart Economy’ 

development plan, which introduced 

seven measures to bolster fi ntech 
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China’s success story
The success of the mobile payment boom in China over the last few years, which 

took many by surprise, is helped by unique conditions.

A survey by Nielsen found that 98% of Chinese respondents say they have 

made purchases online while 86% use a digital payment system – far higher than 

the global average of 43%. At the same time, a PayPal report that covered seven 

markets in Asia – including Hong Kong, Singapore and mainland China – confirmed 

cash’s unshakable status as the most used payment method, preferred by 57% of the 

respondents. While Hong Kong, Singapore and mainland China ranked the lowest 

in opting for cash payments, Hong Kong and Singapore still saw a figure of 44% and 

43% respectively, not particularly low compared with a low in mainland China of 25%. 

There are several reasons behind the quick adoption of mobile payments, says 

Gary Ng, partner in PwC Hong Kong’s risk assurance practice. One is the concern for 

counterfeit money, which undermines people’s confidence in cash – a sentiment not 

widely seen in Hong Kong or Singapore. Second, credit cards are not widely used in 

mainland China. Also, backed by the government, the two tech giants Tencent and 

Alibaba have created an efficient ecosystem to which many merchants are attached 

that fosters the rapid development of mobile payments.

According to PayPal’s report, familiarity with e-wallets or mobile wallets is the 

highest in mainland China at 83%, driven, it suggests, by the ubiquity of homegrown 

internet giants, which Hong Kong lacks. Also, Hong Kong’s market is rather 

fragmented, making the ecosystem to foster mobile payment less efficient.

Against this backdrop, Ng says, it is not fair to conclude that Hong Kong lags 

behind mainland China but rather that that conditions are simply different.

licensing and advisory service,’ he 

says. ‘Unlike conventional payment 

methods, such as cheques that take two 

business days to bank, the FPS allows 

transactions to be done 24x7. The 

money at the bank can be transferred 

any time, and this creates challenges in 

liquid risk management for banks and 

other institutions.’

Meanwhile, the promotion of virtual 

banking, another HKMA measure, 

makes it easier for both financial and 

non-financial firms to set up virtual 

banks in Hong Kong. Some Chinese 

companies have already shown 

interest, such as Tencent’s WeBank and 

Ping An Technology (the technology 

arm of the Ping An insurance group), 

and they will need advice from 

accountancy firms. 

Industry remains cautious
Even as it welcomes forward progress, 

the industry remains cautious about new 

payment technologies. 

‘Mobile payment targets consumers 

and is used more in retail businesses. It’s 

not yet widely adopted in the customer 

service industry,’ Ng says. 

Dr Paul Sin, Deloitte China consulting 

partner and Asia Pacific Blockchain Lab 

leader, agrees. ‘Professional services are 

B2B transactions, which usually exceed 

the limit of mobile wallets,’ he says.

But accountants at Crowe Horwath, 

a mid-sized accountancy firm, think 

otherwise. ‘Mobile payments, in the 

long run, will be more acceptable for 

accounting firms. Nowadays, accounting 

firms in Hong Kong serve many clients 

from China who are used to mobile 

payments. Accounting firms may 

consider providing safer and more 

effective payment alternatives for them,’ 

the firm says in an email to AB.

Clement Chan, managing director 

of assurance at BDO, another mid-

sized international firm with a large 

Hong Kong presence, also seems more 

payment, which will simplify the process 

and cut manpower.’

However, the spread of mobile 

payment raises concerns about 

regulation, liquidity management and 

cybersecurity. All these hurdles create 

opportunities, which Ng sees as the 

second benefit of the growth of mobile 

payments. ‘Accounting firms will receive 

more requests from clients regarding 

regulatory compliance, assessments, 

security, liquidly risk management, 
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Hong Kong has yet to see the 
popularity of online payment 
platforms such as WeChat Pay. 

cards, compared with 0.3 credit cards 

per person in mainland China, noting 

that there are now 1.7 million credit 

card transactions that add up to around 

HK$1.7bn every day.  

In a report last August that 

covered seven markets in Asia, 

including Hong Kong, Singapore 

and mainland China, global payment 

processor PayPal noted that contactless 

credit cards are most frequently used 

in two of Asia’s key fi nancial hubs: 

Singapore (49% of respondents) and 

Hong Kong (19%). 

‘Hong Kong never sees a lack of 

digital payment options. There is just no 

immediate need for mobile payments,’ 

Ng says. The saturation of the digital 

positive on mobile payments being 

accepted by accountancy fi rms as 

settlement means. 

Despite the many benefi ts, the 

adoption of new technology can create 

challenges for the profession in areas 

such as ‘tracing the payment records, 

identifi cation of payees and exploring 

the reasons for payment and checking 

the validity of payments’, notes 

Crowe Horwath.

‘When more payments are made 

through mobile, there may be changes 

to the accounting service providers 

to adapt to the market change. New 

systems may be developed to address 

the tracing of records and validity issues. 

Other techniques may be adapted 

to identify payees and allow payers 

to report the reasons of payment in 

the future.’

Chan agrees. ‘Mobile payment will 

bring a whole new list of considerations 

that accountants need to look at closely 

to determine the right accounting 

treatment and estimates.’ 

Work to do
Still, despite its status as a leading 

international fi nancial hub, Hong Kong 

has been slower than other jurisdictions 

to fully embrace mobile payments.

Many, including Ng, argue that mobile 

payments are just an addition to 

existing  digital payment methods that 

have long been in use in the city. For 

small transactions, the omnipresent 

Octopus cards, debit cards and credit 

cards are widely available and more 

reliable. Hong Kongers may already 

be used to a cashless lifestyle. Almost 

anything, with the possible exception 

of taxis and purchases at some street 

markets, can be had without paper cash 

changing hands.  

According to the HKMA, Hong 

Kong has a well-developed electronic 

payment ecosystem. In 2015, each Hong 

Kong citizen had on average 2.6 credit 

payment market simply opens little 

space for mobile payments. 

He adds that there is no incentive to 

promote mobile payments since the 

operating costs are high in Hong Kong 

– a rather small market incapable of 

accommodating too many players. 

‘The widely adopted Octopus is 

not only there because of fi rst mover 

advantage or change resistance of 

the population but because of its 

transaction speed and the support of 

point-of-sales (POS) devices, since its 

fi rst adoption in transportation. It is also 

more secure than QRC scanning,’ Sin 

points out.

‘In a society where speed is everything 

and long queues are seen everywhere, 

Octopus will not go away unless NFC or 

other contactless channels can process 

a payment faster than it and have a 

wider POS adoption.’

‘Mobile payment links personal bank 

account information to mobile phone,’ 

Crowe Horwath adds. ‘It involves more 

security and privacy levels. Due to the 

security concerns of mobile payments, 

it is less popular in Hong Kong as we 

already have other safe and convenient 

payment methods.’ AB

Elise Mak, journalist

The spread of 
mobile payment 
raises concerns 

about regulation, 
liquidity 

management and 
cybersecurity
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Deep-dive data
The investment community is starting to gorge on richer sources of technology-
generated data to inform its decision-making, as Hilary Eastman explains

there will be no need in the future 

for audited financial statements. But 

some do go as far as to say that if other 

metrics become reliable indicators of 

performance, they will shift toward using 

that information instead. And there are 

some who say the volume of data they 

use is so large that the reliability of each 

data point is not an issue – as long as 

enough of it is right overall. 

The key, then, seems to be making 

sure that the material (or most relevant) 

data points are reliable, or at least that 

none of them is so unreliable that it 

messes up the model and the results. 

Also, investors who are using big data 

find the accounting data useful for 

corroborating their model’s results 

to fine-tune their algorithms. Even a 

company’s boilerplate disclosures can 

be useful if an analyst uses natural 

language processing to ‘read’ them to 

see if something has changed or if they 

differ to any great degree from other 

companies’ disclosures.

Multiple sources
There are many examples of how 

investors and others are using alternative 

data, such as satellite images of 

shopping mall car parks. And the 

sources of such data are growing – 

there is geolocation data from mobile 

phone apps, sensor data from shipping 

containers, and weather pattern data, 

to name a few. What’s notable is that 

investors are not using this data to 

If you ask a fund manager or a research 
analyst at an investment firm about 
what information they use to make or 
advise on investment decisions, you 
might get an answer that will surprise 
you. What used to be a conversation 
primarily about their analysis of audited 
financial statements now often turns 
into one about artificial intelligence 
and ‘alternative data’ (non-financial 
corporate information created outside 
a company, and not reported by that 
company). 

The proliferation of data, combined 

with the internet and social media as 

channels for distributing it, means that 

the investment world is changing – and 

quickly. And in their attempt to gain 

an advantage over their peers (and the 

market), investors are eating it up. 

Investors are looking at the impact 

of technology from two perspectives. 

First, they want to know how they can 

assess whether a company’s business 

model will be disrupted, and how and 

when that might happen. Second, they 

are looking at how they can improve 

their investment analysis by using these 

new forms of data – particularly if that is 

something their peers are already doing.

This isn’t happening just with the 

quants (investment funds that select 

stocks using quantitative analysis) and 

hedge funds; mainstream investors are 

starting to use the growing sources 

and types of data to inform their 

decision-making, gain insights into 

the fundamentals of the business, and 

understand market and economic 

trends. They can also triangulate 

relationships between the data to 

discover the story the data is telling.

Investors are 
letting algorithms 

do the heavy lifting 
so they can make 

decisions about 
the data without 

having to sift it all 
to make sense of it

Many wonder what the fuss is about 

– after all, the use of computers in 

investment analysis is not new. But there 

are three changes coming together 

that were not there before: more data 

is being generated, more processing 

power is available, and there is more 

data storage capacity. Those factors, 

combined with the power the internet 

brings, are changing how people are 

able to make decisions. That includes 

decisions by companies (eg about 

operational efficiencies and optimal 

pricing levels), and by shareholders and 

other stakeholders (eg about whether 

they want to invest in, buy from, partner 

with or work for that company).

Of course, there is the question of 

how much the investor can trust the data 

being generated and the algorithms 

processing it. Whenever there is new 

information, there is a new need for trust 

in that information. 

The issue of trust becomes particularly 

important as the audited financial 

statements become a relatively smaller 

component of the investment decision. 

So far, most people hesitate to predict 

Investor insight

See professional investor John Kattar’s 
video on different investment styles, 
at bit.ly/AB-Kattar3
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they can make decisions about the data 

without having to sift through it all to 

make sense of it. Companies therefore 

need to think about what data is out 

there about them, their relationship with 

third parties, how information about 

them will be consumed and used, and 

what conclusions people – or computers 

– might draw from that.

We seem to be in a twin-track phase. 

Some people are working to improve 

the reporting model, with changes 

to financial reporting standards, new 

non-financial reporting standards, etc. 

Others are working to find ways not 

only to make more informed and better 

decisions using corporate reporting 

data, but also to supplement it with 

other data and to use technology 

predict a company’s sales or profits, 

but to try to see whether the data tells 

them something different from what the 

market is predicting the company will 

report, and to inform their knowledge 

of whether something is going on in the 

business that may mean the investor 

should sell or buy more shares.

For this type of data analysis to work, 

though, the key is the linkage between 

what the data is saying and how stock 

prices are derived. Not only are data 

and algorithms useful for those wanting 

to find profitable trading patterns, but 

they can help other types of investor 

understand the business’s fundamentals 

better – and expectations about those 

fundamentals. Such investors are letting 

the algorithm do the heavy lifting so 

to analyse it. At some point those tracks 

should converge, but it takes a lot to 

change the regulated reporting model, 

and radical changes are unlikely – 

until we reach the point that it is 

inevitable. 

Clearly, something is happening and 

change is coming – although it is hard to 

say just yet what our corporate reporting 

model will look like in the future or how 

quickly we’ll get there. AB

Hilary Eastman is head of global investor 

engagement at PwC
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Transaction revolution
The assurance of supply chains is set to be transformed with the rollout of distributed 
ledger technology. Here’s how blockchain can really add value – but beware the risks

able to use a smartphone app to read 

about the provenance of the food in 

their supermarket.

This is just one small but important 

example of how blockchain technology 

is being used to create greater 

effi ciencies and assurances over what 

are becoming increasingly complex 

supply chains between producers, 

suppliers and their customers (see also 

page 36).

Not counting chickens before they 
hatch is set to take on a whole new 
meaning after it was recently revealed 
that a Chinese insurance company is 
now able to follow poultry from the 
egg to the wok through blockchain 
technology. The move, launched by 
Hong Kong-listed ZhongAn Online 
Property and Casualty Insurance, will 
help tackle food safety problems that 
have dogged China in recent years.

In the latest demonstration of how 

blockchain is shaking up supply chain 

management, the ‘insurtech’ company 

claims it can use tracking devices and 

facial recognition technology to follow 

the movement of free-range chickens 

from hatching to despatching on farms 

across China. The chickens are fi tted 

with tracking devices on their legs, 

which allows data to be logged using a 

blockchain ledger. Customers are then 
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Carrefour, the French supermarket 

giant, recently announced a similar 

move to ZhongAn. As part of its 

‘2022 transformation plan’, it will use 

blockchain technology to trace the 

production of its free-range chickens, 

one million of which are sold every 

year. Through a QR (quick response) 

code, consumers will be able to find 

out where and how each animal was 

reared, the name of the farmer, what 

feed was used, what treatments such 

as antibiotics were used, and even 

where the birds were slaughtered. 

‘This is a first in Europe and will 

provide consumers with guaranteed 

transparency as far as the traceability 

of our products is concerned,’ says 

Laurent Vallée, Carrefour’s head of 

quality and food safety.

It is a revolution that is far removed 

from the Wild West-world of 

cryptocurrencies. Bitcoin may be 

grabbing all the headlines, but many 

believe the real value of blockchain, or 

distributed ledger technology, as some 

prefer to call it, will be seen through 

the creation of networks that can give 

assurance over the validity of millions of 

transactions around the world.

Transforming industries
‘The important point about blocks, 

the individual packets of data, is that 

they can be automated, and that is 

where blockchain will start to transform 

whole industries,’ argues Steven Cox, 

chief technology ‘evangelist’ at IRIS, 

the accountancy software supplier. 

‘When one block is added to the 

chain, it can set off a reaction that 

puts other processes in motion. When 

someone places an order, the block 

of data goes through to the supplier, 

which will be checked through to 

logistics to make sure the order is in 

stock and which shipping routes are 

available. There will be no need for 

manual intervention.’

Chain gain and pain
The key benefits and challenges in using 

distributed ledger technology in supply 

chain management.

Primary benefits

* Increased traceability of material 

supply chain to ensure corporate 

standards are met

* Lower losses from counterfeit/grey 

market trading

* Improved visibility and compliance 

over outsourced contract 

manufacturing

* Reduced paperwork and 

administrative costs.

Secondary benefits

* Strengthened corporate reputation 

by providing transparency of 

materials used in products

* Improved credibility and public trust 

of data shared

* Reduced potential public relations 

risk from supply chain malpractice

* Engaged stakeholders.

Current limitations and potential risks

* Integration concerns – blockchain 

requires significant changes to, 

or the complete replacement of, 

existing systems

* Linking digital to physical – to 

ensure the flow of information, all 

the steps of the supply chain and 

all products will have to be tagged 

digitally

* Control, security and privacy – 

there are still cybersecurity breach 

concerns that need to be addressed 

before the general public will trust 

blockchain solutions

* Cultural adoption – a shift to 

decentralised networks will require 

buy-in from users.

Source: Deloitte

Other food retailers, such as Waitrose 

and Sainsbury’s in the UK and Walmart 

in the US, have also confirmed they are 

testing blockchain applications.Their 

focus is on food safety and traceability, 

but there are endless other applications.

‘Companies all need varying subsets 

of the full universe of information that 

is involved in the supply chain and 

they all need to be able to see it at 

different points in time,’ says Narayanan 

Vaidyanathan, head of business 

insights at ACCA. ‘But they all need 

encrypted access to that information 

and permission to access it so that not 

everyone can see everything.’

What they also need is assurance over 

the whole system, which arguably sets 

blockchain supply chain management 

apart from its cryptocurrency 

blockchain cousins. ‘You need to have 

interoperability and a hybrid governance 

model,’ explains Vaidyanathan. ‘I don’t 

believe a pure bitcoin-style system 

of self-governance would work in the 

enterprise world. I don’t believe you 

can leave it to the network to carry out 

decentralised validation.’

And this is where professional 

accountants have a role to play. ‘The 

skillset of value protection is something 

that is integral to the profession – the 

core skills of managing and controlling 

risk, governance and being able to 

assess everything that is happening 

with transactions and where the risk 

points exist,’ says Vaidyanathan. These 

are skills that fit with the dynamic 

blockchain process.

And as Cox says: ‘Accountants 

shouldn’t be scared of blockchain 

cancelling out their livelihoods, because 

it will make their lives a lot easier and 

free them up to evolve into the digital 

adviser and business coach for their 

clients. It is going to change what they 

do, but change it for the better.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist

27May 2018 Accounting and Business

AP_UK_YPRAC_BlockchainAssurance.indd   27 29/03/2018   15:45



What women want 
Deloitte China and Lean In China 

have collaborated on a report that 

seeks to understand the professional 

motivations and challenges of women in 

a digital age, as well as their leadership 

behaviours and impact created in the 

workplace. Julia Broussard, UN women 

country programme manager in China, 

noted at the launch of the Women, Work 
and Happiness: Impact of Women in the 
Workplace in a Digital Age report that, 

in China, women contribute 41% of the 

national GDP, while estimates suggest 

that if a 25% reduction in the gender gap 

in labour force participation could be 

achieved by 2025, ‘this would increase 

the national GDP by US$2.5 trillion’. 

Flexibility fades
Although the number of Hong Kong 

employers using flexible working has 

dropped – from 59% in 2016 to 46% 

in 2017 – 62% of those have switched 

to contract or temporary roles (62% in 

2017, versus 59% in 2016). According 

to Dean Stallard, managing director in 

Hong Kong and South China at Hays, 

which conducted the research, use of 

contractors and temporary workers was 

happening ‘for a number of reasons, 

from containing costs to sourcing 

specialist expertise for specific projects’.

Increase in global GDP in 2030 from the 
accelerating development and take-up 
of artificial intelligence – the equivalent 
of an additional US$15.7 trillion .
Source: PwC

14%
The view from
Chapman Leung ACCA, senior financial analyst, FedEx 
Express APAC, Hong Kong, on a dynamic environment

corporation is very 
interesting and challenging. 
I love composing divertive 

financial models for 

business performance 

analysis. Figures never tell 

lies and I dig out the truth 

by applying my accounting 

knowledge. Proactive and preventive 

measures can therefore be proposed 

through financial modelling before 

certain scenarios happen.

Hong Kong is a place where 
everyone can be who they want to 
be. This cosmopolitan city is running 

at full speed, providing tonnes of 

opportunities and diversity, which 

attracts people from all over the world 

to do business here. The job market 

in Hong Kong is very active and fast-

paced; pools of strong candidates who 

are communicable, adaptable and 

professional are ready to grow along 

with different business units.

As more employers and employees 
value work-life balance, more work 
flexibility and freedom brings out 
the best in both sides. Although 

Hong Kong still has a long way to 

go before being considered one of 

the best places for work-life balance, 

the constantly evolving workplace is 

moving in the right direction to make 

such a list. 

If I wasn’t an accountant, I think I would 
be a stay-at-home husband. I love 

cooking healthy and delicious dishes, 

decorating the house and controlling 

the family balance sheet. AB

Business models 
are changing from 

product-driven 
to service-driven 
amid the desire 

for a customised 
user experience

I graduated in the year of 
the global financial crisis, 
so job openings were 
rare. Many of my impatient 

colleagues wanted to earn 

quick money but I chose to 

carve out a path with an eye 

on the future and placed 

trust in the power of professionalism. I 

entered a local commercial company to 

gain hands-on experience in corporate 

accounting and finance.  

Business models are changing from 
product-driven to service-driven 
amid the desire for a customised 
user experience. The need for 

experts becomes stronger and 

stronger. For instance, standard 

management reporting no longer 

fits organisational needs; a dynamic 

professional consultancy is required 

to introduce technology and 

analysis customisation based on 

unique requirements.

Being a senior specialist in financial 
planning and analysis at a US-based 
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The race to automation
A joint survey by ACCA Hong Kong and KPMG China highlights the need for 
companies to keep up with the trend for robotics process automation

successful RPA implementation, it is 

important to also recognise the positive 

impact it can have on teams and 

employees, survey respondents said. 

According to the survey, the three 

primary triggers for investing in 

automation technologies in Hong Kong 

are to improve efficiency and prioritise 

more value-adding tasks (29%), minimise 

errors associated with manual processes 

(25%) and make cost savings (20%). 

Slow to adapt
However, only 4% of respondents 

said that their finance departments 

were highly automated, with around 

80% either unaware of automation 

technologies or having no current 

plans to adopt them. Additionally, only 

7% confirmed that their organisations 

have an annual budget for robotics 

and automation.

Not knowing whether the perceived 

benefits brought by RPA would 

outweigh the costs and what type of 

technology would be most suitable 

Robotics process automation (RPA) is 
still in its infancy in Hong Kong but, 
according to a joint survey by ACCA 
Hong Kong and KPMG China, ignoring 
the trend or not keeping up could put 
the special administrative region (SAR) 
at risk of losing its competitive edge. 

The survey, Hong Kong’s 
Automated Future, aims to understand 

the state of automation technologies, 

particularly RPA implementation 

within finance functions of various 

organisations in Hong Kong. It 

draws opinions from 388 respondents 

working in finance and banking, 

professional services, manufacturing, 

real estate, retail, information 

technology and telecommunications, 

insurance, and government and 

public administration.

‘Automation is an opportunity for 

Hong Kong companies that cannot be 

missed. Our survey finds that senior 

executives are demanding greater 

and faster insights as well as value 

from finance functions,’ says Isabel 

Zisselsberger, KPMG China’s head of 

financial management. 

RPA has been gaining momentum 

in transforming business processes. 

It can help free up resources from 

repetitive, structured transactional 

processes, address the need to rapidly 

enable automation of human tasks 

without costly system integration, and 

interact with multiple applications 

in a ‘non-invasive’ manner. RPA is 

considered an ideal digital gateway 

to help organisations make their way 

to becoming highly-automated or 

even artificial intelligence-enabled 

enterprises in the future.  

Industries such as IT and 

telecommunications as well as banking 

and finance are more likely to consider 

automation, as their business processes 

are repetitive, transactional and high 

volume in nature. These organisations 

need to embrace digitalisation and 

this capability is flowing through to 

their back-office functions. While there 

are clear commercial benefits from 
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greater need for staff with knowledge 

and experience in handling such tools.’

Innovative ambitions
The survey highlights that technology, 

telecommunications, banking and 

finance sectors are the leaders of RPA 

adoption in Hong Kong. On top of 

efforts by individual organisations, the 

government is also strengthening its 

push for corporate sector innovation 

as it seeks to cement its position as a 

regional innovation and technology 

(I&T) hub. 

Hong Kong has the right 

characteristics to be a leader in the 

adoption of new technologies. As 

an international financial, trade and 

logistics, and professional services hub, 

Hong Kong is home to many businesses 

that are running complex operations.

The emphasis on innovation was 

reiterated when Hong Kong’s Finance 

Secretary Paul Chan announced various 

measures to boost innovation in the 

SAR during his 2018-19 Budget speech, 

including setting aside HK$50bn for 

supporting I&T development. ‘I&T is 

undoubtedly an economic driver in the 

new era,’ Chan said at the time, noting 

that, in order to stay competitive, Hong 

Kong must optimise its resources by 

focusing on developing its areas of 

strength, such as biotechnology, artificial 

intelligence, smart city and fintech. 

are two of the top reasons stopping 

companies in Hong Kong from 

exploring more of the technologies. 

Companies are usually not well-versed 

when it comes to a young technology 

like automation and, as a result, 

they do not know what is possible. 

More specifically, 43% of the survey 

respondents said that they were not 

aware of technologies that could 

automate finance or other operations. 

And that lack of awareness often leads 

to fear.

‘A lack of knowledge and awareness 

of new technologies slows adoption of 

RPA,’ says Eunice Chu, head of policy at 

ACCA Hong Kong. ‘Many companies, 

particularly SMEs, do not know where 

and how to start and, consequently, fear 

the impact such technologies could 

have on their businesses.’

Despite the lack of knowledge on 

automation, companies do recognise 

the importance of tapping into the 

area. Many admitted that they could 

be left behind if they fail to adopt the 

technology soon. Some believed their 

processes would be either suboptimal 

or inefficient without automation, their 

operations would be prone to errors or 

they would lose their competitive edge. 

A mere 6% believed their organisations 

would not be affected if they do not 

invest in some form of automation. But 

this does not mean that companies in 

Hong Kong are ready to put money into 

RPA implementation. Among those who 

were aware of automation technologies, 

just 20% were planning to invest in the 

near future and 37% had no plans to 

incorporate them into their operations. 

There is definitely room for 

automation tools to be deployed in 

the finance functions of companies in 

Hong Kong. ‘Training is a particularly 

important area companies should invest 

in,’ Chu says. ‘As new technologies, 

including robotics automation, continue 

to grow in Hong Kong, there will be a 

Some initiatives introduced in 

the Budget will also prepare Hong 

Kong for the challenges brought by 

automation. ‘In order to stay ahead 

of the competition, companies will 

need to establish a long-term plan that 

revolves around training, retraining and 

redeployment of staff,’ Chu says. ‘New 

Budget measures, such as relaxation of 

the eligibility criteria for the Technology 

Voucher Programme and increased 

subsidies for the Continuing Education 

Fund, could help both companies and 

individuals to prepare for the challenges 

and opportunities that arise from 

automation.’

Looking to the future, 13% of the 

survey respondents believed that 

they need to start investing more in 

automation solutions now in order 

to gain first-mover advantage, while 

33% said they would do so in another 

two to three years once automation 

technologies are more mature. Most 

respondents, on the other hand, 

expected automation to roll out over 

a longer time frame, with the majority 

believing that their companies will 

be running some form of automation 

application within five years.

A proper implementation plan must 

be ready to ensure a smooth transition 

and minimise the risks associated with 

technology enablement. With a clear 

action plan, companies can typically be 

ready to scale up to production within 

three to four months. 

‘To survive and thrive as the digital 

environment evolves in Hong Kong, 

businesses will need to develop new 

skillsets,’ Zisselsberger says. ‘We 

advise CFOs and finance teams to 

start embracing robotics processing 

and artificial intelligence, using 

data and analytics and deploying 

emerging technologies that can 

transform the function.’ AB

Cornelia Zou, journalist

‘Many companies 
do not know where 

and how to start 
and, consequently, 

fear the impact 
such technologies 

could have on 
their businesses’
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Rise of the robo-adviser
Robots might not yet live up to the promise of offering hands-free driving and fully 
automated smart homes, but they could already be managing your money

Since the 2008 financial crisis, consumers worldwide 
have been increasingly trusting ‘robo-advisers’ with 
their investment decisions, putting faith in a set of 

computer algorithms rather than a human financial planner.
In Singapore, which leads the world in its appetite for 

financial advice, demand has grown to the extent that assets 

under management in the robo-adviser segment amount 

to US$1,750m in 2018, and are expected to show an annual 

growth rate (CAGR 2018-22) of 44.4% by 2022, according to 

analytics projections by Statistica. A recent report by IDC 

Financial Insights goes further, forecasting that seven ‘hot 

markets’ for robo-advisory services in Asia-Pacific – China, 

Singapore, Australia, South Korea, Hong Kong, India and 

Taiwan – will have a combined total of assets under automated 

management of US$500bn by 2021.

To date, automated advice has been most prevalent in 

wealth management – which, as 

Deloitte notes in a recent report, 

is not surprising, given the quest 

for higher net returns from savings 

in a low-interest-rate environment. 

However, going forward, it’s not 

only high-net-worth individuals 

(HNWIs) who will drive demand 

for the low-cost, high-convenience 

and consistency of automated 

advice. Deloitte sees a hitherto 

unmet need in large markets 

such as retirement products and 

mortgages, but also wider scope 

for businesses.

‘There’s no reason why digital advice services can’t be 

deployed by employers to help their employees – for example, 

upon enrolment into a pension scheme, when approaching 

retirement or simply to help them with other financial 

concerns,’ says Deloitte partner Gavin Norwood. ‘Ultimately, 

we would not be surprised to see digital advice services evolve 

further, not just to support more need areas for individuals, 

but also to start supporting smaller businesses with aspects of 

their finances and tax.’

One factor driving this trend is generational, he adds. 

Deloitte’s research shows that demand for robo-advice is 

clearly higher among younger age groups.

Unlock new segments
In 2017, Singapore’s OCBC Bank became the first bank in 

South-East Asia to pilot a robo-advisory service for select 

customers, launched in partnership 

with local fintech company WeInvest. 

Aditya Gupta, head of e-business 

Singapore at OCBC, says the aim 

was to unlock new segments and 

make quality wealth solutions more 

accessible to a much broader base 

of customers. 

‘We are targeting customers 

who are keen on investing, but 

who are time-starved and who 

may want a simpler, more guided 

and personalised investment 

experience,’ he says. ‘We plan to 

commercialise and extend this robo-

‘Robo-advisory 
solutions will help 

drive democratic 
access to investment 

advice but these 
will complement 

– not displace – 
financial advisers’
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Singapore’s story
Singaporeans lead the world in their appetite for financial 

advice: in the 2017 Legg Mason Global Investment Survey, 

61% of respondents in Singapore said they consult financial 

advisers, the highest number in Asia ex-Japan (55% ), and well 

above the global average (46%). A majority (60%) revealed 

they are open to receiving financial advice from artificial 

intelligence-powered ‘robo-advisers’. The top reasons cited 

in favour of robo-advisers were the inability to be influenced 

by human emotions, 24/7 availability and lower fees. Ajay 

Dayal, investment director at Legg Mason Global Asset 

Management, says that more and more Singaporeans are 

considering a hybrid advice model, where technology and 

online knowledge can complement advice from professionals. 

‘In Singapore the results showed a strong preference for a 

human-led and technology supported approach to most areas 

of financial planning and execution,’ he says.

advisory service to the rest of our customer base by the middle 

of this year.’

The bank believes that the convergence of digital 

technologies and wealth can make quality wealth 

management advice and solutions more accessible and 

inclusive for all customers. ‘We call this the “democratisation 

of wealth”,’ Gupta explains. ‘This helps expand wealth 

advisory beyond traditional segments and unlocks new 

consumer segments to engage with, including the emerging 

affluent, millennials and first-time investors exploring digital 

wealth services. 

‘With more customers turning to digital channels to serve 

their financial and investment needs, we are expanding our 

reach to digitally savvy and time-starved customers by making 

investments personalised, simple and easy.’

The bank has learned how customers interact with the 

platform – from onboarding to their prefererences for alerts 

on portfolio performance. ‘We made tweaks and fine-tuned 

the product journey along the way to ensure that our customer 

experience is simple, seamless and frictionless,’ Gupta says. 

He is confident that such a robo-advisory service will widen 

investors’ choice to lower-cost investments and make wealth 

accumulation accessible to everyone. 

‘Robo-advisory solutions will help drive democratic access 

to investment advice but these will complement – not displace 

– financial advisers, and I believe advisory models will be a 

hybrid of automated and human-based advice.’

Complementary, not competitive
Of course, financial advisory is a highly regulated area, which 

is why Simon Hawkins, counsel in the Hong Kong office of 

law firm Latham and Watkins, believes that some technology 

startups have found a niche playing a complementary, rather 

than competitive, role to traditional providers. Rather than 

aspiring to be licensed financial institutions in their own right, 

he says, technology companies ‘are finding interesting and 

innovative ways to use data, in particular though data analytics 

and artificial intelligence, to help assess risk much better and 

quicker than institutions have been able to do before’.

Robo-advice is also being utilised to produce bespoke 

investment portfolios for consumers and to take advantage 

of what’s sometimes referred to as the advice gap. ‘There is a 
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huge pool of people in Asia who currently don’t have access 

to any kind of reasonable financial advice because getting 

bespoke investment advice is expensive,’ Hawkins explains. 

‘This advice gap can be filled by robo-advice solutions, which 

provide tailored investment advice for a much lower cost than 

a traditional adviser.’ Traditional institutions and new entrants 

alike are using robo-advice technology to service this segment 

of the market, he adds.

Digging deeper
Hawkins cites Singapore-based Bambu as one of the 

successful innovators in this space. The company was 

founded in 2016 by Ned Phillips, a longtime Asia-based 

finance professional who has been involved in fintech since 

its formative phase. One of Bambu’s products is White-Label 

Robo, a customisable goal-based platform for HNWIs that 

digs deeper into a client’s lifestyle. Enquiring about the things 

that interest them – for example, reading habits – helps 

to build a more accurate risk profile and hone the types of 

financial products that are suitable for them, Hawkins explains. 

‘Utilising a combination of online, algorithmic advice mixed 

in with human intervention, they often provide a user-friendly 

interface that helps the institution to tailor the investment 

advice and the type of financial products that will be sold to 

that person,’ he adds.

Hawkins sees this kind of robo solution, known as ‘white-

label’ advice – also offered by Singapore startups such as 

Smartly and Pivot Fintech – as becoming increasingly popular 

with financial institutions, too. Phillips believes that robo-

advisory is available to all sectors of the market. ‘Potentially, it 

could also be used by business as cash management and as 

investment tools,’ he says.

What about regulation? There is greater concern around 

fully automated systems, especially where complex financial 

products are involved. If a number of banks are using the same 

algorithmic system and a technical error results in erroneous 

trading decisions being made on a large scale, then investors 

are at risk, Hawkins says.

Regulators are looking closely into online investment 

advisory and distribution models, with both the 

Monetary Authority of Singapore and the Hong Kong 

Securities and Futures Commission launching consultations 

in 2017. While their conclusions are yet to be released, the 

aim of the proposed regulatory policies is to ensure that online 

and digital advisory platforms must be properly designed, 

fully audited, and have systems and controls in place to 

ensure the security and reliability of the platform, including 

personal data. 

‘Robust governance is also absolutely crucial; someone 

needs to be accountable for the online platform,’ 

Hawkins says. ‘This is very important to all regulators because 

they obviously can’t go after a computer but they can go after 

a human.’

That in itself kicks off a separate discussion, he notes. ‘In 

Hong Kong and in other parts of the world there is a greater 

focus on senior management accountability and we think 

that algorithmic investment advice is likely to be an area of 

focus for regulators as this type of technology becomes more 

widespread,’ he says.

‘If you’re in management in a wealth advisory firm or another 

financial institution, how willing are you going to be to put 

your neck on the line for algorithmic advice?’ AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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Wired for progress
The immediate operational benefi ts internet-of-things (IoT) technologies can confer 
on organisations help explain how it has been adopted and managed internally so far

Main current uses for IoT
Some fi elds have seen far greater adoption of the internet 

of things (connected devices) than others. Areas that lead 

the way are those that need to monitor and maintain large 

numbers of individual elements – an area to which IoT 

technology lends itself well. According to The State of 
Enterprise IoT by technology magazine Verdict Emerge, 

equipment and process management is leading the way.

Key challenges
IoT projects are not without their challenges. Of the 

diffi culties that companies need to overcome in the 

implementation of IoT technologies, security remains the 

leading concern, with proving value a close second. 

Time required for return on investment
Companies that commit funds to IoT expect a rapid return 

on investment. Just over half require a maximum of a year 

before IoT infrastructure yields a positive return, while 

almost 10% demand a positive return from the outset.

Who runs the project?
Don’t assume that IoT projects are run by IT departments. 

While more are run by operations departments than any 

other team, there is a signifi cant split across different teams.
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Building the necessary
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necessary technology
Coordination 
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security concerns
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The blockchain buzzThe blockchain buzz
Don’t know where to start? Peter McBurney explains what blockchain is, how it is 
evolving, and why accountants are well placed to exploit its corporate consequences

There is a great deal of buzz about blockchains and 
distributed ledgers at present. This is the second 
time I have seen such excitement about a new 

technology. The fi rst was in the mid-1990s with the rise of 
the worldwide web, and the reasons for the excitement 
now are similar to those back then: many people can see 
potential applications and benefi ts even if they do not yet 
see how they will be realised.

So how best to explain blockchain? I like to compare it 

with the web. The internet has made it easy to share or 

disseminate information. Imagine it as a vast skyscraper 

made up of an infi nite number of classrooms, each with 

a whiteboard at the front. Anyone can wander into any 

empty room and start writing on 

the whiteboard; doing so is like 

creating a website. We can also 

wander into any room and read 

what is written there. 

The basic idea of distributed 

ledgers is similar, but imagine 

that in this case each room has a 

second whiteboard on the side, 

a ‘scratchboard’. Before being 

allowed to write on the main 

board, you need to write your draft 

text on the scratchboard and get 

approval from the people sitting 

in the room. Approval can be 

obtained via any group-decision 

method – for example, a majority vote. Also, once you 

have sent something to the main board, this text cannot be 

deleted without prior approval from the people in the room. 

Gaining approval for what is to be written on the main 

board has an important consequence: everyone has seen 

what is going on the main board before it appears there, and 

everyone knows they have all seen it, and everyone knows 

that everyone knows this – and so on, ad infi nitum. Game 

theorists call this situation ‘common knowledge’. It stops any 

participant later claiming they did not see the information in 

question. In other words, the shared information cannot later 

be repudiated, or at least not plausibly. 

The experience 
of technology 

not being quite 
adequate to the 

application is 
typical of new 

technologies
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The bitcoin blockchain has some features 

that are specific to the bitcoin application, such 

as aggregating transactions into blocks, and chaining 

these blocks together in sequence. As we are now 

realising, though, these features are not needed for other 

applications. However, because we still don’t know the full 

potential of the technology, we do not have a good sense 

of the overall conceptual space of these distributed ledger 

technologies (DLTs). 

If we have many computers agreeing on the values of some 

shared information, an obvious next step is to run computer 

programs over these shared values. Such programs running 

over a distributed ledger have come to be called ‘smart 

contracts’ (although the terminology predates blockchains). 

Broader applications
Following the launch of bitcoin, the first organisations 

to see the potential of distributed ledgers for other 

applications were banks and financial institutions, 

about four years ago. Their interest was initially 

for monetary transfers, but people soon 

realised the technology would also work 

for transfers of any assets that can be 

digitally represented. Everledger, for 

example, is a startup that places indelible 

information about individual diamonds 

onto a blockchain to record ownership and 

changes of ownership of each diamond. 

As understanding grew, people realised 

that the technology would work not only 

for asset transfers but also for recording 

any information where a permanent or 

semi-permanent record was needed. 

The next sector to become interested 

was insurance, starting around two years 

ago, and more recently companies in the 

energy and transport sectors. 

Most global companies have grown by 

acquisition. This usually means they have inherited 

disparate IT systems, and getting these systems to interact 

with one another can be challenging. A distributed ledger 

As with many computer technologies, practice 

comes well before theory. Charles Babbage and 

Thomas Fowler, for instance, built their calculating 

machines a century before Alan Turing proposed a theory 

of computing. In the case of the distributed ledger, the 

first widely known example was the blockchain technology 

developed in late 2008 to run bitcoin, the first truly 

decentralised electronic currency. 
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can act as a shared blackboard between different IT systems, 

which the various systems can each write to, and a smart 

contract can then automatically aggregate the written data. 

A recent proof-of-concept project that I undertook for a 

global bank executed internal foreign currency transactions 

between the national offi ces of the bank via a blockchain, 

as an alternative to executing these transfers through the 

Swift network. The benefi ts of the blockchain model were 

a reduction in the total cost of transfers and a signifi cant 

reduction in the need for data reconciliation.

Reconciliation of data held in different databases is a 

major cost for many multicompany workfl ows. Consortia are 

being formed in transport and energy, for instance, to look at 

blockchain technologies for data sharing. For example, when 

a contract is signed for the delivery of some commodity – say, 

oil – to some place on some future date, each party to the 

contract will enter all the relevant 

data separately in its own database. 

To fulfi l the contract, they may 

then need to instruct downstream 

partners – for example, a shipping 

company to collect the oil, inspectors 

to verify its quality, etc – and these 

partner companies also then enter 

the relevant details into their 

databases. All these episodes of data 

entry provide possibilities for error, 

so large companies employ people 

to reconcile data in intercompany 

workfl ows. Distributed ledger 

technology opens up the possibility 

that shared data need be entered 

only once, and validated at the time of entry. 

Permission to access
A key challenge for commercial applications is that data 

should only be shared with others with a need and authority 

to see it. The bitcoin blockchain is an open system that 

anyone may join or leave at any time, and is therefore a 

‘permissionless platform’, since no permission is needed 

to use it. This openness is a strength in a system designed 

as an electronic currency without a central controller, since 

every transaction is witnessed by the entire user community. 

Ethereum, another blockchain platform originally intended for 

smart contract applications, is also permissionless. 

In contrast, most commercial applications under 

development are intended as ‘permissioned’ or closed 

systems, which means that only authorised users may 

participate in the system. 

A requirement for many applications involving complex 

workfl ows, such as the management of energy trading 

contracts, is that access rights to different data items need 

to be granted to different organisations, possibly for limited 

periods. An oil company with a trading contract to supply a 

designated volume of oil to a designated place on a future 

date, for instance, may need to inform its nominated shipping 

company of the date, place and volume, but perhaps not 

the oil quality or the purchase price. None of the major 

permissioned platforms currently seem able to handle this 

requirement easily. 

This experience of technology not being quite adequate 

to the application is typical of new technologies. DLTs are 

immature, and so too are the development tools needed by 

programmers. We are still at an early stage of deployment of 

these technologies and do not yet have a good understanding 

of which specifi c features are best for 

which types of application. It may be, 

as some sceptics argue, that a DLT is 

not the most appropriate technology 

for some applications. This needs to 

be decided case by case. 

Much of the buzz around 

blockchain arises from its 

ramifi cations. The creation of an 

online presence by ‘bricks-and-

mortar’ companies in the mid-1990s 

resulted in companies redesigning 

their internal business processes, 

and there followed a decade of 

business process engineering 

(BPE) and re-engineering (BPR) 

projects. The adoption of distributed ledger technologies for 

multicompany workfl ows will, I expect, lead to another wave of 

BPE/BPR projects. 

The companies best placed to take advantage of this new 

wave are accountancy and management consulting fi rms. Now 

that law fi rms have been freed to enter other lines of business, 

we may also see them enter this market, especially to ensure 

compliance with data privacy regulations. Expect the future to 

be very exciting. AB

Peter McBurney is professor of computer science at King’s 

College London and a member of the academic advisory 

council of the UK Financial Conduct Authority

The adoption of 
distributed ledgers 
for multicompany 

workflows will lead 
to another wave of 

business process 
engineering 

projects
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ICOs take off
As initial coin offerings rapidly gain traction 
as a way of raising capital, their regulatory 
future remains uncertain

extensions in return for a share of 

ownership in mastercoin. More than 

500 developers sent bitcoins – worth 

around US$500,000 at the time – to 

a dedicated bitcoin address, and 

received 100 times the number of 

mastercoin (which are still traded 

today under the name omni) in exchange for each. 

More recently, though, the scope of offering has broadened 

considerably. The popularity of ICOs really took off in the 

second half of 2017 – the US$4bn of funds raised in those 

six months was 40 times the amount raised through ICOs 

during 2016. In 2017, 235 ICOs raised an estimated US$3.7bn, 

overtaking venture capital as the primary funding source for 

development in the blockchain sector. 

Air of nervousness
ICOs are tempting, particularly for new tech businesses, as they 

promise to open up an avenue for funding that is quicker and 

less complex than traditional methods. As a result, ICOs are 

gaining more and more attention from investors, businesses 

and the media – but also from the world’s regulators.

The sudden growth in ICOs, their reliance on volatile 

cryptocurrencies and the fact that they are largely unregulated 

has created an air of nervousness. A debate is already 

In December 2017, a Swiss-based 
company called SingularityNET 
raised US$36m from investors 

in under 60 seconds. The company, 
which enables artifi cial intelligence 
(AI) as a service (with the intention 
of creating a decentralised 
marketplace for AI) holds the record for the fastest capital-
raising exercise ever. But this wasn’t an initial public offering; 
it was an initial coin offering, or ICO; SingularityNET’s 
investors paid in cryptocurrency and received ‘coins’ (also 
known as tokens) rather than shares in return.

If you have never heard of ICOs, you will soon. Essentially 

crowdfunding through cryptocurrency, ICOs began as a 

niche funding route for tech entrepreneurs developing 

new blockchain-based cryptocurrencies and connected 

applications. Typically, investors put money into a new business 

using an existing cryptocurrency (generally bitcoins) and in 

return were given tokens in another, new cryptocurrency that 

was also based on blockchain. If the venture was successful, 

the tokens would become valuable – meaning that the ideas 

with the most potential would garner the most attention. 

The fi rst ICO was in 2013, for mastercoin, a virtual currency, 

and was based on an idea for extending the capability of 

the bitcoin network; developers were invited to write bitcoin 

ICOs are tempting 
as they promise 

to open up an 
avenue for funding 

that is quicker 
and less complex 

than traditional 
methods
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Singapore
Thanks to a favourable tax regime, light-touch 

regulation and a history of attracting startups, 

Singapore has become a favoured location for launching ICOs. 

The Monetary Authority of Singapore (MAS) has issued regular 

guidance and statements since 2014, warning that while it 

does not directly regulate cryptocurrencies, intermediaries 

of virtual currencies have responsibilities to manage money 

laundering and terrorism risks. In 2017, MAS said that it 

considers ICOs to be securities in some circumstances (ie if 

the tokens offered or issued constitute ‘products’ under the 

Securities and Futures Act), where issuers must register a 

prospectus with MAS. Secondary trading platforms for tokens 

are also required to be registered with or authorised by MAS.

South Korea
The third-largest market for bitcoin trading 

after Japan and the US, South Korea banned 

China
China’s ICO market grew rapidly between 2014 

and 2017. By the beginning of July 2017 there 

were 43 ICO platforms in the country and 65 ICOs had been 

completed, raising US$398m. In the following two months, 

US$766m was raised through ICOs. This acceleration 

brought a sudden crackdown by the regulator; in September 

2017 the People’s Bank of China banned all ICOs, calling 

them ‘a form of unapproved illegal public fi nancing’ and 

blaming them for ‘disrupting the country’s fi nancial order’. 

The bank also restated its view that cryptocurrencies do not 

have legal status; while digital currencies are not banned in 

China, cryptocurrency exchanges are, including pricing and 

information services. It is thought that this ICO ban will be 

temporary, and has been put in place to allow the regulator 

to develop consumer protection. China is not averse to 

blockchain development and the central bank is currently 

testing a blockchain-based digital currency. 

Thanks to a favourable tax regime, light-touch 

The anonymity of 
transactions makes 

ICOs a target for 
money launderers 

and terrorist 
financing
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ICOs in September 2017 because of the risk of fraud and 

scams. Regulatory developments are currently on hold 

but many options have been mooted, including taxing 

bitcoin trades.

UK
The UK’s Financial Conduct Authority (FCA) has 

been clear that it sees initial coin offerings (ICOs) 

as ‘very high-risk, speculative investments’. While the FCA has 

so far stopped short of applying the full range of securities 

regulations to ICOs, a series of announcements has tightened 

regulation in the past two years. The FCA’s current guidance 

says that if an ICO structure has parallels to an initial public 

offering (IPO) – or private placements of securities or a similar 

investment structure – the business involved may need to 

be authorised by the FCA, and this includes digital currency 

exchanges. The FCA also believes that some ICOs may fall 

within the UK’s Prospectus Rules.

as ‘very high-risk, speculative investments’. While the FCA has 

raging about whether, and how, ICOs should be controlled 

and regulated – and whether the attention of governments 

and regulators is stifl ing what could be an innovative new 

development. So what is the truth? A comprehensive report 

from ACCA, ICOs: real deal or token gesture?, unpicks the 

myths and realities around ICOs and sets out the important 

role that professional accountants can play. 

It is easy to see why ICOs are so attractive. The mechanism is 

simple and the barriers to entry remarkably low; all that may be 

required is for businesses to publish a ‘white paper’ with details 

of the concept the tokens that will be issued in exchange for 

cryptocurrency. ACCA’s report points out that the fact that 

most ICO websites also include instructions on buying bitcoins 

suggests that most investors don’t already own cryptocurrency. 

There are more than 1,200 active cryptocurrencies in the 

world. Their rapidly increasing (although hugely volatile) value 

has helped to drive the interest in ICOs – which has in turn 

encouraged the creation of more cryptocurrencies. Add into 

the mix the fact that ICOs are largely unregulated and you 

have a potentially toxic situation on your hands.

The problem is that because an ICO issues a token rather 

than shares, it is not normally considered to be a securities 

offering, and so securities regulation and controls do not 

apply. Most regulators have issued warnings, although the 

approach contrasts sharply across the world; in the most 

extreme case, China banned ICOs in 2017 (see box). 

Broadly, regulators have two lines of response open to them: 

highlighting the risks to investors and the more technical 

question of whether ICOs should qualify as securities. The 

risks are discussed in detail in ACCA’s report. By nature, the 

report points out, ‘ICOs tend to be launched by organisations 

that have no track record; these are typically young, small, 

inexperienced startups. Failures are likely to be more common, 

and certainly more damaging to investors.’ 

Significant bubble
The biggest concern is that a signifi cant bubble is forming; 

much of the return so far has been driven by increases in the 

value of the underlying cryptocurrencies (the value of bitcoin 

increased by 1,804% during 2017 and has dipped since). But 

there are other concerns. A few Ponzi schemes involving 

virtual currencies have been uncovered, and the anonymity of 

transactions makes ICOs a target for money launderers and 

terrorist fi nancing. The secondary market is new and untested, 

and it is possible that in extreme situations investors will 

fi nd that their tokens may not be saleable – and, of course, 

cryptocurrencies are susceptible to hackers.

Even so, many believe that there are signifi cant upsides to 

ICOs. They extend the options available for raising fi nance 

and allow the viability of new ideas to be quickly tested by 

the market. ACCA’s report identifi es an optimal use for ICOs – 

situations where blockchain encompasses an entire value chain, 

where the ‘product’ is itself intrinsic within the environment. 

Getting to the stage where the ICO market is reasonably safe, 

though, is likely to involve many bumps in the road.

‘In future, it will be essential to ensure that misuse of the 

original ICO concept does not block investment for genuine 

technological innovation,’ says the report. ‘Time will tell 

as to whether within existing regulation or new distinct 

requirements a new class of investment vehicle may emerge 

for ICOs, separate from securities but with its own lighter-

touch regulation.’

The report adds that professional accountants have an 

important role to play in both developing the underlying 

technology and in advising entrepreneurs on the best way 

to drive technological ideas to commercial success. ‘This 

is an area where accountants may fi nd opportunities for 

involvement in shaping the future of blockchain,’ says the 

report, adding that ICOs have the potential for accountants 

to bring new and enhanced service offerings to guide 

organisations seeking funding. What is clear is that ICOs, one 

way or the other, are here to stay; professional accountants 

who take the time to familiarise themselves with the process, 

and keep on top of the latest developments in blockchain, 

cryptocurrency and ICOs, will be ahead of the game. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Send in the bots
From coffee-making dogs and biometric monitoring to augmented-reality meetings and 
AI auditors, Timandra Harkness peers into the brave new world of tomorrow’s workplace 

‘Good morning, Timandra!’ The lift always sounds so 
perky, glass doors parting automatically as they 
detect the chip embedded in my hand. I don’t 

even need to tell it which floor I need. As I glide upwards, my 
virtual assistant Adam briefs me for the day ahead. I call him 
Adam because he’s the invisible hand that organises my life. 
‘Your first appointment is at 09.13 hours in meeting room 
Loeb,’ his soothing voice tells me. ‘Your pulse is normal, and 
your weight is 5.16kg above optimum.’ The lift shudders to a 
halt at floor 713. ‘We therefore recommend that you walk up 
the final three flights of stairs.’

Bother the workplace wellbeing programme and its biometric 

monitoring. Officially it is optional, but it comes with free health 

insurance and an extra week’s leave so, really, who’s going to 

turn that down? Apart from Dave in cybersecurity, obviously.

By the time I reach my floor I am too out of breath to say 

‘skinny camel-milk decaff latte with a Modafinil shot’, so it’s 

a good job Flynn knows my regular order and has it ready in 

his outstretched hand. Well, less a hand than a paw. ‘Good 

boy, Flynn,’ I say. Apparently dogs in the workplace are good 

for stress but because Iris in the ethics department is allergic 

to real ones, we got a robot version that also makes coffee 

42 Accounting and Business May 2018

GL_I_Timandra.indd   42 27/03/2018   12:54



and remembers what everyone drinks. Apart from Dave in 

cybersecurity, who randomises his coffee drinking so Flynn 

can’t detect a pattern.

I just have time before my 09.13 meeting to audit the 

annual accounts of Toyota General Ford. Or rather, to get 

RITA to audit them. Now that all financial records are kept 

on blockchain, it’s a simple matter of randomly sampling the 

automated audits to check they haven’t missed any anomalies 

– ideal for basic artificial intelligence (AI) like RITA, the Random 

Interaction Trail Auditor.

I finish my coffee and head into Loeb for my meeting. As 

I don my augmented reality headset I check that I’ve set 

my personal appearance settings to ‘smart’, and note with 

pleasure that the algorithm gives me a tie that subtly reflects 

the decor of the client’s own office. It has also adjusted the 

background view to match the other person’s time zone, so I 

am apparently backlit by a full moon 

over the sea. These psychological 

details are important because it’s a 

difficult meeting.

The problem is that a year ago I 

recommended a clever AI-based 

system that pays bonuses in 

cryptocurrency, converting them into 

local money when the exchange 

rate is at its most tax-efficient. 

That was fine until the company’s 

local tax office introduced its 

own AI, allocating taxation points 

dynamically without prior notice. 

And if you’re wondering how a 

government can get away with that, 

you haven’t been following the news. Since the Revenue Riots 

of 2024, financial ministries can’t crack down hard enough on 

even the most innocent tax-minimising schemes. Anything 

else would be political self-destruction.

While our own software runs a million stochastic models to 

predict the best way our client can adapt to the new regime, 

my job is twofold. First, mollify the client by reminding her that 

being seen to pay more tax is the best way to build a loyal 

customer base. Second, distract her with a new economic 

forecasting model that’s even better than the last one.

I am especially pleased with this because it was my own 

idea. Ever since the link between conception rates and 

economic growth was discovered in 2018, we’ve been buying 

pregnancy data from healthcare-wearable companies. Since 

we know when birthrates are falling, even before the mothers-

to-be know, we can hedge against the recession that always 

seems to follow. 

The algorithm also 
tracks bankers’ heart 

rates, skyscraper 
dimensions and 

internet searches 
for vintage 

Ikea furniture

But that’s just one of millions of datasets we feed into our 

neural network. The algorithm also tracks bankers’ heart rates, 

skyscraper dimensions and internet searches for vintage Ikea 

furniture. (No, I have no idea why, but who cares? It works.) 

The only problem is, all our competitors have access to the 

same datasets. We need some kind of input they don’t have, a 

different window onto the future.

A virtual meeting with a colleague on four-year paternity 

leave gave me the idea. The chaos inflicted on him by a 

toddler was just the kind of random variable we needed. 

After all, our models don’t need to be more accurate than our 

competitors. Just being unpredictably different will give us 

the edge often enough to impress our clients. So now a group 

of children convenes once a week and their outputs go into 

FINN, our Future Investment Neural Network.

Obviously that’s not how I describe it to the client. For her, 

it’s a ‘focus group of deep-future 

investors, playfully scenario-building 

in a sandbox environment’. Nobody 

needs to know it’s six infants playing 

Mars Colony or Pet Cloning Clinic in 

a real sandbox.

When I get back to my desk, RITA 

has the audit ready for me. I spend 

the afternoon checking anomalies 

in carbon credits in the Asia-Pacific 

fuel cell sector. Probably an innocent 

case of mixing up their carbon-

absorbing algae with their hydrogen-

generating algae but one can’t be 

too careful; there are stiff fines for 

quota infringement.

As I pick up my jacket to go home, my virtual assistant Adam 

murmurs: ‘You didn’t seem very happy at work today. Want to 

talk about it?’ That’ll be the facial expression analysis program, 

or maybe my embedded chip is now measuring my cortisol 

levels. But I don’t really want to talk about it because I’m 

looking to move on from EYoitteKPWCMG to one of the other 

Big Four firms. Kothari Lodha or Ruihua BDO or, if I do really 

well, Zolfo Begbies Saffery Mazars. 

Clearly I don’t want to mention this here, not even to a 

virtual sympathy-bot. So I mutter something about stress and 

accept the ‘optional’ post-work mindfulness session in the 

Easterlin Wellbeing Spa.

I hope the software can’t tell from my expression that I’d 

rather be having a beer with Dave from cybersecurity. I’ll have 

to text him our code-word to tell him I can’t make it after all. AB

Timandra Harkness is a writer, presenter and comedian
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In with the new

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

Out with the old
To unlock your team’s creativity and encourage innovation, you must first overcome 
the natural human aversion to new ideas, explains our talent doctor Rob Yeung

narrow instructions for generating ideas. 

For example, an invitation to generate 

ideas for ‘increasing shareholder value’ 

is a very broad instruction; asking 

colleagues for ways of ‘increasing 

customer satisfaction’ or ‘improving 

our cash position’ are narrower frames. 

The researchers found that narrower 

instructions led to significantly more 

creative ideas. In practical terms, then, 

help your team to be more creative 

by setting boundaries for a discussion 

and focusing their attention on specific 

opportunities or problems rather than all 

of the issues facing the team.

Consider other views
Another technique, discovered by 

New York University’s Evan Polman 

and Cornell University’s Kyle Emich, 

involves considering creative solutions 

for someone else’s situation. Rather 

than thinking about your organisation, 

your team or yourself as an individual, 

consider how you might help out some 

other organisation, team or person. 

Polman and Emich demonstrated that 

this subtle shift of focus led to ideas that 

were judged to be significantly more 

creative in every instance.

This intuitively makes sense. Often, 

when we try to come up with creative 

ideas, we end up censoring ourselves 

because we are constrained by our 

knowledge of all the organisational 

rules and restrictions that bind us. In 

contrast, we know much less about the 

rules within other organisations, which 

Few managers would dispute that 
business creativity is important for long-
term organisational success. Asking 
‘what if?’ has allowed many businesses 
to launch breakthrough technologies 
and disruptive ideas. Otherwise, Apple 
would still just be selling desktop 
computers and Amazon would only 
be an online bookseller. If you don’t 
innovate and renew your products 
and services, there’s a good chance 
that competitors might just steal your 
customers or clients away.

However, there is a contradiction 

in business: even though people talk 

about the importance of creativity in the 

workplace, the reality is that they often 

reject truly creative ideas. Researchers 

led by Jennifer Mueller at The Wharton 

School at the University of Pennsylvania 

have confirmed that most people 

unknowingly have deep-rooted biases 

against new ideas: many find them 

psychologically unsettling and may 

choose to stick with what they know and 

feel comfortable with. As a consequence, 

if you want your team to come up with 

more innovative ideas, you will need 

to not only set aside time to generate 

ideas but also to combat people’s innate 

aversion to genuinely fresh thinking.

The well-known brainstorming 

technique, in which people are instructed 

to come up with as many ideas as 

possible, is predicated on the principle 

that a higher quantity of ideas should 

ultimately result in a higher quality of 

ideas. However, there are other ways to 

boost your team’s creativity. Academics 

led by Eric Rietzschel at the University 

of Groningen in the Netherlands have 

tested the effectiveness of broad versus 

People are often so 
busy and focused 

on their own needs 
that they forget to 

consider what their 
colleagues might 

be thinking
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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

more rigour and process into the business. However, 

I have repeatedly clashed with the chairman and other 

directors, who seem to want things to stay as they are. 

I question whether I will be able to make change happen. 

Should I move on?

A Making change happen is about both head and heart. The head or 

intellectual aspect means having the technical skills, commercial acumen and 

knowledge to do the job. The heart aspect is more about emotional intelligence: 

infl uencing and persuading people so that they buy in and want to come on the 

change journey with you.

Whether you should stay or go depends on whether you have the appetite for 

using your heart as well as your head. Many business people succeed in the early 

to middle stages of their careers because they have the intellectual and technical 

skills required for those early promotions. However, moving successfully from middle 

into senior management usually requires a greater focus on the more subtle skills of 

infl uence and persuasion. Making change happen successfully requires negotiation 

and depends on fi nding a solution that people within an organisation can cope with 

– rather than the best solution from a purely fi nancial or commercial point of view.

Managers who are unable or less willing to consult and collaborate might sneer 

and say that such behaviour is politicking. However, the process does not have to be 

duplicitous or underhand at all. Try to think of it more positively, as taking the time to 

listen to stakeholders and ensuring that they feel they had the chance to speak their 

minds, no matter what the eventual outcome.

If you very much prefer to use your head rather than your heart, then fi nd a 

different role. Only stay if you can take on the challenge of winning colleagues over 

and patiently fi nding solutions that both you and they can fi nd agreeable.

Tips for the top 
If you are concerned that you are too quiet and insuffi ciently charismatic at work, there 

are things you can do to change that perception. We can all think of colleagues who 

seem to talk for the sake of talking; they take up a lot of airtime 

without making meaningful contributions. Unfortunately, 

business research confi rms that people who talk more 

tend to be rated as more intelligent – even when the 

content of their contributions is merely mediocre. The 

solution for many quieter individuals is to:

* Prepare assiduously before team meetings. 

* Work out your point of view and write notes. 

* Rehearse out loud in private as many times as is 

necessary so you can share your thoughts succinctly 

but confi dently.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q Six months ago, I left my job at 

a large organisation to take a 

senior role within a small enterprise. 

The chairman and business owner 

initially said he hired me to bring 

allows us to generate ideas that are 

genuinely freer.

Yet another method for unlocking 

a team’s business creativity was 

discovered by researchers led by 

Inga Hoever at Erasmus University 

Rotterdam. They found that 

teams were able to perform more 

creatively when fi rst instructed 

to engage in a psychological 

technique called perspective 

taking. For example, they gave 

teams instructions to ‘ask yourself what 

is important to the other persons in your 

team’ and ‘when someone in your team 

says something you don’t understand, 

ask yourself why they are saying it.’

A critic might argue that it is obvious 

that team members should consider 

the perspectives of their colleagues. 

However, the reality is that people are 

often so busy and focused on their own 

needs that they forget to consider what 

their colleagues might be thinking. 

Indeed, Hoever’s research confi rmed 

that a simple reminder to refl ect on 

the perspective of others measurably 

improved team creativity.

Business creativity and the invention 

of new concepts and technologies 

require leaders to set aside proper time 

for it. But the good news is that use of 

subtly different instructions in framing 

brainstorming sessions is likely to 

result in a signifi cantly better return on 

your investment. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk
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In search of calm waters
A technology-enabled business model headed up by tech-savvy leaders can 
make companies agile and reactive enough to survive the digital storm

either by mimicking the disruptors or 

by developing their own approach.

Many commentators believe that 

the likelihood of success depends on 

whether a business model has been 

developed with technology to achieve 

a strong customer-facing proposition 

at its heart. Chris Bones, professor of 

creativity and leadership at Manchester 

Business School in the UK, says online 

retailers Amazon and ASOS are strong 

examples of this, whereas fashion 

retailer Next is not. ‘Their website is 

all about Next, not the customer,’ says 

Bones, who previously held senior roles 

at Diageo and Cadbury Schweppes. 

That sentiment is echoed by Jonathan 

Wyatt, a managing director and digital 

lead at consultancy Protiviti, which 

specialises in helping traditional 

companies manage disruption. ‘Digital 

leaders go to market with the voice of 

the customer as central, compared to 

most other organisations, which put 

themselves first,’ he says.

Take the example of Starling Bank, 

a challenger bank that operates a 

customer-centric business model. 

Founder and CEO Anne Boden says the 

approach is about ‘giving customers 

what they want now’. By managing 

their current account on their mobile 

phones, customers can use their debit 

cards, Apple Pay and faster payments 

functions to set up standing orders and 

direct debits. 

‘We believe that data is owned by 

the consumer. They should have access 

to that data and be empowered to use 

it for their own benefit,’ says Boden, 

a 30-year veteran of the traditional 

banking sector.

In the not-too-distant past, companies 
with a well-defined business model 
could feel reasonably confident 
about the future. If they had set their 
process architecture and supporting 
organisational models well to target a 
market – be it selling consumer goods 
or bank accounts – they could expect 
to prosper.

But as the forces of disruption have 

been unleashed over the last 20 years, 

those models have become increasingly 

tested, offering insufficient flexibility. 

Many corporates that failed to adapt 

their models to these changing 

conditions have fallen by the wayside.

Now a new phase appears to have 

arrived. We are in the age of the 

tech-enabled business model that ties 

together all forms of technology being 

used across organisations, enabling 

them to be become agile and reactive, 

even able to withstand the relentless 

waves of disruption that are hitting every 

sector. A moment of truth is dawning 

on more and more CEOs and CFOs 

that they must either construct such 

a model to continually adapt through 

technological innovation or expect to 

be destroyed by disruptive forces that 

are usually tech-driven.

The simple truth is that leaders who 

grasp this concept and can exploit it 

will succeed, whereas their peers who 

are less digitally enlightened are more 

likely to fail.

The main threat to traditional business 

models has changed because big data 

has enabled disruptors to create new 

forms of value, argues Kenneth Cukier, 

senior editor of digital products at The 
Economist. What’s changed, he says, 

‘Digital leaders 
go to market with 

the voice of the 
customer as central, 

compared to most 
organisations 

that put 
themselves first’ 

is that the technology has become 

so powerful, the cost of memory has 

gone down, data storage ability has 

massively increased and there has been 

a rise of the big-data mindset. ‘There 

has been a big advancement of how to 

create economic value from data,’ he 

says. ‘You can make decisions based 

on that data in a way that you really 

couldn’t previously.’

Bounty of expansion
What the World Economic Forum 

hailed in 2016 as the fourth industrial 

revolution is now upon us, say many 

commentators. In their book What 
to do when machines do everything, 
Malcolm Frank, Paul Roehrig and Ben 

Pring of global technology consultancy 

Cognizant write that this is ‘a time of 

economic dislocation, when old ways of 

production give way to new ones, and 

when those who can harness the power 

of the new technology will harvest the 

bounty of economic expansion’. 

The challenge is for companies to 

be able to exploit the strengths of 

tech to drive their business models – 
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designed this process, would we have 

structured it differently?’

The trio continue: ‘The former 

lens gives you [video rental chain] 

Blockbuster, which put internet 

e-commerce on top of a retail chain 

network. The latter lens yields Netflix, 

which designed core processes as 

digital from the ground up.’ What 

happened next is clear to see.

Perhaps no company’s approach 

symbolises more the challenge of 

developing a tech-enabled business 

model than General Electric (GE), the 

oldest company listed on the New York 

Stock Exchange. Former GE CEO Jeff 

Disruptor mindset
Wyatt says that two key factors are 

contributing to the success of disruptors 

that corporates need to focus on: 

creating a well-defined business model 

and being able to disrupt it from within. 

He adds that developing the mindset 

of the disruptor is what many larger 

companies find hardest to achieve. 

Frank, Roehrig and Pring write that 

the starting point for a truly digital 

model should not be to ask: ‘How do we 

make it better/faster/cheaper by adding 

new technology to it?’ They believe 

that the question should be: ‘If digital 

technologies were available when we 

Immelt recognised the need to develop 

new business models for the digital 

industrial economy after reading Marc 

Andreessen’s 2011 Wall Street Journal 
article ‘Why software is eating the world’ 

and Eric Ries’s book The Lean Startup.

Immelt said: ‘If you went to bed last 

night as an industrial company, you’re 

going to wake up this morning as a 

software and analytics company’. He 

may have been forward-thinking, but 

not enough to prevent his exit from 

the company last year after running it 

since 2000. AB

Lawrie Holmes, journalist 
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More information

Find details of the event and how 
to register at wcoa2018.sydney 

ACCA at the conference
As a gold sponsor, ACCA will be hosting a stand and featuring in the programme. 

Plans are still under development but will include a focus on ACCA research on the 

impact of robotics and artificial intelligence, being carried out in partnership with 

KPMG and ACCA’s alliance partner CA ANZ, conference co-host.

ACCA chief executive Helen Brand says: ‘The accounting profession is evolving 

to meet the needs of a rapidly changing business and economic landscape. This 

important event will enable the profession to come together to debate the future 

and demonstrate the leadership required in the years ahead.’

Some other speakers
Michael Woodford former CEO, Olympus Corporation – the man who blew 

the whistle on a £1bn fraud

Niall Ferguson professor of history at Harvard – one of the world’s most 

compelling thinkers

Diana B Henriques financial journalist – the best-selling author of The Wizard 
of Lies: Bernie Madoff and the Death of Trust

A disruptive agenda
The speaker lineup at the ACCA-sponsored World Congress of Accountants this year 
underlines the impact of technological change on the accountancy profession

an exhibition will showcase financial 

software and technology from around 

the world. 

Other topics on the agenda 

include protecting the public 

interest and building prosperity; 

building trust and confidence in 

the role of the accounting and 

finance profession; addressing the 

leadership challenge; enhancing 

ethics and integrity; exploring 

sustainable solutions for businesses, 

social enterprises and economies; 

and safeguarding the future of the 

accounting profession. AB

Michael Jordaan, founder of a new 
digital-only bank in South Africa, is to 
speak at this year’s World Congress 
of Accountants. Held every four years, 
the 6,000-delegate event takes place 
in Sydney on 5–8 November.

Jordaan’s new venture, Bank Zero, 

reflects one of the conference themes 

of embracing disruptive technologies. 

Bank Zero is part of the new frontier 

of banking that is arriving through 

smartphones and associated digital 

technologies. Formerly CEO of one 

of South Africa’s largest banks, First 

National, Jordaan heads a private equity 

company with 21 strategic investments, 

ranging from the new data-focused 

mobile network Rain to the algorithmic 

investment fund NMRQL Research.

Jordaan is not the only speaker who 

will be addressing technology issues. 

Janelle Hopkins, group CFO of Australia 

Post, will be talking about the challenges 

of transforming the group’s finance 

function, supporting its aspiration to 

become a leading e-commerce business.

Industry leaders will also be 

discussing software automation, 

artificial intelligence, cryptocurrencies 

and blockchain technologies, while 
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The wisdom of crowds
Adam Deller looks at how financial reporting professionals and experts have 
responded to the IASB’s ongoing disclosure and primary financial statements projects

Last month’s article (‘Built on sand?’) 
tenuously linked financial reporting to 
football, and we’ll stick with that link 
this month by looking at punditry. 

On retirement, many of the most 

successful football players turn to 

careers in the media. Doing this 

keeps them connected to the football 

world, often in a much more secure 

position than if they were to go into 

management. It is, after all, often easier 

to talk a good game than be involved in 

the action on the pitch. 

Having people who have achieved 

at the highest level in the sport allows 

the audience to understand what 

is going on in greater depth, while 

putting players and managers under 

more intensive scrutiny than in previous 

generations. Ultimately, these are the 

experts, so people are willing to tune in 

to hear their opinions and analysis.

preparers of financial statements. The 

individuals involved in the forum come 

from a variety of industries across many 

nations. This means that they are not 

simply commentators; they are also on 

the field of play. 

The forum meets three times a 

year, with the most recent meeting 

taking place in London in March. 

The discussions centred on three 

IASB projects: disclosure, primary 

financial statements, and goodwill and 

impairment. We looked at the goodwill 

and impairment project in last month’s 

AB; this month we will focus on the 

IASB’s other two projects.

Disclosure project
The IASB began by bringing feedback 

gathered prior to the meeting. The 

principal feeling among preparers of 

financial statements is that the volume 

Such commentary is a key part of 

developments in the financial reporting 

community. As part of the lengthy 

process of issuing new or updated 

IFRS Standards, the International 

Accounting Standards Board (IASB) 

invites comments from a wide variety 

of sources. When it issues a discussion 

paper or exposure draft, it gets 

feedback from preparers, national 

standard-setters and accounting 

institutes, among others.

One of the key bodies involved in 

this discussion is the Global Preparers 

Forum (GPF), an IFRS consultative group 

whose members have considerable 

practical experience in financial 

reporting. Its members give valuable 

feedback into concepts and proposals 

that the IASB is developing and offer 

advice on the practical implications 

of the intended proposals for the 
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It’s all in the presentation

Watch Adam Deller discuss the 
IASB’s project on fi nancial statement 
presentation, at bit.ly/AB-fs-pres

position that paper fi nancial statements 

are the only available document that 

people can access. As this is no longer 

the case, surely it is the time to consider 

how the fi nancial statements can be 

linked to other sources of information, 

rather than being a catch-all document 

that attempts to be all things to all men.

Management performance
Part of the discussion on the primary 

fi nancial statements centred on 

the inclusion of a management 

performance measure, which would be 

the key performance measure used by 

management. That measure may be an 

existing metric, such as operating profi t, 

or an adjusted fi gure, such as a measure 

of profi t after stripping out share-based 

payments, for example.

The belief of the IASB is that if these 

metrics are key to management’s 

decisions, they should be refl ected 

somewhere in the fi nancial statements. 

The discussion was then over whether 

they should be recorded in the 

statement of fi nancial performance itself 

or disclosed in the notes.

The general preference of forum 

members was for the information to 

be reported in the fi nancial statements 

and prescriptive nature of requirements 

in IFRS Standards is too onerous. 

Conversely, it was noted that investors 

and report users are most concerned 

about a lack of relevant information, and 

less concerned about having too much 

irrelevant information. Clearly this is a 

diffi cult balance to strike. 

As part of moving towards striking 

that balance, many members of the 

forum believe that the language used in 

many accounting standards is unhelpful. 

It was noted that the inclusion of terms 

such as ‘shall’ and ‘as a minimum’ mean 

that preparers and auditors feel they 

must include these disclosures, whether 

they are material or not. Preparers said 

they feel unable to apply judgment as to 

which are relevant and which aren’t, and 

that it was unlikely that auditors would 

agree with this exercise of judgment. 

No consensus was reached over the 

most appropriate language to be used, 

but most felt that allowing preparers 

to exercise judgment was crucial to 

fi nding a solution. A review of all the 

disclosures under each standard was 

not a universally popular approach, but 

preparers did feel that where language 

such as ‘shall’ or ‘should’ are used, an 

explanation around considering whether 

such disclosures were material or not 

would be helpful.

Some felt that a measured approach 

would be useful, outlining which things 

must be disclosed by all entities, which 

should be disclosed if material, and 

which could be disclosed if it is felt 

helpful to the users. It is likely that this 

would lead to a clearer picture, but 

more management time would be 

taken up in applying judgment about 

what should be applied, in addition to 

discussions with auditors.

The question was raised about 

whether information needs to be 

repeated each year if no changes have 

been made. Some of the forum felt that 

technology could be used to enable 

this – for example, placing accounting 

policies on the company‘s website and 

providing links to them in the annual 

reports. This would mean that only 

changes to accounting policies would 

be included in the actual information, 

with unchanged and pWrior-year 

information held elsewhere.

As technology moves on, a 

blended approach along these lines 

feels sensible. One of the causes 

of overdisclosure in the fi nancial 

statements stems from the traditional 

Many members 
of the forum 

believe that the 
language used in 
many accounting 

standards is 
unhelpful

50 Accounting and Business May 2018

C
PD

GL_T_DellerCPD.indd   50 26/03/2018   09:02

www.bit.ly/AB-fs-pres


More information

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

performance measure in their financial 

statements, this should be consistent all 

the way through and therefore the effect 

on EPS should be shown.

For those who do calculate adjusted 

EPS figures, producing these in the 

financial statements was deemed not 

to be a particularly arduous exercise, 

as all the information would already be 

available to preparers.

Some questioned whether investors 

would really find this useful. If adopted, 

an adjusted diluted EPS would also 

be prepared, although not many 

management performance measures 

are expected to affect diluted EPS.

Associates and joint ventures
The final discussion in the primary 

financial statements project was on 

where to show the share of profit from 

associates and joint ventures. Different 

entities put this figure in different places.

The IASB’s preference is to identify 

which associates and joint ventures are 

regarded as integral to the business, 

and which are not, showing the former 

separately from the latter. The proposal 

is that integral results would be 

reflected above the income/expenses 

from investments category (where the 

rather than the notes, in case disclosure 

overload led to it being overlooked 

or missed. One problem noted is 

that many of these management 

performance measures are figures 

that take a measure of profit and 

subject it to numerous adjustments, 

which makes simple presentation on 

the face of the statement of financial 

performance difficult. In this case, a 

reconciliation of a profit subtotal to this 

management performance measure 

would be proposed for inclusion, either 

under the statement of profit or loss or 

in the notes.

Adjusted EPS
The forum discussed what could be 

done about entities calculating an 

adjusted earnings per share (EPS) 

figure and whether it would be useful 

to require an EPS figure to be shown 

using a management performance 

measure. Commentators said it would 

depend on whether the entity actually 

used adjusted EPS in its own internal 

reporting, otherwise it would be a 

pointless exercise.

A number of forum members agreed 

with the principle that if preparers 

are required to show a management 

non-integral results would be shown).

The main reaction from the forum was 

that classifying associates as integral and 

non-integral would not be helpful, or 

even possible in many cases. Preparers 

felt clearer guidance on where to reflect 

this profit would be useful, but they 

disagreed with the classification split of 

integral and non-integral associates.

The discussion process
As with a collection of football pundits, 

getting full agreement around the forum 

table is probably impossible. Yet the 

whole forum discussion is a healthy part 

of the standards development process. 

By not making decisions itself in a 

closed discussion, the IASB intends to 

ensure that its new standards are more 

robust and fit for purpose. It may not be 

the easiest course of action, but it does 

allow a key conversation in setting and 

amending standards to take place. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

specialist and lecturer
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SC issues ‘pump-and-dump’ warning
In an announcement, the Securities Commission Malaysia (SC) has warned investors 

about the increased use of blogs, forums and social media platforms to spread 

false and misleading information on certain companies to aid ‘pump-and-dump’ 

investment schemes. The SC and Bursa Malaysia identified a blog, Bonescythe Stock 

Watch, which was found to have published various articles that contain statements 

and forecasts that were misleading and deceptive, an offence under Section 178 

of the Capital Markets and Services Act 2007 (CMSA). Following SC’s intervention 

action, the blog has been removed.

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

administration of taxation. Its income, 

aside from that set aside for daily 

operations and salaries, must be used 

only for NPO purposes as laid out in 

its registration paper. Qualifying NGOs 

must register with their local government 

office and submit documents to their 

local tax office. A list of approved NPOs 

will be published on the ministry and 

state tax administration websites. 

VAT pilot
China is expanding a pilot programme 

to assess a new VAT system where 

taxpayers can offset input VAT against 

output VAT to 17 special trading 

areas. These include the Beihai export 

processing zone in Guangxi province; 

the Chenzhou export processing zone 

in Hunan province; the Beijing Tianzhu 

Hong Kong

Energy boost
Capital expenditure on renewable 

energy and energy-efficient building 

installations can be fully tax deducted 

in the first year of purchase from the 

2018-19 financial year, instead of over 

five years as in the past, the Hong Kong 

government has announced. 

India agreement
Hong Kong has struck an avoidance of 

double taxation agreement with India, 

with Indian tax paid by Hong Kong 

companies a credit against tax payable 

in Hong Kong on the same profits, and 

vice versa. India’s withholding tax rate 

for Hong Kong residents on interest 

(currently 20%) will also be capped at 

10%. Hong Kong airlines operating 

flights to India will be taxed at Hong 

Kong’s corporation tax rate and not 

in India, and Hong Kong residents’ 

profits made in India from international 

shipping transport will receive a 50% 

Indian tax reduction. 

New panel
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange and 

the Securities and Futures Commission 

have agreed to set up a joint listing 

policy panel, advising and facilitating 

discussions on Hong Kong listing policy.

Academy mooted
The Hong Kong Monetary Authority 

(HKMA) has been asked by the 

government to look into establishing an 

academy of finance in Hong Kong. The 

HKMA has commissioned a group of 

experts to research the idea. 

Fintech MoU
A memorandum of understanding has 

been agreed by the HKMA with the 

Polish Financial Supervision Authority 

(KNF) on boosting cooperation 

between Hong Kong and Poland on 

developing fintech. The HKMA and the 

KNF will stage joint research projects, 

exchanging information and expertise. 

Mainland China

NPO clarification
China’s finance ministry has clarified 

how and when non-profit organisations 

(NPOs) can claim Chinese tax-exempt 

status. In a note, it said that an NPO 

must be registered in mainland China 

and have authorisation to operate from 

the finance ministry and the China state 
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seeking its registration. It added 

that there had been strengthened 

recognition processes for foreign 

auditors conducting audits of foreign 

incorporated corporations listed on 

Bursa Malaysia. 

New framework
The ASEAN Capital Markets Forum 

(ACMF) has endorsed a professional 

mobility framework, laying down 

guidance helping the crossborder 

movement of investment advisers 

within South-East Asia and advising 

on publishing capital market research 

reports within the region. The ACMF will 

formalise these rules by December.

Singapore

Opinions sought
Accountants have been asked to 

comment on whether the Inland 

Revenue Authority of Singapore (IRAS) 

should publish advance tax rulings, 

while protecting taxpayers’ identities 

and confidential business arrangements. 

The survey is at bit.ly/iras-survey. 

GST and property
IRAS has also released a guide 

explaining GST payments for developers 

selling properties and claiming GST 

outputs when building properties. 

Pharmaceuticals advice
IRAS has published guidance on 

the tax benefits that pharmaceutical 

manufacturers can enjoy in Singapore 

when investing into research, 

development and intellectual property. 

SFRS changes
The Accounting Standards Council 

Singapore (ASC) has released 

improvements to Singapore Financial 

Reporting Standards (SFRS) for periods 

beginning 1 January 2018. They include 

revised rules on prepayment features 

Comprehensive Free Trade Zone; the 

Shanghai Minhang Export Processing 

Zone; and the Alashankou integrated 

free trade zone, in Xinjiang. Participation 

by the seven free trade zones who took 

part in the 2016 pilot will be extended.

Malaysia

Broker digitisation 
The Securities Commission and the 

Bank Negara Malaysia have established 

a Brokerage Industry Digitisation 

Group (BRIDGe), a joint working group 

involving regulators and traders charged 

with accelerating digitisation within the 

stockbroking industry. 

Standard update
The Malaysian Accounting Standards 

Board has amended Malaysian Financial 

Reporting Standard MFRS 119 on 

pension accounting. Reporting entities 

must use updated actuarial assumptions 

to determine current service cost and 

net interest for the remainder of an 

annual reporting period, after a plan 

amendment, curtailment or settlement. 

GST compliance
The Royal Malaysian Customs has 

released a guide advising accounting 

software developers on the 

functionalities required for goods and 

services tax (GST) compliance. For 

example, software should be able to 

generate a standard taxpayer access 

point (TAP) file and GST audit file (GAF). 

The customs department has also 

released a new GST form for taxpayers 

The department has noted that details 

in item 15 of the GST-03 return have 

been amended, among other changes. 

Stronger control
An annual report of Malaysia’s 

Audit Oversight Board has claimed 

that its work in 2017 strengthened 

quality controls for audit firms 

with negative compensation, leases 

and long-term interests in associates 

and joint ventures. The ASC has also 

released guidance for small businesses 

seeking to account for financial 

guarantee contracts in line with SFRS. 

All change for data
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) has released new rules on 

its collection of data from financial 

institutions, promising to allow such 

reporters to decline requests for data 

previously provided in regular regulatory 

submissions. The MAS wants to 

eliminate all duplication data requests 

by December 2019. Meanwhile, all 

returns from financial institutions from 

1 April 2018 must be machine-readable. 

Bonds limit
The MAS has removed a SG$50,000 

(US$38,000) limit for investing in specific 

issues of Singapore Savings Bonds. The 

overall individual total investment limit 

will remain at SG$100,000. 

NZ agreement
The Singapore Stock Exchange (SGX) 

and the New Zealand Stock Exchange 

have signed a memorandum of 

understanding boosting co-operation in 

Asia-Pacific markets. The two exchanges 

will promote derivative sales, dual and 

secondary listings, exchange-traded 

funds and investor participation. 

Clearing proposals
The SGX is proposing reforming 

its SGX-Derivatives Clearing (SGX-

DC) Clearing Fund rules so that 

requirements are better linked to default 

risk. Exchange-traded derivatives and 

over-the-counter commodity derivatives 

will be combined into a single contract 

class for risk management purposes. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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New horizons
Curiosity led Carmen Chung, ACCA affiliate and global prizewinner, to embark on a 
career as private equity fund accountant with Langham Hall in Hong Kong

Having embarked on a career as a 
private equity fund accountant, Carmen 
Chung already understands that 
learning to be adaptive and mastering 
the art of communication is crucial to 
excel as a financial professional.

Chung joined the Hong Kong 

office of global fund administration 

firm, Langham Hall in 2015 as a fund 

administrator. The firm – an ACCA 

Approved Employer – provides private 

equity fund administration as well as 

depositary services to fund managers 

in the debt, infrastructure and real 

estate sectors.

‘I’m currently working as a fund 

administrator for private equity funds,’ 

Chung explains. ‘My role involves 

preparing quarterly accounting reports 

and issuing capital calls and distribution 

notices, as well as communicating with 

investors,’ she says.

At this early stage of her career in 

the private equity sector, Chung is 

aware of the complexity of the industry. 

‘I have learned to be more adaptive 

because every client has their own 

personality and different requirements,’ 

she explains, adding that different 

private equity funds have different 

fund structures. ‘Hong Kong has a very 

fast-paced environment. The private 

equity industry is also developing at a 

very quick rate, so you need to be very 

adaptive but at the same time resilient,’ 

she says. 

‘The industry is 
growing quickly 

so there are a 
lot of exciting 
opportunities 

here’
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‘Curiosity’ then led her to choose 

private equity as her career entry point. 

This is, she explains, a more specialised 

area than general audit.

‘For audit, people seem to have a 

basic understanding on what the work 

involves,’ she says. ‘To be honest, I did 

not have much knowledge about private 

equity before I joined the company 

because private equity accounting is not 

taught in school or exams. 

‘This makes the work very interesting 

as I have been able to learn on the job 

about how private equity funds work 

and operate,’ she adds. 

This does not, however, mean that 

Chung thinks the private equity sector is 

necessarily more challenging than audit 

or vice versa.

‘I think there are pros and cons 

to each sector depending on one’s 

view and preference,’ she says. ‘For 

me, I find the private equity sector 

more appealing because we get 

to provide administrative services, 

which is a more proactive role that 

gets involved in the daily operation 

of funds.’ 

Knowledge foundations
Chung believes that having essential 

knowledge of the industry is a premise 

to building a successful career in finance 

– which is where ACCA comes in. ‘The 

ACCA Qualification has helped me lay 

down the knowledge foundations for my 

career,’ she says.

‘The ACCA exams cover a wide 

range of topics in relation to 

accounting, such as financial and 

managerial accounting, tax, audit 

and so on,’ she says. ‘It helps to 

equip me with the essential and 

fundamental accounting knowledge to 

conduct my daily role and activities as 

an accountant.’

The ACCA training has not only 

familiarised Chung with tasks such 

as preparing management accounts 

in accordance to the international 

accounting standards; the knowledge 

gained from the audit module has also 

taught her how to smooth the audit 

process when liaising with auditors 

to provide relevant and sufficient 

information to them.

‘Although I don’t do audit work 

myself, it’s helpful to understand 

the process when I’m negotiating 

with the auditors during annual audits,’ 

she explains.

Chung’s commitment to her ACCA 

studies has paid off; in September 2017 

she became a global P1 prizewinner.

‘It was quite a surprise for me to 

learn that I had won the P1 prize; I 

never expected that,’ she admits, 

adding that the keys to her success 

were preparation and practice. ‘There 

are a lot of resources on the ACCA 

website and in tuition books,’ she says. 

‘Making good use of those were a 

major contributing factor to winning 

the prize.’

Chung intends to stay in the private 

equity sector and, in time, acquire 

a more senior role to lead her own 

team. ‘My career plan would be to 

continue my development within 

the private equity industry,’ she says. 

‘The experience I have gained is very 

specialised and the industry is growing 

People skills
Building strong relationships is 

one of the hallmarks of the private 

equity business. When dealing with 

investors, managers or outsourcing 

partners, good people skills are 

extremely valuable to a firm’s success. 

Something Chung picked up from her 

colleagues is how to master the art 

of communication and negotiation in 

the workplace.

‘Through interacting with 

colleagues and observing how they 

communicate with their clients, I 

realised the importance of the tone 

and wordings used in our daily 

communication; it could have huge 

impact in conveying messages and it 

affects people’s feelings, which could 

eventually impact the results of the 

work,’ she says.

Chung gives an example of how 

communication style could make or 

break a deal. When there is a tight 

schedule or deadline to meet, rather 

than asking colleagues and clients 

blunt questions around expected 

completion times, Chung suggests that 

it’s much more practical to ask whether 

they have encountered any problems 

or whether they need any assistance 

or clarification.

‘In this way, people are reminded 

about the schedule without 

feeling offended or getting extra 

pressurised, which could have a 

negative impact on work relationships,’ 

she says. ‘At the same time, we are able 

to understand the actual progress and 

plan the next steps together to solve 

the problem as a team in a much more 

efficient manner.’ 

While studying at the London School 

of Economics and Political Science, 

Chung attended PwC’s Talent Academy 

in the UK (see box). This enabled her to 

take part in networking events and get 

first-hand experience of life and work in 

the UK. 

55May 2018 Accounting and Business

AP_P_CarmenChung.indd   55 26/03/2018   08:27



Basicsi

PwC’s Talent Academy is a two-day 

residential programme held in the UK. 

Participants – mainly undergraduate 

students – take part in workshops 

in a wide range of topics, including 

diversity and technology, to get a 

better understanding of the services 

the firm offers. Participants also 

have the opportunity to take part in 

debating competitions, giving them 

the chance to learn and practise soft 

skills such as negotiation, leadership, 

delegation and teamwork.

quickly so there are a lot of exciting 

opportunities here.’

Stay open-minded
Chung’s advice for people 

considering their career options is 

simple. ‘What helps you decide what 

to do with your career is your skills and 

your interest; you need both to be able 

to excel in your industry and workplace,’ 

she says.

‘Stay open-minded as there is a lot 

to learn – not only from the daily tasks 

and work but also from your colleagues 

and clients.’ 

Becoming confident is also vital when 

dealing with clients, who are usually 

in senior management roles. ‘It could 

seem a bit daunting at the beginning 

but these are definitely very invaluable 

experiences,’ she says.

Chung also makes sure that she 

enjoys her downtime – vital for 

finance professionals in a fast-paced 

environment like Hong Kong’s. She 

unwinds by listening to music and 

playing piano – ‘it helps to put aside my 

worries and thoughts and just relax’ – 

and she enjoys watching cookery videos 

and cooking.

Ultimately, the curiosity that led 

Chung to embark on a career in private 

equity is, she says, a vital tool for any 

finance professional.

‘Don’t be afraid to ask questions; 

each fund has its own unique 

structure, investment focuses and 

strategies. Therefore, you could be 

facing different problems every time,’ she 

says. ‘Never be afraid to ask for opinions 

or advice as colleagues are always willing 

to share their experiences to help.’ AB

Cornelia Zou, journalist

‘The ACCA 
Qualification 

has helped 
me lay down 

the knowledge 
foundations for 

my career’ 
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Members in Hong Kong joined Helen Brand (front, third 
left) to celebrate ACCA’s membership reaching 200,000.

The top three teams in this year’s ACCA Hong Kong 
Business Competition celebrate with the judges.

Plenty to celebrate
ACCA Hong Kong and KPMG China launch report on robotics process automation, 
membership milestone celebrated and students showcase their business skills

Hong Kong

RPA report launched 
ACCA Hong Kong and 

KPMG China hosted a 

luncheon at Conrad Hong 

Kong to launch their latest 

joint report, Hong Kong’s 
Automated Future. The 

use and development of 

automation technologies 

in Hong Kong, with a 

specifi c focus on robotics 

process automation, were 

discussed at the event, 

which was attended by 

more than 70 CFOs from 

leading companies. Isabel 

Zisselsberger, head of 

fi nancial management at 

KPMG China, delivered a 

detailed walkthrough of the 

research fi ndings and ACCA’s 

chief executive Helen Brand 

highlighted the importance 

of the digital quotient, 

as identifi ed in ACCA’s 

Professional accountants – 
the future report.

For more, see page 30.

Milestone celebration
ACCA Hong Kong hosted a 

cocktail event to celebrate 

the landmark milestone of 

ACCA reaching 200,000 

members globally, as well 

as to congratulate local 

members who have qualifi ed 

in the past two years. Teresa 

Tso, ACCA Hong Kong 

chairman, congratulated 

the new members on 

their achievements.  

ACCA chief executive 

Helen Brand also spoke 

at the event. ‘Our global 

network of members 

represent a powerful 

community of fi nance 

professionals whose 

collective expertise helps 

provide leadership to 

organisations of all sizes 

across geographies and 

economic sectors,’ she said. 

During a sharing session 

members from different 

generations described their 

unique ACCA journeys and 

how the ACCA Qualifi cation 

has helped transform their 

careers. Members also 

enjoyed fi nding their names 

on the digital wall. 

Socially minded 
More than 350 teams 

comprising more than 1,200 

business and accounting 

students took part in the 11th 

ACCA Hong Kong Business 

Competition, themed ‘Social 

Intelligence – from local 

excellence to global vision’. 

Students from the Chinese 

University of Hong Kong won 

the overall championship 

as well as Digital Excellence 

Award, while a group from 

The University of Hong Kong 

took the First Runner Up, 

Best Proposal and Creative 

Excellence Awards. A second 

group from The University of 

Hong Kong were awarded 

Second Runner Up.

ACCA Hong Kong worked 

with partner organisation 

Social Enterprise Business 

Centre to create a case 

study for participants, using 

ASKI Global and Hong Kong 

Red Cross Humanitarian 

Education Centre. Students 

were required to come 

up with feasible business 

proposals for these real-life 

examples. A shortlist of 

eight teams presented their 

proposals to a judging panel 

of fi nance leaders and social 

enterprise experts.

‘Throughout this innovative 

challenge, ACCA Hong 
Kong aims to raise social 

awareness and build a 

culture of social leadership 

in Hong Kong among the 

younger generation,’ said 

Teresa Tso, ACCA Hong 
Kong chairman. AB
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Recognising advocates
ACCA’s inaugural advocacy awards celebrate the contributions of members to 
promoting ACCA and the profession, and inspiring fellow and future members

inspiring and supporting 

fellow and future members.

The advocacy awards are 

not about career achievement; 

they’re about the ways in 

which members give back, 

and help ACCA to develop 

the next generation and 

shape the profession that the 

world needs.

The awards
ACCA has been involved in 

a range of awards for many 

years, recognising members’ 

achievements in individual 

countries. More recently, a 

number of countries have 

begun to recognise the 

category of advocacy: the 

unsung heroes among 

ACCA’s membership who 

work hard, often unseen, to 

promote the profession and 

provide opportunity. 

In 2017, ACCA launched 

its first regional and global 

advocacy awards. Members 

from 16 countries nominated 

peers who they felt best 

displayed the ACCA values 

of opportunity, diversity, 

innovation, accountability 

and integrity in their 

advocacy activity.

The entries highlighted the 

way in which advocates have 

been promoting ACCA and 

the profession in schools, 

colleges and universities; 

supporting students and 

fellow members to grow 

It is a recognition 
of the unsung 
heroes among 

the membership 
who work hard, 

often unseen, 
to promote the 

profession

Many ACCA members 
around the world have 
inspiring stories of their 
journey to, and through, 
membership. ACCA recently 
took the opportunity to thank 
those who have been using 
their membership to build the 
profession and inspire others.

Advocacy is a broad term 

but in essence we use it to 

mean an expression of public 

support for ACCA or the 

accountancy profession. It 

comes from a place of pride: 

members who’ve invested so 

much in achieving the ACCA 

Qualification, membership 

and success in their career use 

their experiences to inspire 

and educate others.

Advocacy is not a one-off 

activity, or a competition; it’s a 

feeling of pride in the global 

ACCA community, in a shared 

belief in access to opportunity, 

public value and ethical 

professionalism, and a desire 

to spread the word. 

While there are excellent 

examples of everyday 

advocacy from thousands 

of members around the 

world, ACCA has recently 

launched regional and global 

advocacy awards to recognise 

a number of members who 

go above and beyond. These 

individuals, nominated by 

their peers, make an active 

contribution to promoting 

ACCA or the profession, and 
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Quin SQ Thong’s story
When I moved to Hong Kong in 1998, I found that my first 

CPA qualification was not recognised. So I chose to do 

an accounting qualification that would be able to take my 

career global. ACCA has allowed me to do that, making 

it easier as I cross markets to work in London, Melbourne, 

Shanghai, etc. 

ACCA delivers on its promise of turning out accountants 

that the world needs: accountants who can think ahead, and 

proactively deliver value and credibility in organisations. That 

makes me very proud to be an FCCA.

Advocacy, to me, is about representing the cause that you 

believe in and care deeply about. You want to live it, breathe 

it, show it, talk about it – with delight, with passion. You are 

what you advocate. 

One example from my own advocacy experience is that I 

started a social enterprise for poor, uneducated housewives 

in Bhutan after going there on holiday in 2014. What started 

out as a one-off initiative snowballed into a thriving textiles 

business selling internationally, changing the lives of over 

100 women and their families. I started by teaching them the 

importance of making good-quality products, pricing and 

basic accounting. I also taught these village women foreign 

currency concepts by using vegetables from their kitchen. 

The women make scarves by hand for the enterprise.

As accountants, we often work long hours, leaving little 

time for ourselves, let alone for helping others. So I started 

by doing small things. A workshop here on speaking skills, 

a talk there on networking – things that matter to finance 

professionals, but nothing that is too demanding. It is 

the same for the social enterprise, selling one scarf here, 

teaching accounting there – things that are very important 

for the Bhutanese housewives to learn, but nothing that is 

too difficult.

Though what I did is really quite small, I feel honoured 

that ACCA noticed and made me the Asia Pacific Advocacy 

Award recipient. As Mother Teresa said: ‘Not all of us can 

do great things, but each one of us can do small things 

with great love.’ I want this sentiment to inspire our busy 

professionals every day.

See details on the advocacy awards at bit.ly/ACCA-advocacy

More information

in their career; building 

ACCA’s brand and reputation 

in their local community; 

and contributing thought 

leadership to ACCA and the 

broader profession.

The winners
The following five regional 

advocacy award winners were 

announced at an awards 

ceremony last month, which 

was attended by ACCA 

Council members and the 

award nominees.

* Sub-Saharan Africa: 

Felix Mutati FCCA, 

from Zambia

* Emerging markets: 

Daniela Vasilescu FCCA, 

from Romania

* Europe and Americas: 

Matt Dolphin FCCA, from 

the UK

* Asia Pacific: Quin Thong 

Siew Quen FCCA, from 

Hong Kong

* MENASA: Nandika 

Buddhipala FCCA, from 

Sri Lanka.

Mutati was also named overall 

winner at the awards, and 

ACCA Global Advocate of the 

Year 2017.

The regional and global 

awards were judged by 

ceremony. ‘Being an advocate 

encompasses all sorts of 

activities and isn’t onerous: 

many of us do it every day 

without even realising. It 

can include anything from 

a discussion over coffee to 

presentations in schools or 

on panels, to staying actively 

involved with ACCA and 

its activities. You simply have 

to be willing to share with 

another person or group of 

people the pride you feel 

in membership.’ AB

members of ACCA Council 

and the International 

Assembly, who were 

impressed by the diversity 

of the entries and the 

contributions that the regional 

winners had made to the 

profession.

‘I am inspired every day by 

my fellow ACCA members, 

and am honoured to be 

officially recognising the huge 

contribution our members are 

making,’ said ACCA president 

Leo Lee speaking at the 
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Public sector goes digital
ACCA’s eighth International Public Sector Conference, held in Singapore, looked at 
the issues around talent, transparency and accountability in a digital world

From left: Vivek Kumar, assistant director general, National Trades Union Congress; Shaik 
Umar; Sandra Sarav, global affairs director, CIO Offi ce of the Estonian government; Dr Karl 
Ng, director, data economy division, MDEC; and Agnes Hugot, co-founder, Fast Track Trade. 

In March, Singapore became 
the fi rst Asia-Pacifi c host 
of the ACCA International 
Public Sector Conference. 
Co-organised by the 
Singapore Accountancy 
Commission (SAC), this 
year’s theme was ‘The 
Digital Public Sector’.

In his opening address, 

Alex Metcalfe, ACCA’s head 

of public sector policy, set 

the tone by suggesting that 

technology had created 

new opportunities for 

governments to interface with 

the public, as well as provide 

services and information at a 

never-before-seen scale.

Alan Hatfi eld, executive 

director – strategy and 

development at ACCA, 

noted that the conference 

came at a timely juncture as 

governments and partners 

now had a platform to learn 

more about challenges 

facing the public sector and 

to identify breakthrough 

ideas together. ‘This is 

part of the work we do: 

to develop a sustainable 

accountancy profession to 

support adherence to global 

standards, protect the public 

interest and support 

economic growth,’ he said.

Guest of honour was 

SAC chairman Chaly Mah. 

He described Singapore as a 

case study of 

how an open 

economy that 

traditionally 

thrived on its 

air and sea 

connectivity 

was being 

impacted by the 

pervasiveness 

of digital 

technology.

‘Traditional 

businesses 

are fast being replaced or 

enhanced by new business 

models and technologies 

such as blockchain, smart 

contracts, e-commerce 

and e-payments, a sharing 

economy and the internet of 

things,’ he said.

‘Harness the value’
Mah said that it was 

therefore necessary for 

governments to ‘harness the 

value of digital innovations 

to power up productivity, 

effi ciency and transparency’ 

to protect the future of their 

countries and put them 

ahead of the curve. ‘One 

of the government’s key 

strategies in positioning 

Singapore for the future is to 

foster innovation and the use 

of emerging technologies, 

develop deep capabilities, 

establish strong partnerships 

locally and abroad, and 

develop Singapore into a 

global node of technology, 

innovation and enterprise,’ 

Mah said.

While the digital age 

provides many new 

opportunities for the 

public sector, there are also 

numerous challenges that 

come together with it. One 

is the pace of change, which 

Mah said was evolving at an 

unprecedented pace – ‘not 

in a linear manner but an 

exponential one’.

This sentiment was 

echoed by Shaik Umar, 

assistant director of SMEs Go 

Digital at Infocomm Media 

Development Authority, 

who compared the pace 

and scale of disruption 

in today’s internet age to 

that of the mainframe era 

just a few decades ago. 

‘CFOs need to 
be more than 

just the financial 
expert; they need 
to deliver change 

to the finance 
function to meet 
new challenges’
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‘Disruption used to be 

isolated and confi ned within 

the space of a sector or 

department,’ he said. ’Today, 

it’s massive and comes 

totally unexpectedly.’

Mah also cautioned that 

with data digitalisation, 

issues of privacy and security 

had become more crucial 

than ever. This was in line 

with the fi ndings of ACCA’s 

2016 report, 50 drivers of 
change in the public sector, 
which named cybersecurity 

challenges for government 

as the eighth most important 

global driver of change.

Shivaji Das, global 

head of public sector and 

government practice at 

Frost & Sullivan, added 

that cybersecurity-related 

threats were varied and 

extended beyond identity 

theft. ‘Fake news is one 

big area that governments 

have had to respond to,’ 

he said. ‘Governments are 

now interacting with their 

citizens over social media 

and have to face a lot of 

backlash when something 

goes wrong.’

Staying relevant
Panellists and speakers went 

on to discuss ways in which 

fi nance professionals in the 

public sector could stay 

relevant. Mah said that they 

must be aware of changing 

expectations. First, they must 

take on a more strategic role. 

‘CFOs need to be more than 

just the financial expert; they 

need to deliver change to 

the finance function to meet 

new challenges,’ he said.

Secondly, finance 

professionals must think 

of data as a service. ‘The 

effective use of data 

analytics can help the public 

sector gain useful insights 

to better serve the public,’ 

he said. ‘Accountants and 

finance professionals will 

need to be equipped with 

the basic understanding 

of IT and coding, and 

analytics skills.’ 

Finally, they must better 

manage risk and governance: 

‘International accounting 

standards adopted for 

enhanced transparency and 

accountability need to keep 

pace with rapid technological 

developments,’ he said.

Dr Koh Chee Wee, director 

(leadership and workforce 

capabilities) in the public 

service division of the 

Prime minister’s offi ce, gave 

examples of how Singapore’s 

public service was preparing 

for the future. These 

included implementing a 

clear vision and mission 

across the service, 

redesigning learning and 

career support paradigms, 

and embracing technology. 

‘We need to make sure 

that digital is not just for 

show but that it must be at 

the core for plans moving 

forward,’ he said. 

In terms of professional 

education, Hatfi eld 

described updates to 

ACCA’s curriculum, 

including the introduction 

of a new Ethics and 

Professional Skills module, 

which rigorously assesses 

students’ ability to 

demonstrate best practice 

and principle-based 

approaches to ethical 

dilemmas. ‘In the age of 

automation and algorithm, 

these judgments become 

more and more important to 

a professional working in the 

public sector,’ he said. 

Hatfi eld also discussed 

the quotients that ACCA 

had identifi ed as being 

crucial for success, 

focusing in particular on 

the digital quotient, which 

encapsulates the awareness 

and application of existing 

and emerging digital 

technologies, capabilities, 

practices, strategies 

and culture.

‘We need expertly 

trained public sector 

employees,’ he said. 

‘After all, it’s the skilled 

people working in the 

public sector that can 

make it stronger, using 

technology to support and 

bolster public services. 

The opportunities and 

indeed the challenges for 

professional accountants 

in the public sector 

have arguably never 

been greater.’ AB

Rufus Tan, journalist

Alan Hatfi eld updated delegates on ACCA’s curriculum 
and discussed the quotients that are crucial for success.

Chaly Mah warned that the pace of change is evolving 
exponentially, replacing traditional business models.
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Alliance in action
ACCA and CA ANZ have achieved significant results since the 

alliance was formed in June 2016. For example:

* co-locating offices in London, Sydney, Hong Kong, 

Malaysia and Singapore

* launching two major joint research projects, with more in 

the pipeline, including research on the impact of robotics 

on the profession

* making joint submissions to global accountancy 

regulators and standard-setters

* making a global impact, which is increasing the brand 

strength of both qualifications

* hosting hundreds of events, bringing together ACCA and 

CA ANZ members.

Alliance moves forward
As we approach the second anniversary of the strategic alliance between ACCA and 
CA ANZ, the chief executives of the professional bodies provide a progress update

Next month marks two years 
since ACCA and Chartered 
Accountants Australia and 
New Zealand (CA ANZ) 
launched the strategic 
alliance, a partnership that 
is already providing many 
benefits for members of 
the two organisations and 
making a positive impact on 
the global stage.

By sharing expertise across 

geographies and sectors, 

the alliance has created 

a stronger voice for its 

800,000-plus current and next 

generation of professional 

accountants. That’s 315,000 

members and 486,000 

students across 181 countries.

At ground level, the move 

has seen the organisations 

come together physically, 

with staff co-locating in a 

number of cities around the 

world, including Singapore, 

Hong Kong and Malaysia, 

as well as in headquarters in 

London and Sydney.

Both chief executives say 

one of the most satisfying 

results of the alliance is 

seeing members come 

together at events in these 

locations. These have ranged 

from networking events to 

CPD sessions, including 

discussions, debates and 

presentations focusing on 

new developments affecting 

the profession and career 

opportunities. Some are joint 

events; others are hosted by 

one body to which members 

of the other are invited.

Rick Ellis, CA ANZ’s chief 

executive – who joined the 

organisation in August 2017, 

a year after the alliance was 

agreed – says that even in 

this short period of time, he 

has seen significant progress. 

‘The aligning of the ACCA 

and CA ANZ brands is having 

a positive impact on the 

standing of the profession, 

particularly in 

Asia, and this 

is consistent 

with our 

governments’ 

focus on 

strengthening 

trade and ties in 

this region,’ he 

says.

ACCA’s chief 

executive, 

Helen Brand, 

agrees. She 

highlights the two bodies’ 

pooling of resources to 

work together on a number 

of policy and research 

initiatives, resulting in 

joint reports such as the 

G20 Public trust in tax and 

Directors responsibilities for 
financial reporting: what you 
need to know. ‘There has 

been great mutual support 

at the leadership and staff 

level, where we’ve been able 

to share ways to develop, 

as well as giving members 

access to each other’s events 

and networks,’ she says.

And, Brand adds, the 

alliance has challenged old- 

order concepts about which 

professional accountancy 

bodies can work together, 

giving the combined voices 

of the two organisations a 

greater weight.

A global voice
Influencing global debates 

is a key aspect of this. The 

alliance’s joint response 

to the Monitoring Group’s 

proposals on strengthening 

the governance and 

oversight of the international 

audit-related standard-

setting boards is one such 

example. This group, 

which was created by a 

number of international 

regulators – such as the 

International Organization 

of Securities Commissions, 

the Basel Committee on 

Banking Supervision and the 

European Commission – has 

worked with the International 

Federation of Accountants 

to ensure greater public 

accountability in the 

standard-setting process.

‘We both issued our own 

‘There has been 
great enthusiasm 

for the alliance 
from members, 

and we will 
continue to seek 

better ways to 
work together’
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Creating value for members

Watch Rick Ellis and Helen Brand bring members up to date 
on the strategic alliance at bit.ly/ACCA-alliance

responses, but then we 

submitted a joint response, 

which I think was very 

powerful,’ Brand says.

‘We have a number of 

strategic priorities, which are 

focused around how we lead 

the accounting and finance 

profession confidently, 

guiding and supporting 

it through disruptive 

change to a sustainable 

future,’ observes Ellis. Both 

organisations are continuing 

to introduce innovations into 

their qualifications.

‘There are some 

extraordinary parallels 

in the ambitions that we 

have,’ Ellis says. ‘ACCA can 

support us, we can learn 

from it, but equally we can 

help to inform developments 

for ACCA.’

Brand agrees, adding that 

the alliance is exploring 

more joint initiatives: ‘We 

are both looking at the 

wider components of the 

profession, and the different 

areas of learning that people 

in the finance profession 

more widely might need. We 

need to ensure that everyone 

has the right qualifications 

and skills. A huge part of this 

is digital delivery.’

Digital delivery
Both chief executives 

acknowledge the massive 

influence that technology is 

continuing to have within the 

profession. Indeed the next 

major piece of research the 

two bodies are collaborating 

on, along with KPMG, is a 

report that will investigate 

the role of robotics and 

artificial intelligence in the 

finance sector.

‘The very strong feedback 

from our members is that we 

need to focus on accounting 

professionals, the services 

and communities of the 

future,’ Ellis says.

One of the key elements 

of the alliance is to allow 

members to use their 

qualifications in a number 

of different locations, 

improving their international 

mobility. Ellis highlights one 

programme that will enable 

overseas students to start 

their training in Australia 

or New Zealand before 

heading back to home. 

‘The students can start 

the programme on a work 

permit in Australia and New 

Zealand, and then transition 

from our CA programme to 

an ACCA designation back 

in their home country once 

they have met the qualifying 

criteria,’ Ellis explains.

In terms of future events, 

there is the World Congress 

of Accountants, to be hosted 

by CA ANZ in Sydney in 

November (see page 48). It 

is an opportunity for both 

organisations to demonstrate 

the alliance in action.

‘There has been great 

enthusiasm for the 

alliance from our members,’ 

says Brand. ‘We will continue 

to seek out bigger and better 

ways to work together.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Council update
ACCA’s governing body met in Glasgow in March to be updated 
on activities, performance and other strategic issues

Council met on Saturday 
10 March in Glasgow. 
The meeting featured 
discussions and 
decisions on a number of 
important matters.

* Council confirmed 

Mark Millar as its 

preferred nominee 

for vice president for 

2018-19. (The formal 

elections for ACCA’s 

officers will take 

place at the annual 

Council meeting 

immediately following 

the AGM).

* The president updated 

Council on his and the 

officers’ activities since 

November, including 

attendance at events 

in Cyprus, Ethiopia, 

Kazakhstan, Poland and 

the UK.

* Council received a 

presentation from 

the chief executive, 

focusing on the results 

of the most recent 

satisfaction surveys, and 

received an update on 

strategic performance 

to 31 January 2018 and 

key strategic matters 

and issues.

* Council broke into 

discussion groups to 

consider the first phase 

of the implementation of 

the governance review 

following the bye-law 

changes approved by 

members at the AGM 

in 2017.

* Council approved the 

proposed budget for 

the organisation for 

2018-19, including the 

proposed membership 

subscription for 

2019. Following a 

recommendation from 

a group of committee 

chairmen, Council also 

approved the measures 

and targets to be 

used to track ACCA’s 

strategic performance 

in 2018-19.

* Council received the 

annual report from 

the chairman of the 

Regulatory Board, 

including progress on 

priorities, progress 

made by each of the 

sub-boards and data 

on the operation of the 

regulatory functions. 

* Council received an 

update on ACCA’s 

partnerships with 

other professional 

bodies, including the 

strategic alliance with 

CA ANZ.

* Council noted a report 

from the Qualifications 

Board, including the 

review of the December 

2017 examination results, 

noting that the board 

had ratified the results 

and no major issues had 

been raised.

* Council received 

a presentation on 

ACCA’s response to 

the Monitoring Group 

consultation on the 

future of standard-setting 

arrangements relating to 

audit and ethics.

* Council also received a 

presentation from the 

chairman of the Market 

Oversight Committee 

on the work of the 

committee, focusing 

on the committee’s 

oversight role.  

* Council received 

reports from the 

Nominating Committee, 

Remuneration 

Committee, Governance 

Design Committee, 

Audit Committee, 

Resource Oversight 

Committee and 

Market Oversight 

Committee meetings 

held in February. AB

Council’s next meeting will 

be in Beijing on 23 June 2018
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A-team alliance
ACCA and DFK International join forces to bolster the 
profession’s ability to attract top-class talent all over the world

ACCA and global 
accountancy network 
DFK International have 
signed a memorandum of 
understanding (MoU) to 
strengthen the profession’s 
global talent pool.

The partnership will see 

ACCA and DFK International 

co-operate in a number of 

areas, including joint events, 

information-sharing and 

the provision of access to 

initiatives and services as a 

way of attracting new fi nance 

and accounting talent.

The memorandum was 

signed by ACCA chief 

executive Helen Brand and 

DFK’s executive director 

Martin Sharp at ACCA’s 

headquarters in London.

Speaking at the signing 

ceremony, Brand said: 

‘As the global body for 

professional accountants, 

ACCA is committed 

to fi nding innovative 

approaches to open up 

access to the profession and 

promote global standards. 

‘By partnering with DFK, 

our respective memberships 

can benefi t from being part 

of a truly global network 

with local expertise.

‘DFK member fi rms 

are passionate about 

ideas, innovation and 

new technology, and have 

special strengths in helping 

startups and 

fast-growing 

businesses 

to thrive 

and prosper. 

As such, 

they make a 

natural partner 

for ACCA.’

Anne 

Brady, DFK 

International’s 

vice president 

for the EMEA 

region, pointed to shared 

commitments between 

the two bodies: ‘ACCA 

and DFK International 

both believe that 

organisations around 

the world should be able 

to access the in-depth 

experience needed in 

helping startups and fast-

growing businesses to 

build their dreams,’ she said.

‘This partnership 

enables our international 

membership to benefi t from 

the latest global insights 

into professional and 

ethical standards. 

‘Together, this will bolster 

the profession’s ability to 

attract and develop the 

accounting talent that the 

world needs.’

DFK International has 

220 member fi rms and 

435 member offi ces in 

93 countries. AB

‘DFK member 
firms are 

passionate about 
ideas, innovation 

and new 
technology’
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