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Welcome
With finance professionals’ ability to embrace new technology crucial for future 
success, ACCA’s new series on the ‘power of digital’ has never been more relevant

will impact back-office functions, a 

critical employment sector. Ian Guider 

argues on page 26 that with forward 

planning, technology can open up new 

opportunities. On page 60 we report on 

an innovative ACCA Ireland project to 

build business skills in schools.

The increasing digitisation of 

the economy brings new taxation 

challenges (see page 52). It also brings 

additional threats, with supplier invoice 

fraud the latest cyber worry, as we 

explain on page 20. 

This month’s interview is with Pat 

O’Neill FCCA, whose job with the 

Strategic Investment Board is to help 

plan infrastructure, deliver major 

projects and manage assets. 

As AB went to press, the terms of 

the UK’s withdrawal from the EU were 

still uncertain. We’ll look at what Brexit 

means for Ireland and Northern Ireland 

in future editions, as plans become 

clearer, but for ACCA guidance, see  

bit.ly/ACCA-advice. AB

Pat Sweet, Ireland editor

pat.sweet@accaglobal.com

Technology is now integral to daily 
life, and has fundamentally changed 
how we handle many activities. It’s 
no different in business, where digital 
technology has had a profound impact 
on the operations as well as the 
strategic ambitions of an organisation. 
And with the digital landscape in 
constant flux, keeping up to date and 
learning how to adapt as an accounting 
professional is vital.

This issue marks the launch of 

ACCA’s series of themes affecting the 

accountancy profession, starting with the 

‘power of digital’ (see accaglobal.com/ 

members). In AB, readers will find a 

selection of articles on tech to support 

and inform their roles. We’ll also revisit 

the theme of digital – identified by ACCA 

as one of its seven professional quotients 

for success – in forthcoming issues.

On page 36, we draw on ACCA’s 

groundbreaking report, Drivers of 
change and future skills, to ask how 

professional accountants can improve 

their tech competencies.

The Irish government is already 

looking at how increasing automation 

Our alliance with CA ANZ
More about ACCA’s alliance with Chartered 
Accountants ANZ: accaglobal.com/alliance
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The production company 
behind the Star Wars 
blockbuster movie 
The Last Jedi received 
€3.43m in tax credits from 
Revenue last year. Scenes 
were shot in Skellig 
Michael, Malin Head in 
Co Donegal and Ceann 
Sibeal in Co Kerry.

A Cork-based startup is 
producing eco-friendly 
rash vests made from 
100% recycled ocean 
waste, including fishing 
nets and carpets. Rash’R 
was set up to create 
watersports clothing 
without compromising 
the environment.

An uninhabited island 
off Ireland’s west coast 
is up for sale at €1.25m. 
The 80-acre High 
Island is an EU special 
protection area because 
of its birdlife. The island’s 
ruined monastery 
(pictured) is not included 
in the sale.

Italian football club 
Juventus has listed 
€175m in debt on the 
Dublin stock exchange.
Juventus is raising the 
funds after paying out 
large sums for players 
last year, including more 
than €100m for signing 
Cristiano Ronaldo.
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David Davis paid £16,000 by PwC 
Former UK Brexit secretary David Davis was paid £16,000 

(€18,500) by PwC Ireland to give a speech at last November’s 

‘Fit for Growth’ business seminar in Dublin. The disclosure was 

made in Davis’s parliamentary returns. A spokesman for PwC 

commented that the amount was ‘not an abnormal fee for 

someone of that pedigree and profile’. Boris Johnson was paid 

£51,250 (€58,000) by Pendulum Events & Training for speaking 

at a business summit in Dublin in January, for which transport 

was also provided.

News in brief
This issue’s stories and infographics from Ireland and Northern Ireland, as well as a 
look at the latest developments affecting the finance profession around the world 

CEA has strength
Ireland’s new Corporate 

Enforcement Authority will 

have strong enforcement 

powers, including to enter 

and search premises, and 

access a company’s digital 

records stored off-site or 

on the cloud. The agency 

will replace the Office of 

the Director of Corporate 

Enforcement (ODCE), 

which is situated within the 

Department of Business, 

Enterprise and Innovation. 

ODCE’s reputation was 

badly damaged by errors 

in prosecutions related to 

the collapse of the Anglo-

Irish Bank. Civil servants 

making preparations for 

the agency’s establishment 

told an Oireachtas 

committee that its ability 

to access corporate digital 

records would break ‘new 

ground’. A spokeswoman 

for the department said: 

‘The timeframe for the 

establishment of the 

ODCE as a stand-alone 

agency is subject to 

the enactment of the 

necessary legislation.’ 

Call for EU tax police
A European police force with 

responsibility for investigating 

tax evasion and financial 

crime should be created 

by the EU, recommends a 

committee of the European 

Parliament. Its report is 

backed by the largest parties 

in the parliament and accuses 

Ireland and six other member 

states – Belgium, Cyprus, 

Hungary, Luxembourg, 

Malta and the Netherlands 

– of acting as tax havens. 

The committee argued 

that European governments 

have demonstrated a 

‘lack of political will to 

tackle tax avoidance and 

financial crime’.

GT Ireland leads
Grant Thornton Ireland was 

the network’s strongest 

performer in the world last 

year, recording revenue 

growth of 24.4% to €110m. 

This is significantly stronger 

than the global performance, 

where income increased 

9.4% to $5.45bn. The Irish 

firm also increased its people 

numbers from 30 partners 

and 375 employees in 2012 

to 49 partners and 1,350 

employees in 2019. Managing 

partner Michael McAteer 

FCCA commented: ‘With new 

opportunities and strength 

and depth in numbers, our 

Irish team is targeting more 

than 25% growth in client 

revenue by 2020.’ 

Hospital reviewed
PwC has been appointed 

to review the escalating 

cost of building the new 

National Children’s Hospital 

in Dublin. Having originally 

been approved at less than 

€1bn, it is now expected 

to cost more than €1.4bn. 

Alleged failure by ministers 

to keep Fianna Fail informed 

has led to tensions in the 

confidence and supply 

arrangement. Taoiseach 

Leo Varadkar told the 

Dail the government will 

also investigate whether 

contractors win tenders 

through ‘low-ball’ bids 

that are impossible to fulfil 

as priced.

Nama investigated
Nama is being investigated 

by the Garda to determine 

if a defaulting debtor had 

bought back their old 

assets in breach of the 

Nama Act 2009. Purchasers 

of assets from Nama are 

required to provide a written 

guarantee that they are not 

connected to those who 

previously owned the assets, 

prior to their debt default. 

Finance minister Paschal 

Donohoe advised the Dail 

that Nama is aware of the 

Garda investigation.
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Women empowered
Northern Ireland is making 

above-average improvement 

in the economic 

empowerment of women, 

according to a report from 

PwC. NI’s performance has 

risen from eighth to fourth 

place in the UK’s regions, 

with the gender gap just 

half of the UK average 

and a high proportion of 

women in higher paid, 

full-time jobs. Since 2000 

the pay gap in Northern 

Ireland has reduced by 

13% and now stands at 9%, 

compared with 18% across 

the UK. 

Dublin attracts 
Dublin is one of Europe’s 

ten most liveable cities, 

Cathedral Quarter. ‘This 

investment will contribute 

nearly £5m in annual salaries 

to the local economy and 

add a diverse range of 

roles, enriching the skills 

base in Northern Ireland 

and enhancing the region’s 

reputation and technology 

capability,’ said Invest NI’s 

CEO Alastair Hamilton.

Blockchain support 
PwC Northern Ireland’s 

global blockchain hub 

has launched the Smart 

Credentials platform as a 

means of strengthening 

ID protection. The system 

safeguards the sharing 

of personal information, 

providing a verification 

method that is secure 

according to ECA 

International’s latest Location 
Ratings report. The capital, 

which dropped out of the 

top 10 last year, has regained 

its high ranking, positioned 

ninth equal with Luxembourg 

and Gothenburg; the top 

three cities are Copenhagen, 

Bern and Geneva. Factors 

favouring Dublin include 

night-time personal safety, 

infrastructure and housing 

quality for European 

expatriates.

Fraud R&D expands 
Market-leading fraud 

protection specialist Signifyd 

is creating a global research 

and development centre 

in Belfast, creating a new 

151-person office in the city’s 

and low cost. Smart 

Credentials are stored in 

virtual wallets and cannot 

be amended through the 

use of blockchain. Steve 

Davies, global blockchain 

leader at PwC, commented: 

‘We’re seeing high demand 

for verified, trusted and 

irrefutable identities from 

many different types of 

organisations, but a common 

challenge for employers is 

ensuring that an applicant 

holds the credentials listed 

on their CV.’ 

Datalex reviewed
PwC is to undertake an 

independent review of 

Dublin-based travel retail 

software provider Datalex 

after the company issued 

Take one
In our latest series of video interviews with ACCA members, we meet Rita Purewal FCCA,  
CFO of the UK Premier League’s Wolverhampton Wanderers Football Club

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

Purewal explains 
how the business of 
football, which requires 
significant investment 
and attracts scrutiny like 
no other sector, is one 
of the most exciting to 
work for in the world

Club loyalty

More information
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Analytics in the spotlight 
Businesses in Ireland are seeing the value in utilising analytics 

to improve performance and competitiveness, according to a 

report prepared by EY, UCD Smurfi t Graduate Business School 

and the Analytics Institute. 

of Irish businesses recognise 
the impact of analytics on 
business strategy of Irish businesses report analytics 

is having a positive and measurable 
impact on the bottom line

of Irish businesses spent 
more than €1m on 
analytics in 2018

of Irish businesses will 
increase spending on 

analytics in 2019

78%

62%

27%

69%

of Irish businesses spent 

of Irish businesses will 
increase spending on 

analytics in 2019

of Irish businesses will 
increase spending on 

Source: National Analytics Maturity Study 2018

a profi ts warning. The 

company said that its 

fi nancial statement for 

fi rst half 2018 may have 

misstated profi ts because 

of accelerated revenue 

recognition. The largest 

shareholder in Datalex is 

Dermot Desmond, one of 

Ireland’s richest business 

leaders. Along with co-

owners JP McManus and 

John Magnier, Desmond is 

reported to be looking to 

sell his interests in Barchester 

Healthcare, one of the UK’s 

largest residential care home 

operators, with a price tag of 

€2.8bn.

NI welfare reform
The full impacts of welfare 

reforms approved by the 

UK parliament have not 

yet been felt in Northern 

Ireland, a report from the 

Comptroller and Auditor 

General has warned. 

Mitigation measures will end 

in March next year. ‘When 

the mitigation schemes 

end, there is a risk that we 

will see the same hardship 

and increase in the demand 

for foodbanks, reported 

elsewhere in the UK,’ said 

Kieran Donnelly, comptroller 

and auditor general. ‘Savings 

from welfare reforms go to 

HM Treasury directly, not 

Northern Ireland. To balance 

this it is imperative that 

robust cross-departmental 

strategies are in place to 

boost the local labour market 

and strengthen the economy 

to make work pay.’

Top for productivity
Ireland is the world’s most 

productive nation, according 

to analysis from the OECD. 

It claims that Ireland has 

the highest rate of labour 

productivity of any advanced 

economy. Luxembourg and 

Norway are second and third. 

However, recent research 

by the Nevin Economic 

Research Institute concluded 

that there are much higher 

levels of productivity at 

operations owned by foreign 

investors, leading that of 

Irish businesses, which in 

turn are ahead of those in 

Northern Ireland.

Digital consultation
The Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation 

and Development is to 

continue to work with 

countries globally to reform 

the taxation of digital 

transactions. It intends to use 

the Base Erosion and Profi t 

Shifting (BEPS) framework 

to achieve a consensus 

between jurisdictions on 

how to best tax multinational 

enterprises in a digitising 

economy. Considerations 

will include which countries 

should receive tax incomes 

from multinationals, including 

dealing with transfer pricing 

practices. It will also provide 

remedies where transactions 

are not subject to taxation, or 

only very low rates of tax (See 

page 52.) 

Transparency vital
Tax transparency, complexity, 

inequality and corruption 

are the biggest concerns for 

the public in G20 countries, 

according to a survey by 

ACCA, CA ANZ and the 

International Federation of 

Accountants. But G20 public 
trust in tax: surveying public 
trust in G20 tax systems 
also found that public trust 

in professionals, including 

accountants and lawyers, 

remains high. There were low 

levels of trust in politicians 

and the media, however. AB

Paul Gosling, journalist
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CVi

2006
Appointed strategic 

adviser for the Strategic 

Investment Board, Northern 

Ireland; seconded to the 

role of change director 

for Education Authority 

(2012–17)

2004
Becomes a member of ACCA

2000–06
Senior PPP project specialist, 

Department of Finance, 

Ireland

1998–2000
Head of PFI, Dalkia Energy 

and Technical Services, UK

Planning for change
Pat O’Neill FCCA, director, strategic investments in the Strategic Investment Board, 
helps make challenging investment projects happen in the North

Between the protracted saga of 
Brexit and the seeming paralysis 
around restoration of the Stormont 

Assembly, you could be forgiven for 
thinking Northern Ireland is a region in 
cold storage these days. It takes only a 
quick visit to Belfast to revise that notion 
entirely. The city centre bustles with 
life, and cranes hover above its historic 
harbour, competing to deliver a new 
generation of hotels and office buildings. 

Northern Ireland may not have soared 

to any dizzying economic heights in recent 

decades, but neither did it crash and 

burn during the financial crisis. Few on 

either side of the North’s political divide 

would dispute the vision for the region’s 

economic future set down in the current 

draft Programme for Government strategy 

document – namely, ‘a strong, competitive, 

regionally balanced economy’.

Politically, Northern Ireland may have 

to jump through a few hoops before its 

future path becomes clear, but behind 

the posturing and debate, a strong and 

proactive public sector is actively shaping its future and 

delivering on an ambitious programme of change and reform. 

Planning, delivering and managing
It’s an environment with a distinct and important role for 

the Strategic Investment Board (SIB), a body that describes 

its purpose as helping government to ‘plan infrastructure, 

deliver major projects and manage assets’. Set up in 2003, SIB 

has, according to Pat O’Neill FCCA, its director for strategic 

investments, a relatively unusual structure: ‘SIB is a part of the 

public sector, but its staff are not civil servants. It is a company 

limited by guarantee and is owned by the Executive Office. 

The board of SIB is accountable, through its chair, to Northern 

Ireland’s first minister and its deputy first minister, who set its 

priorities.’

Central among these priorities is the Investment Strategy 

for Northern Ireland, a 10-year rolling plan that SIB creates in 

consultation with government bodies and 

which, O’Neill says, ‘describes the public 

investment that government intends to 

deliver across all its departments’.

SIB also offers strategic assistance 

to government bodies on individual 

programmes and projects. ‘We work in 

partnership with these bodies to accelerate 

project schedules and obtain better value 

for money for the taxpayer,’ O’Neill says. 

‘We will typically get involved in projects 

that are difficult and complex, and have a 

significant requirement for additional skills 

and experience.’ Assistance is the key word 

here, he stresses: ‘SIB doesn’t develop 

policy and only works at the invitation of the 

organisations it supports.’ 

There are many programmes SIB is 

involved in where the community impact is 

discreet yet profound. In 2012, O’Neill was 

seconded to the Education Authority as 

change director, with the goal of creating 

a new authority to oversee education 

provision in the region. In his five years in 

the role, he helped set up a new board 

and governance structure for what is now Northern Ireland’s 

largest employer, with 37,000 staff, an annual revenue budget 

of £1.7bn and a capital budget of around £200m. He dissolved 

the previous system of education and library boards in what 

was the first major administrative overhaul of Northern 

Ireland’s highly complex education sector in some 40 years. 

For O’Neill, the reconstitution of the system was a once-in-a-

lifetime opportunity.

‘We were dealing with an imbalanced situation in Northern 

Ireland, where some schools were progressing and others were 

not,’ he explains. ‘People wanted to do something to make 

that situation better for everyone.’ 

An important impetus for change was recognition that 

existing structures were hampering rather than helping 

progress. ‘Older organisations tend to be set up with a 

focus on administrative functions,’ he says. ‘More modern 

organisations are designed to align toward the customer and 
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‘I use my skills and 
experience to help 
stakeholders plan 
their investments, 
structure complex 

deals, manage 
performance and 

deliver value’ 
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the client. The goal for the Education Authority is to put the 

child at the centre of the decision-making process. That’s the 

approach we have now put in place.’

The idea that better knowledge delivers better outcomes 

has, O’Neill says, been a guiding principle of his career. ‘I’ve 

always sought to build my experience, skills and qualifications 

across various disciplines.’ Hailing from Limerick, he enjoyed 

a successful background in engineering before joining the 

Department of Finance in Dublin in 2000 where he was 

instrumental in setting up a public private partnership (PPP) 

model that went on to deliver over €5bn worth of infrastructure 

projects, including motorways and schools, over 20 years. 

ACCA entered the picture at this point, O’Neill says, as he 

realised he couldn’t absorb financial knowledge to the level he 

needed without studying in the field. ‘I chose ACCA because it 

was the most flexible. It allowed me to continue in the delivery 

of my role while learning.’

Moving to Belfast to join SIB in 2006, O’Neill continued to 

hone a skillset that sees him bring public and private sectors 

together for a common purpose. 

‘I like to think I use the skills and experience I’ve gained 

in my career to help stakeholders plan their investments, 

structure complex deals, manage performance and deliver 

value,’ he says. ‘My ambition, if this can be considered an 

ambition, would be to continue to do that, to the best benefit 

of SIB and the wider public sector.’

Northern Ireland may not have taken the deep recessionary 

hit the rest of Ireland has endured during the past decade, 

‘The next stage 
of the journey 
is to recognise 
that reform will 
need to become 
continuous’ 
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i Tips

* ‘Every single change environment is different. You have 

to evaluate where you are at, where they are at, and 

what the appetite for change is.’ 

* ‘People either change because they want to get to a 

better place or to move away from something that’s 

painful to them. Those are the twin motivations.’

* ‘Most people have decision-making processes that 

require similar amounts of time. Just as you have taken 

time to formulate your thinking, you have to allow others 

the same amount of time to come to their conclusions.’

budget allocations simply can’t match those demands will be 

important drivers of this.’ 

It’s an environment where he believes data and technology 

will play a pivotal role. ‘We will see a greater reliance on 

the internet of things to simplify the process for those using 

services. We will also see a management of expectations 

exercise, where the service users will obtain just-in-time 

information, along with the choices available to them.’

In the shorter term, of course, the greater pressure on 

Northern Ireland arguably lies in the more familiar sphere 

of politics, and in particular decisions around the Northern 

Ireland Executive and Brexit.

‘As is clear to everyone, Brexit is a big challenge and it will 

impact on all work aspects of the civil and public sectors,’ he 

says. While it can appear that Northern Ireland’s future is being 

shaped by forces around it, he says the region is also playing 

an active part in the narrative. O’Neill points to the Executive 

Office’s creation of a new position of director general for 

international relations as strong evidence of a government 

responsive to a changing environment. 

Investment approval through the region’s investment strategy 

is covered until 2021 and O’Neill says the next iteration of the 

plan will be ready for consideration when the executive returns. 

In the meantime, the head of the civil service provides the 

approval that would otherwise come from the Executive Office.

Meanwhile, the bustling city of Belfast, like the rest of the 

resilient region, continues to take its modern shape on advice 

that comes in no small part from its development plans. 

There is no sense that a hard stop to that progress is being 

anticipated any time soon. AB

Donal Nugent, journalist

but there is little doubt the mantra of doing more for less has 

also been a driver of sustained change in the region. ‘Much 

of the strategic structural reform that was required has now 

been delivered,’ O’Neill says, reflecting on work in the public 

sector in particular over the last number of years. ‘SIB has 

been supporting a number of these with an evidence-based, 

data-rich approach.’

Continual change
He stresses, however, that there is no escape from the 

momentum of non-stop change. ‘The next stage of the 

journey is to recognise that reform will need to become 

continuous,’ he explains. ‘A changing age demographic, 

increased demand for services, and recognition that the 
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Onwards and upwards
KPMG is seeking a large development 

site in Dublin to locate its new Irish 

headquarters, bringing together its 

2,500 workforce in the city into a single 

property. Deloitte, meanwhile, has 

selected the location of its new head 

office in Northern Ireland, becoming the 

anchor tenant at a new development 

in Belfast’s Bedford Square. The move, 

planned for 2021, will make it Deloitte’s 

largest UK operation outside London. 

And Grant Thornton’s forensic and 

investigation team in Belfast has more 

than doubled in size in six months, with 

a surge in demand from the legal sector 

for the team’s digital services, including 

the use of artificial intelligence.

BDO makes wealth sale
BDO Northern Ireland has sold its 

wealth management arm to 1825, the 

financial planning and advice subsidiary 

of Standard Life Aberdeen. Established 

more than 25 years ago, the division 

advises on assets of around £230m. On 

completion, the business will be known 

as 1825 Northern Ireland, retaining its 

existing office in Belfast city centre and 

its 12 staff. Nigel Harra, senior partner 

at BDO Northern Ireland, said that the 

deal gave the unit ‘the opportunity for 

further growth and development’. 

of global finance leaders say their 
finance team lacks the skills to support 
enterprise digital transformation.
Source: Association of International 
Certified Accounts/Oracle

90%
The view from
Carmen Cicchitelli FCCA, financial controlling director, 
Ardagh Group, Dublin, on the importance of sustainability

to support the decision-

making and help shape the 

division’s future business 

strategies.

I find it particularly 
rewarding to lead a 
team of talented finance 

professionals. With them, I enjoy 

sharing ideas and solving new problems. 

I am encouraged to be innovative and 

develop new solutions every day.

Ardagh Group aims to reduce any 
negative environmental impact 
from its products while remaining 
economically sustainable and socially 
responsible. The goal is to become 

the leading supplier of inherently 

sustainable packaging, and we have a 

gold sustainability rating from EcoVadis, 

recognising our achievements in this 

area. These include designing lighter 

metal and glass packaging, saving 

energy and transport costs, as well as 

maximising the use of cullet (recycled 

glass) in our production process. 

We have a very active corporate social 
responsibility policy and are involved 
in many community projects. Ardagh 

is also a member of Sedex, a social and 

ethical platform that aims to increase 

transparency in the supply chain. 

The biggest lesson I have learned 
in my career is the importance of 
understanding early enough in our 
life’s journey who we are and what we 
stand for. Once this is clear, both career 

planning and personal development 

become an easier exercise. AB

Once you 
understand who 

you are and what 
you stand for, 

career planning 
and personal 

development both 
become easier

Ardagh Group is a global 
supplier of infinitely 
recyclable metal and glass 
packaging. It operates more 

than 100 metal and glass 

factories in 22 countries, 

employs over 23,000 people, 

and has global sales of more 

than US$9bn.

Sustainability has been a big focus for 
us for years. Consumers, governments 

and indeed brands have been involved 

in initiatives to minimise the impact of 

plastic waste on the environment, which 

we believe will cause brand owners to 

re-assess their packaging requirements. 

Ardagh is ideally placed to help 

customers in this area.

My current role centres on working as 
part of the senior finance leadership 
team of Ardagh’s metal division, 
overseeing and managing its end-to-
end financial business planning, analysis 
and reporting globally. Longer term, my 

goal would be to continue developing 

my skills and my commercial acumen 
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‘Troublesome practices’: the SEC view
In her keynote address to the 2016 annual conference of the International Corporate 

Governance Network, former SEC chairman Mary Jo White declared: ‘In too 

many cases, the non-GAAP information, which is meant to supplement the GAAP 

information, has become the key message to investors, crowding out and effectively 

supplanting the GAAP presentation. [Many senior SEC staff] have spoken out 

frequently about our concerns to raise the awareness of boards, management and 

investors. The staff have issued guidance addressing a number of troublesome 

practices which can make non-GAAP disclosures misleading: the lack of equal 

or greater prominence for GAAP measures; exclusion of normal, recurring cash 

operating expenses; individually tailored non-GAAP revenues; lack of consistency; 

cherrypicking; and the use of cash per share data. I strongly urge companies to 

carefully consider this guidance and revisit their approach to non-GAAP disclosures. 

I also urge again that appropriate controls be considered and that audit committees 

carefully oversee their company’s use of non-GAAP measures and disclosures.’ 

Expectations GAAP
Companies have been criticised for using non-GAAP measures in their annual reports – 
effectively overstating their profits. Concerns are mounting as the practice grows

A bond prospectus is a sales document 
– literally. So there was some small 
commotion when office rental company 
WeWork included a non-GAAP 
measure called ‘community-adjusted 
EBITDA’ in its recent prospectus.

WeWork is a typical ‘unicorn’ startup: 

a company that has a valuation in the 

billions but has never turned a profit. Its 

business model relies on leasing offices, 

refurbishing them and renting them 

out to (largely) small and medium-sized 

companies. It is not a complex business, 

so what is behind the company’s 

‘accounting for the community’ metric?

WeWork appears to consider its 

community-adjusted EBITDA as a piece 

of information essential to investors 

who wish to understand its business. 

But its approach has drawn criticism 

from some, who claim it is corporate 

nonsense-speak intended to obscure 

understanding of the business. 

The metric has its defenders. But 

the point is that where one person 

sees an abstraction of something 

relatively straightforward, another sees 

a clarification of something that, if not 

unique, is still perfectly fair. 

The bottom line is that WeWork 

believes that extant reporting standards 

are not sufficient for describing its 

business, so it has found another way 

to report what it thinks is important. 

The problem is that it also makes the 

company look good in the process, 

an outcome that will inevitably draw 

scrutiny from sceptics. 

Everyone’s at it
WeWork is not alone in its use of non-

GAAP metrics. A 2016 PwC study, An 
alternative picture of performance, 

found that 95% of UK FTSE 100 

companies report using alternative 

performance measures (APMs). 

Concerns are growing that the 

trend in using non-GAAP measures 

to describe a business is open to 

manipulation. There are concerns 

among investors and regulators that 

companies use APMs to inflate profits, 

obscure recurring items and shroud 

their business model in language that is 

not comparable across their sector. 

There are also fears investors are 

being misled into treating non-GAAP 

with the same reverence as the audited 

numbers. The former chairman of the US 

Securities and Exchange Commission 
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strict frameworks? If they became 

subject to audit, companies and 

investors might think up new ways to 

talk about performance or to seek 

information and thereby advantage.

The difficulty is that only 

sophisticated investors have the skills 

to challenge non-GAAP numbers, 

and there are a great many investors 

who do not meet that definition. 

Warren Buffet, a long-time critic of 

non-GAAP (but whose investment 

company Berkshire Hathaway 

does make use of APMs) 

believes that accounting 

literacy is key: 

investors, he believes, 

should understand it 

like a ‘native language’ 

to unravel its more 

artistic uses. 

Some combination of 

standards-setting, regulation and 

investor pressure on companies that 

are particularly creative with their use 

of non-GAAP seems to be required. 

As Deutsche Asset Management’s 

David Bianco puts it: ‘The best measure 

lies somewhere between GAAP and 

non-GAAP.’ AB

Felicity Hawksley, journalist

Research in 2016 
showed there is 

as much as a 30% 
difference between 

profit reported 
under GAAP and 

profit reported 
under non-GAAP

equivalent. But somehow these 

regulations don’t seem to be stopping 

the trend, as Hoogervorst puts it, 

of non-GAAP numbers ‘getting 

increasingly detached from reality’.

But would expanding the audit to 

include APMs help? Recent events 

suggest that auditors are already 

struggling with their current brief. As 

super-investor Carl Ichan points out, 

unsettlingly, ‘even GAAP numbers 

are suspect’. Expanding the scope of 

the audit to cover myriad non-GAAP 

measures would put even more pressure 

on the audit. 

And isn’t part of the point of non-

GAAP measures that they sit outside 

Mary Jo White worries whether analysts 

are distinguishing between them at all 

(see panel opposite). 

Multiple studies show that there is 

a crucial difference between profit 

reported under GAAP and profit 

reported under non-GAAP. Research by 

Citi in 2016 showed there is as much as 

a 30% difference between the two. That 

is easily the difference between being 

very solvent and very bankrupt.

So why do investors rely on non-GAAP 

reporting at all? And why aren’t APMs 

audited? It’s important to recognise that 

financial reporting standards are both 

unwieldy and tremendously flexible. 

This creates what the chairman of the 

International Accounting Standards 

Board, Hans Hoogervorst, calls ‘an open 

invitation for non-GAAP to step in’ (see 

how the IASB is addressing the issue 

on page 48). The standards are also 

backward-facing. 

So, it’s arguably natural that investors 

seek information that cannot be 

adequately measured by GAAP. But 

what they are presented with 

in the world of non-GAAP 

disclosures – sometimes 

rose-tinted figures – may not 

be what they seek, or find. 

Investors broadly trust 

non-GAAP partly because 

regulations require companies 

to match their non-GAAP 

numbers to the closest GAAP 
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Buyer beware
Businesses and their staff need to be alert to the growing effectiveness of criminals 
exploiting online payment systems to divert funds into bogus accounts

SMEs said they were the target of 

fraudsters during the previous year, and 

more than two-thirds admitted they had 

no fraud awareness guidelines or training 

in place to deal with the problem. 

While scams directed at business 

come in a variety of guises, invoice 

redirection has become a big worry. It 

involves criminals posing as a genuine 

supplier and advising its customers to 

change the bank account details they 

hold for it. At least one in fi ve Irish SMEs 

have experienced an attempted fraud of 

Online fraud is as old as the internet 
itself and most of us like to think we’ve 
grown wise to its most basic forms. 
In the business world, that assurance 
is further cushioned by a belief that 
systems are in place to shut down 
any risk should a momentary lapse of 
judgment put staff in direct contact 
with criminals. It’s a comforting idea, 
but it’s far from the reality.  

Statistics from the UK give a sense 

of how prevalent and virulent fi nancial 

fraud through online means can be. 

Financial services trade association UK 

Finance says that in the fi rst half of 2018 

there were 34,128 cases of ‘authorised 

push payment’ scams (where victims are 

duped into making fi nancial payments 

to criminals). Most victims were 

individuals (31,510 cases), but the non-

personal cases resulted in signifi cantly 

higher losses proportionately.

Research published during National 

Fraud Awareness week in Ireland last 

November shows good reason for 

concern here too. Over a third of Irish 

C
PD
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More information

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

Stay safe
The Banking & Payments Federation Ireland recommends companies take the 

following steps to ensure invoices are from genuine suppliers:

* Be vigilant – check and challenge any request to change bank account details.

* Make a phone call to a known contact within a company that appears to be 

requesting a change in account payment.

* Do not try to contact the supplier of the invoice through links or contact details 

supplied in the email, as you may be contacting the fraudster.

* Do not make any changes to payment details until you are certain they are 

genuine, even if the supplier says it is an urgent matter.

* Ensure employees are aware of the threat and how to avoid it.

sentencing for his part in an invoice 

redirect scam that cost Maynooth 

University over €350,000.

The scale of the issue has prompted 

the Gardaí to issue a direct warning 

to business: ‘The consequences of 

falling for a scam of this nature can be 

catastrophic and can result in the closure 

of businesses and redundancies.’

Patrick Lordan of the Garda National 

Economic Crime Bureau adds: ‘Irish 

companies big and small are being 

targeted on a daily basis by individuals 

purporting to be from their suppliers.’

Professional concerns
With global research by security 

consultancy Kroll showing that 89% of 

professional services firms worldwide 

have reported fraud incidents, scams 

of this kind should be a major concern 

for the accountancy profession. The 

financial impact is onerous, but the 

resulting reputational damage can shred 

a firm’s most important asset overnight. 

For all that, complacency continues 

to reign across the Irish business world. 

A joint study by Microsoft and Amarach 

Research published in early 2019 

highlights poor security habits among 

employees as one of the biggest risks to 

firms. ‘Organisations can invest in robust 

data protection and security measures, 

but their employees could, accidentally, 

bring about a potential security disaster 

this type and as many as one in every 18 

attempts have succeeded. 

Last September, Gardaí raided 

addresses across Ireland linked with an 

international crime cartel engaged in 

invoice redirect fraud. While the scope 

was global, Irish organisations were very 

much in the crosshairs. Dublin Zoo and 

Louth Meath Education and Training 

Board were just two lucrative targets, 

losing hundreds of thousands of euros 

each through the deception. Meanwhile, 

a 24-year-old man is currently awaiting 

for their organisation,’ says Des Ryan, 

solutions director at Microsoft Ireland. 

Also spreading the message about 

the need for vigilance is the Banking 

& Payments Federation Ireland, which 

has set up a focused fraud awareness 

initiative called FraudSmart. Niamh 

Davenport, fraud awareness and 

payments manager at the organisation, 

says: ‘Every business needs to ensure 

they have robust policies in place to 

deal with requests around changing 

bank accounts.’

While businesses can and should 

invest in IT solutions to ensure that 

scammers don’t manage to siphon 

off payments to their supply chain, 

the foolproof method of dealing with 

the invoice redirect scam is one that 

requires no particular tech investment. 

Davenport advises that the standard 

procedure should be ‘to simply verbally 

confirm with a known contact in the 

supplier’s office whether the instructions 

are genuine or not’. 

Lordan agrees: ‘The best thing to 

do is pick up the phone and talk to 

someone you know in the company.’ AB

Donal Nugent, journalist

‘The consequences 
of falling for a scam 

of this nature can 
be catastrophic 
and can result 

in the closure of 
businesses and 

redundancies’

C
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Brand Sweden
TMF Group, in association with ACCA, looks at the big issues for businesses planning 
to set up or expand in Sweden and the tax and accounting regulations to consider

central bank, the Riksbank, faced its 

biggest decision in rate-setting for 

seven years – that was the last time the 

Riksbank raised interest rates. 

In 2015 the repo rate (the rate of 

interest at which banks can borrow or 

deposit funds) actually turned negative 

(joining Switzerland, Denmark and 

Japan in that dubious distinction), and 

that is where it has stood ever since. 

The December meeting did see rates 

rise from -0.5% to -0.25%, in what 

commentators called ‘the start of the 

journey out of negative rates’. 

However, the journey may take some 

time as fears of economic slowdown, or 

even recession, rise. 

The Riksbank decision may not have 

been too popular with some consumers 

as household debt ratios have risen – 

spurred on by increasing house prices 

and those record low interest rates – and 

there are signs some are struggling. 

Bostrom believes that house price 

values are not a bubble ready to burst, 

although he does foresee a slowdown in 

the increase in asset values.

In contrast, the currency market 

liked the interest rate news, pushing 

the value of the Swedish krona higher. 

The decision was mostly driven by the 

Riksbank desire to hit its 2% inflation 

target – a figure the country has 

consistently undershot.

‘The strength of the currency is a 

potential concern,’ says Bostrom. 

‘Foreign trade is a major plank in 

Sweden’s economic success, and a high-

value currency could dent an exemplary 

export story.’ At the moment it is ranked 

as the 26th largest export economy in 

the world, with exports of US$135bn 

Sweden is basking in the delights of 
a strong economy. It continues to 
outperform other advanced economies 
and is presented as a poster child 
for optimising market capitalism. 
It is prosperous – ranking 39 in the 
world in terms of GDP. In Q4 of 2018, 
Sweden’s GDP increase was twice more 
than forecast.

Economic good news was only 

slightly tempered when the Swedes 

had a little political difficulty in forming 

a government, but that was resolved 

in January 2019 after four months of 

deadlock following an inconclusive 

general election in 2018. The Social 

Democrat leader Stefan Löfven has 

now been given a second term as 

prime minister heading a centre-left 

minority government. 

‘The various political parties had issues 

that they needed to sort out,’ says Jonny 

Bostrom, TMF’s director of operations 

for the Nordics. ‘But we now have a 

government that is business-friendly.’

Bostrom – who is based in the capital 

Stockholm –  says the government 

is determined to remove barriers to 

setting up business – for instance, 

reducing the complexity and number of 

the statutory filings businesses have to 

make and also decrease social security 

taxes for companies hiring young 

people. He describes these proposals as 

‘a good start’.

Changes to corporation taxes 

are another indicator of how the 

government wants to encourage the 

business community. Headline rates of 

corporate tax are easing back gently, 

from 22% in 2018 to 21.4% now (from 

1 January 2019); from 1 January 2021 

Swedish business 
confidence seems 

unperturbed by 
external threats 

such as the drum 
beat of potential 

trade wars

the figure will fall to 20.6%.

There are also changes in the right 

direction in terms of accounting and tax 

regulation, although they are currently 

a gentle evolution rather than dramatic 

change (significant changes in company 

law and governance regulations are 

usually driven by European Union 

directives).

However, success brings its own 

problems, and Bostrom says skills 

shortages is a live, long-standing issue 

facing both the public and private 

sectors. A 2016 report cited shortages 

of nurses and teachers, and suggested 

the communications, technology and 

construction sectors were particularly 

vulnerable to a lack of skilled workers.  

Tightness in the labour market was 

underlined in January 2019 when the 

unemployment rate fell to 7%. This drop 

of 0.5% from a year ago was the lowest 

figure in 10 years. Demand for labour is 

expected to continue. 

Perhaps the only blot in the Swedes’ 

economic textbook has been the recent 

history of interest rates. In December 

2018 Bloomberg said the Swedish 

22 Accounting and Business April 2019

IE_YCorp_TMF.indd   22 13/03/2019   14:00



Content sponsored by TMF Group, which offers in-country expertise and knowledge to help businesses expand within and 
beyond their home markets. tmf-group.com

Audio streaming platform  
Spotify is headquartered in 
Stockholm, Sweden, a country 
renowned for innovation.

the technology success is the fruit of a 

government initiative dating back to the 

1990s that wanted all citizens to own a 

computer and learn digital skills. ‘This is 

giving us a really good push and a self-

confidence,’ says Bostrom. 

Few in the country would disagree 

that brand Sweden is riding high at 

the moment. Bostrom thinks part of 

the reason for the strong reputation is 

the country’s track record in fostering 

startups. ‘In many areas we are at the 

front – for example, in tech startups 

helped by a strong venture capital 

sector.’ He is looking forward to that 

business innovation track record 

continuing, helped by the government 

actively looking to reduce complexity 

and imports of US$139bn. 

Bostrom describes the performance 

of the krona as ‘a mixed bag’: ‘Recently 

the Swedish krona has been weak 

against both the US dollar and the euro, 

and that has benefited export-driven 

industries such as paper and steel.’  

Swedish business confidence seems 

unperturbed by external threats such 

as the drum beat of potential trade 

wars between the major trading 

blocs. ‘Business generally is confident 

of protection from any global 

trade turbulence through Sweden’s 

membership of the European Union,’ 

says Bostrom.

Business investment and innovation 

has a strong track record.  ‘Sweden is 

seen as a test market – especially for 

different types of new technology – as 

we have a reputation for embracing 

the new.’ Audio streaming platform 

Spotify (headquartered in Stockholm) 

and Skype (founded in 2003 by a Swede 

and a Dane) are testament to that, as is 

a burgeoning gaming sector. Perhaps 

for corporates. He says: ‘I am expecting 

it is going to become easier to set up a 

business in Sweden.’ 

When Bostrom met with his TMF 

Group colleagues from around the 

world in Dublin recently, he says he was 

struck by the buoyancy of the demand 

for the company’s services – which focus 

on international expansion – in the 

Swedish market. ‘The market is on fire 

at the moment. Across all sectors we 

are receiving enquiries from companies 

that are looking to set up business in 

Sweden. They are looking to expand 

and they want this country to be the 

next market for them.’ AB

Peter Williams, journalist

It’s complicated
TMF Group’s Financial Complexity Index (FCI) looks at the complexities of maintaining 

tax and accounting compliance across 94 jurisdictions. The analysis considers the 

accounting and tax rules in each, how relevant regulations are incorporated into 

business, and the risk of non-compliance. The 2018 edition ranked Sweden 60th ahead 

of the Czech Republic and Finland. Find the report at bit.ly/TMF-index.
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More orderly audit

Hear Jane Fuller on why audited 
accounts are vital to the functioning of 
the markets, at bit.ly/ACCA-Fuller6.

The tail and the dog
The new stewardship code will put public concerns front of mind for investment 
managers, but it won’t allocate capital to the most effective companies, says Jane Fuller

suppliers, and rip off their customers are 

unlikely to create value. 

But the trade-offs can be 

uncomfortable. Some fund managers 

have asked HSBC to stop funding 

coal-fired power stations in Indonesia, 

Bangladesh and Vietnam. The bank has 

done so elsewhere but is giving these 

countries more time to bring adequate 

power supply to areas without it.

This is a high-profile example of 

engagement with a company. It will 

look good in the new activity reports 

of the fund managers involved, but the 

resources available will not stretch to 

the hundreds, or even thousands, of 

companies across all their portfolios. 

How will the managers decide where 

to focus their efforts? Sophisticated 

screening will help search for the 

laggards, but are the data collection 

metrics and processes good enough to 

automate this reliably? 

The new code will help propel areas 

of public concern to the forefront of 

management-thinking at big investment 

houses. For passive funds, engagement 

with companies is the only way to drive 

improvements in behaviour. But this 

is not the same as allocating capital 

to the most promising and productive 

businesses, and selling the others. AB

Jane Fuller is a fellow of CFA Society 

of the UK and co-director of the 

Centre for the Study of Financial 

Innovation.

John Kingman’s verdict on the UK’s 
stewardship code, which guides asset 
managers and owners, is that it should 
focus on outcomes and effectiveness, 
not policy statements. If it does not 
do that, he says in his review of the 
Financial Reporting Council (FRC), then 
‘serious consideration should be given 
to its abolition’. 

So the FRC’s proposed revision 

to the nine-year-old code needs to 

prompt those who deploy our savings 

to demonstrate action rather than just 

say the right things about responsible 

investment. For this purpose, the most 

important addition will be an annual 

activities and outcomes report.

Policy statements will remain, of 

course, reflecting the organisation’s 

‘purpose, strategy, values and culture’ 

– a big ask for an institution managing 

funds for multiple investment purposes 

across multiple asset classes. Yes, that 

means bonds as well as equity.

The ambition of the new approach is 

captured in the definition: ‘Stewardship 

is the responsible allocation and 

management of capital across the 

institutional investment community 

to create sustainable value for 

beneficiaries, the economy and society.’ 

The first part is conventional wisdom; 

the second has a whiff of private savings 

being used as a vehicle for public policy.

The assumption is that there is a 

positive connection between better 

corporate behaviour on environmental, 

social and governance issues, and 

sound capital allocation. This is easiest 

to understand at the risk management 

level: companies that pollute the 

environment, abuse their staff and 

‘Dolor sit lorem 
ipsum amet nunt 

estiore nunc let 
nonsequis lorem 

ipsum sit amet 
nunc dolor nos 

apellia spelitament.
Lo mo blate et’
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Riding the wave
As technology transforms the profession, an epic career awaits ACCA members 
that embrace this sea-change, says ACCA president Robert Stenhouse

accountants really add value, bringing 

their integrity to bear as they consider 

the interests of all stakeholders.

ACCA members have the core 

skills and competencies to be leaders 

at the forefront of the business 

transformation that will inevitably 

happen as the world takes advantage of 

the latest digital technologies.

Those who choose to ride this wave 

will have the opportunity to secure an 

epic career journey. AB

Robert Stenhouse is ACCA president 

and a director, national accounting and 

audit, at Deloitte in the UK.

At a recent new-member event, I was 
asked by our guest speaker whether 
our members become CEOs, CFOs 
or entrepreneurs? My answer was 
simple: ‘All of them – whatever they 
want to be.’ After all, a career as a 
finance professional is a journey not 
a destination.

A more frequently asked question is 

related to technology, one of the key 

themes that ACCA will be exploring 

this year: ‘Will technology replace 

accountants?’ 

Inevitably some routine processing 

jobs will be replaced by machines. 

But for those members who embrace 

change, the transformation we 

experience will provide career 

opportunities not seen for generations.

We are at the beginning of what 

has been called the fourth industrial 

revolution, and the finance profession 

has a huge role to play in making sure 

the potential benefits are captured for 

society as a whole. 

In particular, I would highlight three 

areas where the core competencies 

of professional accountants are 

essential to achieving successful 

transformation.

The first is the appraisal of IT 

investment. At a time when many 

traditional business models are being 

challenged, significant investment 

in technology will be needed to 

transform our ways of working. 

To make the right business decision, 

it is important to be able to project 

the true cost of this activity to ensure 

adequate funding is available. 

This involves modelling the impact 

on income of changing customer 

behaviour, while also projecting the 

costs of replacing legacy systems, 

and maintaining and upgrading 

new systems.

The second area is monitoring and 

measuring change. The business 

change and IT transformation need 

to go hand in hand, and you need to 

bring everyone along with you on the 

journey. This requires clear objectives 

to be established that can be measured 

and monitored.

The third area is making sure that the 

business benefits are achieved ethically 

and sustainably. It is in times of change 

and challenge when professional 
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Jobs exchange
New technologies like artificial intelligence are set to revolutionise the professional 
workplace. Both educators and employers need to be prepared, warns Ian Guider 

multinational companies. Those back-

office roles in the near future may simply 

not be required any longer. 

For more than a year now, the state 

has been mapping the workforce’s 

vulnerability to automation – sector 

by sector and even town by town. 

The government’s future jobs strategy 

already estimates that two out of five 

jobs will disappear. How can we build 

on the opportunities rather than the 

despair this brings? 

Embracing change is important and 

it needs to start in education. There 

is no point in schools and universities 

preparing students for jobs that won’t 

exist. We need to develop skills for 

emerging roles, such as data scientists.

It is also requires the state to play a 

part in reorientating the country towards 

the emerging technologies. Those jobs 

that will inevitably be lost cannot be 

directly replaced. That requires investing 

in new Irish companies that can be part 

of the future and supporting them. 

I’ve long believed that technology 

should be welcomed with open arms. 

While the media industry may despair 

about the impact technology has on its 

business model, there is no doubt that 

same technology has brought content 

to a much wider audience. 

One thing is certain, though – we will 

still need good baristas! AB

Ian Guider is markets editor of 

The Sunday Business Post.

Earlier this year I spoke to an expert 
employed by a property company 
to study the future of buildings 
and how they will be occupied. For 
decades, there had been no change 
in his role of sourcing offices for blue 
chip companies in every city you can 
imagine. But recently his company has 
begun to look to the future, because in 
a decade or two many of those clients 
may not need all that space any more.

When we think of automation of 

employment, the view has always been 

that the robots are coming for someone 

else’s jobs: in factories, on production 

lines, manual roles. But the rise of the 

machine is much more widespread. 

Artificial intelligence (AI), data analysis 

and machine learning are coming for all 

of us. Much of what we think about jobs 

that can’t be done by anyone other than 

skilled, educated, employees is wrong. 

The world of finance is one example. 

A lot of trading activity is already run 

by algorithms. Banks are also investing 

heavily in technology to handle risk 

assessment, credit decisions, anti-

money laundering compliance and 

customer service. There are already 

programs that can mine legal rulings 

for precedents, removing the need for 

lawyers to spend hours researching 

judgments. AI chat interfaces are 

replacing some of the HR process to 

screen job candidates without the need 

for face-to-face interviews. 

We are merely at the beginning of 

the impact that automation is having on 

what many would have considered roles 

impervious to change. 

Irish investment policy has been built 

around being the hub for servicing 

Embracing change 
is important. There 

is no point in 
schools preparing 
students for jobs 
that won’t exist

26 Accounting and Business April 2019

More information

Find more resources on technology 
and the profession at accaglobal.com/
members.

IE_COM_Guider.indd   26 13/03/2019   13:49

www.accaglobal.com/members


The view from
Audrey Hennessy FCCA, director, AH Accounting and 
Taxation Services, Dublin, on the big issues for small firms

A significant career 
challenge I faced last year 
was the transition from 
a partnership to my own 
limited company. Moving 

from a scenario of ‘two 

heads are better than one’ 

to one where ‘the buck 

stops here’ has been interesting! Over 

the year, I’ve run the gamut of emotions, 

from excited to terrified. Going out on 

my own was the right thing to do. It has 

allowed me build on my business and 

leadership skills, and given me a sense 

of pride and fulfilment.

Now the new firm is established, I am 
looking forward to growing a strong 
practice and widening my network. 
For a sole practitioner, networking and 

support is vital, and making new contacts 

is something I have come to enjoy doing. 

Over the past few years I have been 
involved in providing services to 
Webnet (Women Excelling in Business 
Network). It is a support network for 

women who want to start their own 

business and is co-funded by the 

government and the European Social 

Fund. The number of people looking to 

start a new business – not to mention 

their ideas, enthusiasm and camaraderie 

– always amazes me.

One important lesson I have learnt is 
that good conversation is more than 
the words you use. It is also about 

active listening and self-awareness. The 

ability to engage in good conversation 

helps forge strong relationships with 

clients, employees and peers. AB

Going out on my 
own was the right 

thing to do. It 
has given me a 

sense of pride and 
fulfilment

AH Accounting and 
Taxation Services focuses 
on providing personalised, 
bespoke service to small 
and medium business 
owners looking for business 
support, compliance and 
development assistance. 
Like any modern accountancy firm, 

our attention is always directed to 

optimising client service delivery. 

My current role centres on providing 
advisory and compliance services 
in taxation, accountancy and audit. 
I work mainly with owner managers of 

businesses across a broad spectrum 

of sectors.

The key challenges facing accountants 
in practice are the continual changes in 
regulations, tax law and accountancy 
standards. These changes have 

accelerated over the past few years. 

This constantly changing environment 

can impact directly on volume of work 

and puts a lot of pressure on deadlines, 

often resulting in unbilled work. 

8.
6%

Rise in tax advisory revenues globally, to 
US$20.3bn, according to a 2018 report.
Source: Source Global Research

Tax claim settled
Banco Mediolanum has settled a 

dispute with Italy’s finance police 

related to the tax residency of its 

Irish investment firm, Mediolanum 

Asset Management. The bank made 

a payment of around €100m to settle 

a claim from the tax police which had 

originally been lodged at €544m. 

Mediolanum is the third largest 

investment business in Ireland, with 

€36bn of assets under management. 

The parent group is 30% owned by 

Fininvest, which is owned by the 

family of former Italian prime minister 

Silvio Berlusconi.

Slow connection
Ireland’s proposed second crossborder 

electricity interconnector – between 

Armagh and Monaghan – is unable to 

proceed at present. Planning approval 

had been given by civil servants in the 

absence of Northern Ireland ministers, 

but the High Court in Belfast has ruled 

that they acted without legal authority. 

Subsequent Westminster legislation 

now provides senior civil servants 

with powers to make decisions in the 

public interest, but approval will be 

delayed. Planning approval in Ireland 

has been given and confirmed in a 

court judgment.
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Getting your defences up
With cybersecurity attacks on the rise, accountancy fi rms need to keep their defences 
strong. Bringing in outside expertise can help reduce the risks of data loss

accountancy fi rms to combat cyber 

threats and can act as a valuable expert 

partner for fi rms’ IT directors. Leading 

MSSPs have an arsenal of detection 

and response tools and are trained to 

handle time-consuming and dedicated 

24/7 security monitoring, detection and 

incident response.

Trust
Of course, leaving most of your 

cybersecurity protection to a third party 

requires a massive degree of trust and 

faith. That is why accountancy fi rms 

should not rush the process of selecting 

and vetting MSSPs.

To work effectively in a partnership, an 

MSSP must act as a natural extension of 

your internal IT team. If this is achieved, 

then a practice’s IT department benefi ts 

from the additional capacity and can 

direct more internal resources into 

programmes that generate revenue for 

the business. 

However big or small your practice, an 

ad hoc approach to cybersecurity should 

be avoided. A fi rm’s relationship with its 

MSSP must be one that is long term – 

your MSSP partner needs to have deep 

insights into the unique threats you 

face if it is to deploy the most effective 

protection. By becoming an extension 

of your business’s IT department, an 

MSSP can be embedded within your 

fi rm’s practices and processes.

Firms who consider this option need 

to be completely transparent with their 

chosen security service provider, so the 

supplier can develop a comprehensive 

understanding of the challenges 

they are facing in the cybersecurity 

context. Using these insights, an 

The statistics reveal a worrying trend. 
The Irish Computer Society’s national 
data protection survey reports that 
over 50% of Irish businesses have 
experienced a cybersecurity breach or 
attack over the past 12 months, while 
government fi gures put the fi gure 
in the UK at 40%; and research from 
Accenture suggests that the number of 
targeted cyber attacks has more than 
doubled in Ireland over the past year. 

Accountancy fi rms hold an immense 

amount of private data, and cyber 

attackers are well aware of this fact. Tax 

documents, direct-deposit information 

and national insurance numbers are just 

some of the sensitive data held by fi rms 

– data that can often stretch back years 

for long-standing clients.

Key target
Accountancy fi rms are accordingly a key 

target for hackers intent on capturing 

documents containing confi dential 

information held on servers and on 

employees’ personal devices. Phishing 

is a common method used to entice 

email readers to click on a message 

that appears legitimate but is in fact 

fraudulent, opening the door for 

hackers to steal data or infect fi rms’ 

systems. Malware, a malicious type 

of software, is often unknowingly 

installed by accountants through 

visiting a website or downloading an 

attachment that infects their computer. 

Once downloaded, malware can often 

be benign before it starts stealing 

passwords, pilfering sensitive data or 

taking over systems.

Even though the fi nancial and 

reputational risks – not to mention 

Building an 
advanced 

threat detection 
ecosystem 

in-house can be a 
tall order, especially 

for smaller firms

the potential for hefty data protection 

fi nes – are great, many fi rms still lack 

the IT manpower and expertise to 

monitor, detect and combat security 

threats effectively and consistently. IT 

departments at many fi rms still rely 

just on perimeter security such as 

fi rewalls or antivirus software, but these 

rudimentary systems will not repel more 

complex cyber attacks. What is needed 

are integrated, advanced security 

ecosystems to detect threats before 

they become a signifi cant problem.

Building such capabilities in-house, 

within a fi rm’s IT department, can 

be a tall order, especially for smaller 

fi rms. One solution is to partner 

with a managed security service 

provider (MSSP). While handing over 

responsibility to a third party may 

seem worrying, with careful analysis of 

the fi rm’s requirements, coupled with 

a robust procurement process and 

appropriate due diligence, this option 

can reduce cost and risk as well as 

providing peace of mind. 

MSSPs are better equipped than 
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Risk, cost and complexity reduction
The top three reasons to work with a managed security service provider are:

* It reduces risk. MSSPs are specialists in tackling cybersecurity threats and have 

expert resources at hand that can continuously monitor your IT environments.

* It optimises cost. Building an in-house security team and leveraging a 

state-of-the-art security infrastructure can prove very costly for mid-sized 

organisations. Leveraging an MSSP can optimise costs while freeing up your IT 

resources for strategic initiatives.

* It manages complexity. Monitoring, understanding and responding to cyber 

threats can be a very complicated and time-consuming process. Working with an 

accredited MSSP offers peace of mind and improves security outcomes.

By engaging with an MSSP, an 

accountancy fi rm is investing in a long-

term service partnership to improve 

security outcomes. By taking the time 

to ensure that your managed services 

provider understands your needs and 

offers your fi rm the right solution, you 

will ensure that your IT systems – and, 

by extension, your clients’ information 

MSSP will be able to deploy a security 

programme that is closely aligned with 

the fi rm’s needs.

Mutual interests
Managing complexity, reducing 

risk and optimising costs are the 

key benefi ts that MSSPs can bring 

to accountancy fi rms. An MSSP must 

have these objectives in mind when it 

is working with your practice, as this 

is the most effective way to build a 

trusted relationship.

With such a wide selection of security 

suppliers to pick from during the 

selection stage, much of the discussion 

with potential MSSPs can easily veer into 

technology-based dialogue. However, 

fi rms should take a comprehensive 

approach and discuss implementation 

timelines, incident response and ticketing 

processes, regular reporting and security 

metrics for greatest  effectiveness. 

and your fi rm’s reputation – are in 

safe hands. AB

Pat Sweet, AB editor 

More information

Get CPD units by answering 
questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd.
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Licence to fi ll
The Property Services Regulatory Authority highlights the key reporting requirements 
for accountants verifying that licensees meet the client moneys regulations

of reports received do not require 
the PSRA to request additional 
information, in some instances the 
PSRA is required to query the content 
of the accountant’s report. 

Examples of common issues 
encountered by the PSRA while 
verifying accountants’ reports include:  

* The most recent updated 
specified accountant’s report is not 
completed. Specified accountants’ 
reports are available at 
bit.ly/psra-accountants-reports.

* Accountants fail to complete 
Section 4 of Part I of the relevant 
renewal accountant’s report 
expressing an opinion as to 
whether the regulations have been 
complied with by the licensee. 

* The balance on the balancing 
statement is incorrectly calculated.

The Property Services Regulatory 
Authority (PSRA) licenses and 
regulates auctioneers, estate agents, 
management agents and letting agents 
(licensees). It works in the public 
interest to ensure that high standards 
are maintained in the delivery of 
property services by licensees. 

As part of the annual licence renewal 
process, verifi cation by an accountant 
that client moneys are managed in 
accordance with PSRA client money 
regulations by a licensee is paramount. 
In this regard, a licence renewal 
application must be accompanied by 
a signed accountant’s report relevant 
to the licence(s) held.  The PSRA 
acknowledges the vital work undertaken 
by accountants in completing these 
reports effectively. 

Accountants are required to confi rm 

Accountants are 
required to confirm 

that appropriate 
financial controls 

and procedures 
are in place for the 

protection of 
client moneys

that appropriate fi nancial controls 
and procedures are in place for the 
protection of client moneys and to 
report where breaches of the PSRA 
client money regulations 
have occurred. While 
the vast majority 
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More information

More information about accountants’ 
reports and the PSRA in general can 
be found at psr.ie. The PSRA may 
be contacted on 046 903 3800 or by 
email at info@psr.ie.

* The name of the client account(s) 
does not match exactly with 
the name on the relevant bank 
statement. A client account must 
be in the name of the licensee and 
contain the word ‘client’ in the title. 

Issues of concern
The PSRA also identified several more 
concerning issues in accountants’ 
reports submitted in 2018. These 
included instances where: 

* Liabilities to clients were reduced 
on the balancing statement 
(Appendix 3A of PSRA/section 
35 – Renewal ABC) by deducting 
moneys owed to the business 
that were intended for clients but 
that had not yet been received or 
placed in the client account.  
An example would be where a 
licensee pays money out of the 
client account to a landlord in 
advance of receipt of rent by the 
licensee from the tenant. 

       In a small number of instances 
this transaction is not shown as a 
liability on the client account by 

the licensee when completing the 
balancing statement. Accountants 
should ensure that all liabilities to 
clients are reported correctly by the 
licensee before signing off on the 
balancing statement.

* Liabilities to clients were not 
reported on the balancing statement 
(Appendix 3A of PSRA/section 
35 – Renewal ABC). Before signing 
off on the balancing statement, the 
accountant should ensure that any 
liabilities to clients are reported 
correctly by the licensee.

* The licensee was using one 
account for all client and business 
transactions. This is a breach 
of the client money regulations 
and should be reported by the 
accountant at Appendix 1 of the 
accountant’s report.

* The accountant confirmed that a 
deficit/surplus had been paid in or 
withdrawn from the client account 
where they had not been presented 
with evidence of this happening 
from the licensee.   
In some instances the PSRA has, by 
way of follow up, discovered that 
in such cases outstanding monies 
owed have not been repaid to the 
client account.

The PSRA encourages accountants 
to consider all these matters when 
completing the accountant’s report on 
behalf of licensees. AB

The PSRA acknowledges the 
engagement of accountants 
with licensees and the cooperation 
that they extend to the PSRA in 

addressing queries.
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Killer? Thriller!
Far from dealing a mortal blow to the audit profession, blockchain technology seems 
likely to generate a range of exciting new roles in the assurance sphere

before, during and after a transaction 

means that you will always need an 

external audit.’

That is not to deny that blockchain 

will radically alter auditors’ operating 

environment. As Padgett explains, the 

technology offers enhanced transparency 

and accessibility to financial and 

non-financial information that could 

profoundly affect record-keeping, 

reporting, assurance and governance.

‘In a blockchain future, auditors 

and forensic experts could be given 

Could the audit profession have been 
given a stay of execution? Blockchain, 
or distributed ledger technology, has 
been touted as its executioner – after 
all, if all transactions are recorded in an 
immutable chain of digital blocks, with 
no apparent way of being altered after 
the fact, it creates a perfect audit trail, 
so dispensing with audit and auditors.

Not so fast. Auditors are starting 

to seek to stake a claim in this new 

technology so they can use it to their 

advantage – and that of their clients. 

They point out that as long as a human 

element is involved (with the attendant 

risk of mistakes and fraud), a third party 

is needed to provide assurance over the 

validity of transactions.

Simon Padgett FCCA, a Vancouver-

based cryptocurrency and blockchain 

forensic accountant, doubts that 

blockchain will kill off the auditor. ‘I 

don’t think so,’ he says. ‘Blockchain has 

the capability to eradicate audit, but 

there is always scope for error and fraud. 

The uncertainty of human interference 

32 Accounting and Business April 2019

C
PD

IE_YPRAC_BlockchainAuditCPD.indd   32 11/03/2019   18:48



Watch on-demand ACCA’s 
Accounting for the Future session on 
blockchain: bit.ly/ACCA-AFF18.

You can get CPD units by answering 
questions on this article at accaglobal.
com/abcpd.

More information

The ups and downs
Simon Padgett outlines the blockchain audit pros:

* Blockchain-based accounting systems could provide new ways to record and 

report financial information. 

* Organisations could retain their double-entry accounting systems while parties to 

a transaction could record their respective entries in a shared blockchain ledger, 

allowing transaction integrity to be confirmed in the shared ledger.  

* Smart contracts could replace internal and external reporting functions. 

* Blockchain ledgers could rapidly aggregate and consolidate financial reports in 

real time, reducing monthly and year-end reporting delays. 

* Opportunities will be created for blockchain governance and forensics.

PwC highlights the blockchain audit cons:

* Blockchain environments have unique architectures and lack standardisation, so 

each client must design a custom-control environment based on their use case. 

* There is a lack of knowledge and blockchain expertise within organisations to 

design control environments.

* Blockchain is a real-time technology without the historic ledgers that allow audit. 

Killer? Thriller!

party controlling the process. However, 

in reality, while an entry on the 

blockchain can be trusted as an official 

record that a transaction occurred, it 

does not necessarily provide evidence 

relating to the nature of the transaction, 

why it has occurred, or if all transactions 

have been recorded.’

EY has recently announced the launch 

of its Blockchain Analyzer tool to help 

audit teams assemble an organisation’s 

entire transaction data from multiple 

blockchain ledgers. Its auditors can 

then interrogate the data, analyse 

transactions, perform reconciliations 

and identify outliers. It is also designed 

to support testing of multiple 

cryptocurrencies managed or traded by 

exchanges and asset managers.

‘These technologies lay the 

foundation for automated audit tests 

of blockchain assets, liabilities, equities 

and smart contracts,’ says Paul Brody, 

EY’s global innovation blockchain leader.

PwC has also launched blockchain 

validation software, which combines 

a risk and control framework with 

continuous auditing software. As 

a set of blockchain digital access 

“keys”, providing access to detailed, 

timestamped information covering all 

transactions,’ he says. ‘Such access 

could have significant impact on the 

auditors’ approach to their work. 

Organisations that use the blockchain 

will likely incorporate continuous 

internal audits in their processes, supply 

an audit trail, and provide account 

analysis at the push of a button.’ 

While companies and auditors move 

to embed blockchain applications and 

platforms into the accounting and 

finance environment, it is critical that 

these systems do not become seen as 

‘black boxes’ that offer – ironically – 

limited transparency and audit trails. 

Katie Canell, audit innovation director 

at Deloitte, says: ‘The validation of the 

system of governance and controls, the 

security and integrity of data within the 

system, and the need to understand 

whether the platform or application is 

operating as intended over a period of 

time are all critical aspects of being able 

to rely on the outputs.’

The need for trust
The creation of trust will be key to the 

success and widespread adoption of 

blockchain for accounting and auditing 

purposes. As Padgett explains, the 

internet has done a great job of data 

transfer. On the whole, the process 

was trusted until banks began to 

crash in 2008–09 and questions were 

raised about the transfer of value – 

in particular, currency value. It is no 

coincidence that 2009 was when bitcoin 

appeared. ‘There was mistrust in the 

financial system, so there was a need for 

a new financial channel, a trusted way of 

moving value, not just data,’ he says.

And this is where an auditor can still 

be involved. Canell says: ‘Distributed 

ledgers are founded on the basis that 

they promote trust and resilience 

without the need for a central, trusted 

powerful machines test for anomalies in 

real time, with every transaction tested, 

longer-term patterns not evident to the 

human eye will be spotted. Mid-tier 

firms are getting in on the action, too, 

with BDO teaming up with Microsoft to 

develop blockchain technology.

Challenges include the power 

hunger of blockchain hardware, the 

risk of hacking and money laundering, 

unidentified errors, integration with 

legacy systems, and obsolescence. 

Canell believes regulation will also need 

to be rethought: ‘There is a fine balance 

between regulations adapting and 

opening up opportunities for evolving 

technology, and technology driving the 

need for change.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist

33April 2019 Accounting and Business

C
PD

IE_YPRAC_BlockchainAuditCPD.indd   33 11/03/2019   18:48

www.bit.ly/ACCA-AFF18
www.accaglobal.com/abcpd


-AB UK_Full pg Ads_Apr19.indd   39 11/03/2019   18:06

www.accaglobal.com
www.accaglobal.com/insightsapp


Green ambition
Many European companies are trying to improve the sustainability of their businesses, 
but the ability of boards to use the right metrics and ask the right questions varies widely

The drivers
What are the key drivers for your sustainability activity?

The board sees a solid business case in sustainability 

Source: Leadership in Corporate Sustainability – European 
Report 2018, from Board Agenda, Mazars and Insead 

We try to act responsibly

There is growing pressure from investors 

There is growing pressure from employees

There is growing pressure from suppliers

There is growing pressure from customers

We have a head of sustainability 
who reports to the CEO 
21.4%

Other 
5.4%

We don’t manage 
sustainability separately 

32.1%

We have a head of sustainability 
who reports to the board but not the CEO 
7.7%

We have a head of sustainability who does 
not report to a member of the board 
9.5%

We don’t have a dedicated head of sustainability;
sustainability is managed by the CEO 

23.8%

Other

Strongly agree

Strongly agree

14.0%

53.2%

56.9%

17.0%

12.8%

1.6%

24.5%

12.8%

46.2%

36.8%

26.9%

29.2%

16.4%

6.5%

7.6%

5.9%

1.7%

5.4%

0.6%

2.2%

0.6%

Agree

Agree

Somewhat agree

Somewhat agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Somewhat disagree

Somewhat disagree

Disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

Strongly disagree

The measures
The board has the right measures in place to understand the company’s sustainability approach

The people
How is sustainability managed?

The risk
Ignoring sustainability will affect long-term value creation
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Nurture your DQ
Your ability to constantly evolve your technology skills – your digital quotient – is a 
pivotal competency that will keep your career, indeed your profession, in the game

It is a given these days that professional accountants need 
to be technologically competent at the very least – and 
ideally, much more than that. ‘Digitally savvy’ may be one 

way of describing it. Technological 
innovation (and its many offspring, 
from global connectivity to 
social media) remains the most 
significant driver of change across 
every sector of business – and 
as businesses change, so do the 
competencies they look for in 
professional accountants.

The central aim of ACCA’s Drivers 
of change and future skills report 

was to identify the changing needs 

of business and to understand how 

professional accountants need to 

develop to keep their capabilities 

relevant. More than half (55%) of the 2,000 professional 

accountants and C-suite executives across the world who took 

part in the research for the report identified the development 

of intelligent automated accounting 

systems as the external factor they 

expected to have most influence in 

the next three to 10 years. 

The report identified seven 

‘quotients for success’ for 

professional accountants in future 

– an optimal and changing mix of 

professional competencies (covering 

technical knowledge and skills but 

also interpersonal qualities and 

behaviour) that will add value for 

their employers and clients. Among 

the seven is the digital quotient 

(DQ), defined as ‘the awareness and 

The obvious 
question is, if both 
data and powerful 

analytics tools to 
make sense of it are 

widely available, 
what value can 

professional 
accountants bring?
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More information

Find more resources on technology and the profession at 
accaglobal.com/members.

Glass half full?
According to ACCA’s report Generation Next, ACCA members 

and students between the ages of 16 and 36 see both 

challenges and opportunities in the tech revolution.

Technology will replace many entry roles in the profession

Technology will enable finance professionals to focus on 
much higher value-added activity

4% Strongly disagree

1% Strongly disagree

25% Strongly agree

32% Agree

27% Neutral

12% Disagree

42% Strongly agree

42% Agree

13% Neutral

2% Disagree

Tomorrow’s world: a big data demonstration centre in 
Huainan, China, offers a glimpse of the growing power of 
digital technologies in business intelligence and analytics.

application of existing and emerging digital technologies, 

capabilities, practices and strategies’.

The spread of digital technology has already transformed 

the practice of accounting and the skills that professional 

accountants need – and the evolution is ongoing, with 

no clear view of the final destination. The automation of 

manual processes has already influenced business models, 

powerful analytics is bringing real-time reporting closer, 

and communications technology has reshaped companies’ 

interaction with stakeholders. Arguably, the biggest potential 

change of all – blockchain – is still a relative unknown.  

The rise of big data presents particular challenges. The 

report points out, for example, that a simple Google search 

can uncover more data than any assurance report. ‘By 2020, 

stakeholders with internet access will have the tools to analyse 

big data – if not the technical knowledge or experience to 

interpret it,’ it says. ‘By 2025, Google may employ more audit 

and assurance professionals than the Big Four.’

The professional’s added value
The obvious question is, if both data and the powerful 

analytics tools to make sense of it are widely available, what 

value can professional accountants bring? For centuries, 

much of the profession’s value has been based on its ability 

to translate and interpret complex financial information for a 

non-technical audience. The profession has largely been able 

to set its own pace in fulfilling that need, but in a world where 

social media is rapidly becoming an acceptable outlet for 

formal company announcements, that is no longer an option. 

Stakeholders want better, more informative and accessible 

reports, as quickly as possible – and if an accountant cannot 

provide that, they will look elsewhere.

The report points out: ‘Some tax professionals see as a 

significant threat the widespread familiarity with faster and 

smarter analytics and big data tools among those who are not 

tax professionals. Within a decade, they expect this to reduce 

dramatically the role for some tax professionals and diminish 

the need to translate tax for non-technical stakeholders.’

In other words, professional accountants are fighting to 

stay ahead of the game. That is why the ability to apply 

technology to analysing, interpreting and presenting financial 

and non-financial data tops the list of skills that professional 

accountants say they need. Many believe there are gaps in 

the digital skills they will need in the coming years, including 

capabilities around mobile and cloud business models, 

blockchain, digital currencies and payment mechanisms, and 

new routes to investment such as crowdfunding.

The report says: ‘Professional accountants see an urgent 

need for members of the profession to become accomplished 

exploiters and users of business intelligence and data analytics 

technologies so that they can improve identification of all types 

of related risk in the business, its supply chain, and local and 

global economies; manage and mitigate these risks better; 

and improve the strength of internal controls, the integrity of 

the supply chain and the quality of corporate governance.’ 

Nurturing your DQ, in other words, is about much more than 

understanding how technology works; it is about developing a 

digital-savvy way of thinking and working. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Brave new taxman
Tax administrations around the world looking to turn digital advances to good account 
face a major challenge from varying levels of technological development

Taxes have been part of human life from the earliest 
recorded times – and so too has been the battle to 
find an efficient and fair way of collecting them.

The advent of digital technology is seen as the ultimate 

opportunity for societies to transform the tax system for the 

better, making both the calculation and the collection of 

taxes simple and more accurate. A new report from ACCA, 

Technology tools and the future of tax administration, 

looks closely at the practical implications for the tax system 

worldwide, discussing the main issues for policymakers and 

decision-makers.

The application of technology in tax is by no means new. 

Throughout history, attempts to improve the calculation 

and collection of tax have triggered repeated innovations. 

Trigonometry, for example, has its 

roots in techniques used by ancient 

Egyptian tax inspectors to measure 

irregular areas of land. 

Changing nature of data
The modern world, though, brings 

one crucial difference. Since the turn 

of the millennium, the emphasis in 

information records has shifted from 

physical to electronic storage. As a 

result, the ACCA report declares: 

‘The character of information is 

changing – its cost and, perhaps, its 

value too are in a state of flux.’

The difference, from the point 

of view of a tax administration, is that digital records are 

infinitely reproducible. Thousands of items of data can be 

shared at a click, and vast volumes of data can be interrogated 

automatically by software almost instantaneously. ‘Tax 

administration is just starting to grasp some of the potential of 

this development,’ says the report. ‘The future is already here; 

it’s just not very evenly distributed.’

Digitisation, of course, is not just transforming business 

and the way that information is stored and accessed; it is 

also changing the very goods and services we produce 

and consume. That, argues the report, also has profound 

implications for the shape of the tax systems of the future.

‘Tax administration 
is just starting 

to grasp some of 
the potential of 

digital data’

Taxing profit vs consumption 
In the digital economy it is increasingly difficult to point to the 

stage in the supply chain at which value is created. The report 

suggests that current models of profit taxation may retreat and 

be replaced with a broader reliance on consumption taxes, 

‘which is the area where digital tools may perhaps have the 

biggest impact on our daily experience’.

While tax administrations are keen to explore technology, its 

adoption varies widely between – and within – countries, even 

when the technology in question is available. 

‘The range of individual experience and capability 

is probably the most diverse it has ever been in many 

workplaces,’ says the report. The success of a digitally driven 

tax solution depends entirely on the willingness of individuals 

and businesses to adopt integrated 

solutions – and that is by no 

means guaranteed. 

‘One of the key things about 

technology,’ concludes the report, 

‘is that its adoption is rarely 

universal or instant – and it does 

not follow the same linear path 

of progression everywhere it 

appears… Approaches that work 

well in one market might not work 

at all in another, and external 

factors can completely change 

the dynamic within which the tax 

system operates. Tax administrations 

need to be sensitive to the local 

environment, and to other factors in the local economy, before 

seeking to implement costly measures that may not repay 

the investment.’ 

In short, the linkages between business and economic 

activities, the shape of the tax system, and the capacity and 

priorities of the society they inhabit are so intimate that a 

significant change in one inevitably affects the others. Entirely 

new taxes may be needed, but governments must remain 

open to exploring the best local fit so as to balance the costs 

of implementation with the returns from it. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Innovation in action
The world’s tax administrations are making use of innovative 

digital tools, as the following examples show:

* Aerial imagery in the US. Aerial mapping technology has 

been introduced in a Louisiana district to help assess the 

tax implications of changes to properties and to prioritise 

field inspections. The detailed images of properties the 

technology generates are combined with tax records. 

As a result, more than 6,000 property improvements not 

detailed on the tax rolls were identified, bringing in a 

further US$18.1m in tax revenue. 

* Electronic billing in Rwanda. E-billing machines (EBMs) 

were introduced in 2013 to address the vulnerabilities 

of a domestic, paper-based VAT system where the tax 

authorities routinely uncovered suppressed sales figures 

and false refunds. Two years later, VAT collection rates 

had risen by 20% a year, and compliance times had been 

slashed from 45 hours to five hours a year. The government 

now plans to replace the physical EBM machines that 

traders need to buy with a free, software-based equivalent 

that can be used on smartphones and computers. 

* E-payments in Afghanistan. An e-payments system was 

introduced in Afghanistan to tackle the theft of customs 

duties (amounting to an estimated half of the sum 

actually collected, which, in turn, accounts for up to 30% 

of the country’s total tax revenue). The project proved 

challenging – three years after roll-out, the e-system was 

processing only a tiny fraction of all customs duties. A lack 

of infrastructure to support the full chain of payments was 

identified as a major factor in discouraging traders from 

using it, but as the legal and commercial infrastructure has 

moved on, so technology solutions have started to come 

online and results have improved.
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Room for growth 
Fast-growing SMEs define and measure growth very differently from the laggards, but 
with the right strategy and ambition in place, scaling up should be possible for all

It is often said that small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) are the powerhouse of the economy, accounting 
for 99% of all businesses. But while SMEs are numerous, 

as a whole they are not particularly productive; in fact, most 
SMEs contribute significantly less to economic growth in 
aggregate terms than other sections of the economy. 

High-growth SMEs are a star exception to this productivity 

rule. According to a report from the Institute of Public Policy 

and Research, a UK-based thinktank, high-growth SMEs are 

a crucial source of job creation and boost productivity by 

spreading technological innovations. High-growth SMEs have 

also proved to be more resilient since the financial crisis than 

the rest of the business population; according to the OECD, 

across many economies these high-growth companies have 

continued to grow much as they did before the crisis. 

So why can’t more SMEs achieve high growth? That question 

is the focus of a new ACCA report, which seeks to identify 

what drives SME growth, and discusses how SMEs can scale 

up successfully and adopt some of the practice of businesses 

with higher growth ambitions. 

The report, Scale-up success: what do SMEs need to 
supercharge their growth?, is part of ACCA’s ongoing research 

programme examining different areas of SME growth; for the 

purpose of the research, SMEs are defined as businesses with 

fewer than 250 employees. The aim of this stage of the research 

was to consider how SMEs understand and experience growth 

in order to help more businesses think strategically about the 

steps they can take to encourage growth.

Different measures
The ACCA report argues that ‘growth means something else 

to more ambitious SMEs’. It points out that SMEs with higher 

growth rates seem to use a wider range of factors for defining 

or measuring growth than other businesses do. In SMEs with 

stable or moderate growth rates, turnover tends to be the 

most significant factor for measuring growth; in high-growth 

SMEs, productivity, staff, and research and development are all 

significant factors when measuring and defining growth.

The report also looks closely at the distinctive approach 

that high-growth SMEs often take to scaling up the business. 

In a fascinating exercise, it compares the actions that a 

high-growth SME might take at a particular stage of its 

organisational development to the actions of a moderate-

growth SME.

For example, when a moderate-growth SME formulates 

a business plan, that plan will often include annual forecast 

targets; a high-growth SME, on the other hand, will 

incorporate clear growth objectives, a value proposition and 

annual forecast targets. Similarly, when it is developing a 

finance function, a moderate-growth SME will typically centre 

the function’s responsibilities around core accounting activities 

(compliance, tax and reporting), whereas a high-growth SME 

will encourage a wider range of responsibilities and a strategic 

role across the business, often appointing a chief financial 

officer or finance director at an earlier stage.

The report makes seven recommendations for SMEs that 

want to scale up (see box opposite). ‘Growth can come at 
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Tips for scaling up
* Leadership must define a growth culture. When staff share 

and are committed to an organisation’s purpose and 

vision, they are more likely to see its future as their own.

* Establish a governance framework early on to help build 

organisational resilience.

* Continue developing the management team alongside 

business growth – one that encompasses the broader skills 

and experience required to help extend the organisation.

* Integrate finance into the growth strategy.

* Adopt new technologies and use the right data.

* Use external advice to develop what you have.

* Build an external funding network.

any stage of an SME’s lifecycle,’ the report says. ‘This requires 

business leaders to think strategically about the steps they can 

take to enable it.’ It identifies leadership as the most critical 

scale-up success factor of all: ‘Businesses that scale up come 

in all shapes and sizes, but the most successful are those that 

are able to articulate a purpose and vision across all levels of 

their organisation. This can feed into the creation of a growth 

culture, which, among other benefits, can provide them with a 

greater ability to overcome the barriers towards progress.’ 

Another key factor in the success of these businesses is 

their approach to management and governance structures. 

‘Formalising the way such systems work and ensuring they 

have the right talent on board is a crucial imperative for 

coping with the growing demands of scale-up. In contrast, for 

the majority of SMEs, their approach in these areas is likely to 

be relatively unstructured and informal.’ 

While the report stresses that there is no rulebook for 

growth, it ably demonstrates that there are clear behaviours 

that set high-growth SMEs apart, and therefore practical 

steps that entrepreneurs can take to increase their 

chances of achieving high growth. 

In her introduction to the report, ACCA chief 

executive Helen Brand says: ‘The most successful 

SMEs are frequently run by business leaders who 

are driven, industrious and innovative. The way these 

entrepreneurs seek to measure and define growth is 

often as varied as the wide range of businesses that 

make up our global economy. Even so, 

one action they consistently sought to 

undertake was the development of a 

clear strategic vision that set out where 

they wanted their enterprise to get to 

and how they would achieve this.’ AB 

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Solution finder

How do you solve a problem? Watch 
Dr Rob Yeung’s video to find out at 
bit.ly/ACCA-playlist.

Think it through
Psychological techniques can be an effective way of solving real-world problems as 
well as helping you achieve personal growth and confidence, says Rob Yeung

deepest thoughts and feelings about an 

upcoming exam. Without even trying 

to turn their thoughts into a plan, this 

simple act enabled the students to feel 

significantly less stressed.

Focus on someone like you
Most people are better at advising 

friends and colleagues than sorting out 

their own problems. However, studies 

have found that it’s possible to put this 

fact to good use.

Behavioural scientists Ethan Kross 

and Igor Grossmann of the University of 

Michigan, Ann Arbor found that simply 

asking people to imagine they were 

advising someone else led to better, 

wiser decisions. So rather than trying 

to solve your own problem, imagine 

that you are counselling someone else 

who happens to share your name. By 

distancing yourself from the situation 

facing this other person, you may find a 

better solution.

Work solo
Many organisations encourage teams 

to use brainstorming techniques to 

generate ideas for how to deal with 

problems. However, a considerable 

body of evidence shows that group 

brainstorming is actually a sub-optimal 

method. For example, Peter Heslin at 

the Cox School of Business in Texas 

found that individuals working alone 

generated both more and better ideas 

than when talking and working together.

What is currently the biggest obstacle 
or problem that you’re facing – either 
at work or in life more generally? 
Perhaps you feel frustrated that you 
are not being offered promotion. 
Maybe you run a business and need 
to find new clients or customers. Or 
perhaps a person or circumstance is 
causing you anguish.

In situations such as these, 

psychological techniques may be of 

some use – they may alleviate stress 

or other psychological symptoms, for 

example. However, the better solution is 

to tackle the source of the problem. In 

my book The Confidence Project: Your 
plan for personal growth, happiness and 
success, I describe a process for tackling 

real-world problems. Here are four 

key insights:

Write down your thoughts
Can you multiply 97 by 63 in your 

head? If you try to work out the answer 

mentally, you will find that it is not only 

time consuming but you’re also likely 

to make mistakes. But if you use pen 

and paper, you could no doubt do the 

calculation more quickly and accurately.

Everybody accepts that working 

out mathematical problems is much 

easier with pen and paper or keyboard 

and screen – yet some people persist 

in trying to work out their real-world 

problems in their heads. Simply put, 

writing allows people to structure their 

thinking more effectively and arrive at 

better solutions.

There may be other benefits, too. In 

a now classic study, Carnegie Mellon 

University researcher Stephen Lepore 

instructed students to write down their 

Rather than trying 
to solve your 

own problem, 
imagine that you 

are counselling 
someone else who 
happens to share 

your name
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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.

about infl uencing stakeholders, gaining buy-in and 

making change happen. How can I ensure that I make 

the best of this opportunity?

A The skills of being able to infl uence, persuade and 

win over stakeholders to behave differently are highly 

prized in the workplace. Master them and you will fi nd yourself in demand for many 

leadership and general management roles.

To make change happen successfully, fi rst remember that human beings are 

innately emotional rather than rational creatures. Many people fi nd comfort in 

tradition, routine and doing things the way that they have always been done. You 

may be able to put together a commercially strong business case that explains the 

benefi ts of change. But if stakeholders do not feel that any proposed change favours 

them, they will almost certainly not engage with the process.

To win people over and gain their agreement to do things differently, you must 

focus on building rapport and relationships. Stakeholders are much more willing to 

change their behaviour when they feel they are helping out someone they consider 

a warm, likeable individual or even a friend. Get to know key stakeholders. Listen 

open-mindedly to people’s frustrations, hopes and ideas.

Then be willing to alter your plans and make concessions based on what you have 

heard. Demonstrate in your actions that you are not focused only on the business and 

making the best commercial decisions. Make compromises to show that you have 

genuinely taken into account people’s needs and concerns. Consider that it is better 

to have a decent plan that people willingly implement than a perhaps fi nancially 

better one that ultimately fails because people loathe it and decide to resist it.

Tips for the top
How many hours do you sleep every night? Psychological scientists led by Conor 

Wild at Western University in Canada gathered data on both the cognitive 

performance and sleep habits of 10,886 participants. The researchers found that 

people who reported sleeping between seven and eight hours a night tended to 

perform best on a battery of online cognitive tests – especially in 

terms of reasoning and verbal skills. People who slept less 

than seven hours tended to perform measurably worse; 

those who said that they slept only four hours a night 

performed so much worse that it was equivalent to 

ageing them between eight and 17 years.

The average person reported sleeping only 6.4 

hours a night. If the sample is representative of the 

general population, this suggests that many people 

could do with sleeping more – and that doing so would 

also lift their cognitive performance during the daytime.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I will soon begin a temporary, 

year-long assignment on a 

business transformation project that 

will signifi cantly raise my profi le. I 

have been told that the role is mainly 

By all means ask others for input. 

However, a good strategy is to spend 

time refl ecting alone and identifying 

at least some options before 

seeking others’ advice. That way, 

you have a starting point – an 

anchor – against which you can 

compare options.

Focus on ‘how’ not ‘why’
When faced with a complicated 

situation that may be causing 

signifi cant distress, some people 

wonder why it may have arisen. They 

may ask themselves questions such as 

‘Why am I not getting promoted?’ and 

‘Why do they not respect me?’

However, asking such questions 

may actually be counterproductive. 

Researchers Ed Watkins and Simona 

Baracaia from what was the Institute of 

Psychiatry in London found that people 

who ask ‘why’ questions tend to be 

measurably worse at problem solving 

than people who ask ‘how’ questions.

Rather than asking ‘Why am I not 

getting job offers?’, change the focus 

by asking: ‘How can I get job offers?’ 

Reframe ‘Why am I not more confi dent?’ 

as ‘How can I be more confi dent?’

This can seem like a trivial difference. 

However, the reasons a complicated 

situation has come about may not 

always be apparent. The science shows 

that focusing on practical actions may 

ultimately lead to better results. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.
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Top tips for improving your decision-making
* Invest in your self-awareness and understanding your own emotions. 

Developing a better understanding of how you are feeling is key to determining 

when you are progressing towards an ‘emotional hijack’. By the time your 

thoughts have been ‘hijacked’, it is more difficult to regain immediate control 

and return to logical decision-making. Understanding your own emotions in 

greater depth will also help in recognising when others, such as your team 

members, are also making emotion-based decisions.

* Self-reflect. The process of self-reflection involves taking the most impartial view 

possible of your own actions, decisions and behaviours. This can be developed 

through regular practice and through seeking feedback from others on their 

perspective of your actions. The objective is to achieve a balance between the 

positive and negative aspects of your behaviours and decisions.

* Accept that there may not always be a ‘right’ decision. Our beliefs, assumptions 

and cognitive biases often lead us to believe that our decisions are right. In most 

instances, particularly when dealing with people-based decisions, there may be 

other possible choices that can be made.

* Challenge your own beliefs, biases and assumptions. Sometimes this can be 

assisted through asking someone else to challenge what assumptions you have 

made and what beliefs you hold when making the decisions you have. Although 

this may feel uncomfortable at times, it often highlights long-held beliefs that are 

not based on evidence.

Decisions, decisions…
Making rational, informed decisions is an essential part of good management, but 
our decisions are not always as logical as we may believe, warns Ben Rawal FCCA

Hopefully, the majority of our daily 

decisions aren’t quite so ‘life and death’, 

but sometimes our brains confuse the 

information we receive and invoke an 

emotional, irrational response anyhow. 

When this occurs, our ability to think 

logically is significantly hampered, and 

our actions are driven by our hearts not 

our heads – an ‘emotional hijack’.

Regardless of whether we experience 

a ‘hijack’ or not, we are likely to be 

influenced by our emotions, particularly 

when making more complex or 

ambiguous decisions. On these 

occasions, we may convince ourselves 

(and others) that our choices are purely 

logical and without emotion. However, 

when this happens, we undertake a 

neurological activity known as post-

rationalisation – ie we find logical 

reasons for why our emotional choice 

was the ‘right’ thing to do. 

We’re all individuals
For those of us with good emotional 

control and awareness, another 

set of challenges awaits – our own 

belief systems, cognitive biases 

and assumptions. All of us view the 

information presented to us in different 

ways, based on our own beliefs and the 

assumptions we make. This explains 

to some extent why we can form 

different conclusions based on the same 

information; although we may adopt 

a logical approach to assessing the 

information we see, hear and feel, we 

unconsciously use our own beliefs to 

determine our actions and decisions.

A simple example of how we use 

our beliefs and assumptions relates 

to our interaction with others. When 

Decision-making is an essential aspect 
of our lives. On average we make 
more than 30,000 choices every day. 
Furthermore, our decisions are often 
scrutinised by ourselves or others, 
and our professional and personal 
achievements frequently depend on 
the effectiveness of our judgments.

Working in a finance-related role 

requires sound, logical decisions to be 

made. In most instances, we believe that 

our decisions are logical, driven through 

the application of rules, consideration 

of the facts and careful reasoning. But 

this becomes more complex when 

more than one solution exists, or the 

decision to be made is not ‘black or 

white’. We are most likely to encounter 

these complexities when managing 

and leading others, or when making 

decisions that directly affect people 

(including ourselves).

Head versus heart
The information that helps us to make 

our many daily decisions is initially 

processed in an area of our brain that 

deals with emotions rather than logic. 

This is primarily to ensure that the 

information received does not relate 

to immediate danger, during which the 

need for logic becomes redundant – a 

swift decision is required, based on our 

natural flight, fight or freeze response. 
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meeting someone for the first time, we 

quickly form a view of the individual, 

based on what the other person says or 

does not say, their actions (or lack of), 

and what we believe or assume about 

this individual.

This explains why we can perform 

a rapid ‘assessment’ of an individual 

during a job interview (usually within 

the first 10 seconds) without asking the 

candidate a single question.

Confirmation bias
To make matters worse, the information 

is quickly processed by our brain and 

is subject to a naturally occurring event 

called confirmation bias. In other words, 

we seek evidence to support our beliefs 

and assumptions, and unconsciously 

ignore information that may suggest our 

view is incorrect. In such instances, we 

can find ourselves or others presenting 

a range of arguments that make perfect 

sense, and will sternly defend their 

perspective on matters.

Making logical decisions is an 

important part of our professional 

and personal lives. Improving our 

awareness of factors that could impact 

our ability to make such decisions could 

assist us in challenging such choices in 

the future. AB

Ben Rawal FCCA is lead consultant at 

Aspire Consulting Solutions.

We seek evidence 
to support our 

assumptions and 
unconsciously 

ignore information 
that may suggest 

our view is 
incorrect
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The art of inclusion
A diverse workforce isn’t in itself enough – you have to engender a culture of inclusion 
if employees and organisations alike are to benefit, says Alison Young

It’s a dilemma that many organisations 

face: despite the effort that has been 

put in, the organisation is still some way 

from being truly diverse and inclusive.

But diversity – increasing the number 

of people from minority backgrounds 

in the organisation – is rarely the 

single answer to this challenge. What 

makes the difference is when diversity 

Your organisation’s commitment to 
diversity and inclusion may be driven 
by the business case or simply because 
it’s the right thing to do. Either way, 
you probably have a range of activities 
to help drive more diversity where you 
need it: public pledges from senior 
leaders, hard and soft metrics, even 
diversity champions and networks. 

As a result, your key diversity 

indicators such as the number of 

women or people of colour at senior 

level may be improving. However, your 

organisation may be feeling there is not 

enough progress, and other measures 

– including external social media or 

themes from exit interviews – may 

confirm the culture still isn’t inclusive.
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Authentic inclusion
There are three key ways in which inclusive leaders can commit to sustaining an 

environment where people can be themselves.

* Inclusive leaders engage fully with others. They know that anxiety about getting 

something ‘wrong’ can stifle debate and cause other people to hold back for 

fear that they too may get it wrong. Truly inclusive leaders encourage others to 

tell them what’s not appropriate, helping them to adjust as necessary. They are 

sufficiently humble to admit in public that the phrase, word, tone or bias they 

used may need to shift. And then they make that shift. 

* Inclusive leaders treat people as individuals. They are true to what is right for the 

person in front of them, rather than just following company policy. 

* Inclusive leaders talk about their values as leaders and the experiences that they 

themselves have had of being excluded, whether that was not being chosen for 

the sports team, not feeling sufficiently educated, or feeling left out socially when 

surrounded by more extrovert colleagues. They remember what they needed 

when they felt excluded – someone may have reached out to acknowledge them 

or explained the rules of engagement in a new team, or simply acknowledged 

how it might feel to not fit in. 

These interpersonal dynamics might 

be between two peers, two people of 

different seniority, or between a leader 

and a team member. Away from the 

public pledges and speeches, it’s what 

leaders do or say at a work dinner or 

social event, or in the pauses between 

agenda items during a meeting, that 

make the culture inclusive. Or not. 

The throwaway comments and 

gestures in those moments show who 

leaders truly are away from their role or 

their status in the organisation. These 

are the moments that others talk about 

and use to evaluate the degree to which 

the organisation really is inclusive.

The minefield in the mind
For a lot of leaders, being inclusive is a 

political minefield. What’s correct in one 

situation may be judged inappropriate in 

another. Indeed, if you’re not a woman/

man/person of colour or a person with a 

disability, for example, how do you really 

know what is appropriate? 

The truth is that no one gets it right 

all the time, no matter how self-aware. 

Letting go of the fear of not being 

is coupled with activities to create 

inclusion. Inclusivity is the only way to 

sustain an organisational culture where 

people can be truly themselves and 

where the talents of all, no matter their 

difference, are maximised.

Allowed to be yourself
An inclusive culture is one where people 

don’t have to hide a part of who they are 

– whether that’s their gay partner, their 

hidden disability, their ‘ethnic minority’ 

friends or their dependants. The human 

need for belonging is so fundamental 

that when that belonging is blocked, 

forcing individuals to be different 

people at work from who they are at 

home, it can cause disengagement at 

best, and depression and anxiety at 

worst. The cost of this ‘covering’ hits 

the bottom line in the form of lower 

engagement, missed creativity, greater 

staff turnover and absenteeism.

But creating an inclusive culture where 

people can be all of themselves is not 

an easy fix. While the recruitment of 

greater diversity into an organisation 

can be achieved by means of a number 

of relatively crude levers, enabling those 

diverse individuals to feel that they 

belong and that they can contribute 

their maximum potential at work relies 

on more subtle shifts. Those shifts begin 

at the interpersonal level – between one 

person and another.

appropriately inclusive is a useful first 

step in being an authentic leader who 

can create an inclusive culture. Some 

ways to create an environment where 

people can be themselves are outlined 

in the box above. Authentic leaders 

incorporate those habits into how they 

work with others every day, enabling 

them to create a personal connection 

even if someone doesn’t obviously fit in. 

They are mindful that the assumptions 

they make about someone from what 

they see may not be the whole story 

because there may be hidden aspects 

of diversity. 

Authentic and inclusive leaders are 

genuinely curious about others and 

are aware that it is part of the human 

condition to judge. They reflect on the 

biases they know they have as well as 

others they may not be consciously 

aware of. They treat people as 

individuals, engaging fully with them, 

and welcome feedback so that they can 

keep learning and changing. AB

Alison Young is a director of Leaders in 

Change. @Leader_Insights.

Letting go of the 
fear of not being 

appropriately 
inclusive is a useful 

first step in being 
an authentic leader 

who can create an 
inclusive culture
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FICE advice

Adam Deller looks at the latest 
developments in the IASB’s 
project on fi nancial instruments 
with characteristics of equity at 
bit.ly/AB-Deller3.

Headline confusion
Adam Deller considers how the reporting of alternative performance measures more 
prominently than statutory fi gures is compromising transparency and clarity

None of this is to point the fi nger 

at Domino’s – 95% of UK FTSE 

100 companies use APMs. But the 

confusion arising from the Domino’s 

fi gures was repeated numerous 

times, with students querying whether 

they should be looking at operating 

profi t before exceptional items, 

statutory operating profi t, EBITDA or 

other key metrics highlighted in the 

annual reports.

Why use APMs?
Financial statement users often 

appreciate these measures. One of the 

major arguments for reporting them is 

that they can produce a clearer picture 

of the underlying business than simple 

statutory fi gures are able to do. Indeed, 

non-GAAP information can provide a 

good link between fi nancial results and 

The term ‘fake news’ has never been 
more popular, thrust into the limelight 
by a certain prominent American. While 
corporate reporting may seem a far 
cry from the bear pit that is US politics, 
this historically sober affair appears 
to increasingly favour what might be 
described as sexed-up fi nancials.

Most of the largest companies in the 

world now use non-GAAP measures, 

often referred to as alternative 

performance measures (APMs) or 

management performance measures. 

Their annual reports headline corporate 

numbers that differ from the statutory 

fi gures required from the fi nancial 

statements, which can lead to confusion 

among users. 

While it is certainly the case that 

preparers of fi nancial statements can 

assume that users possess a reasonable 

level of business knowledge, it is 

increasingly diffi cult for even educated 

users to identify which fi gures should 

be used when assessing the fi nancial 

performance of an entity.

Misleading?
Recently at the University of Liverpool, 

we set fi nal-year degree students 

a project to select a company and 

then use research tools to analyse its 

performance and position based on its 

most recent annual reports and other 

publicly available information. It wasn’t 

long before they started to encounter a 

common problem: which fi gures should 

they be focusing on?

To highlight just one of the issues, let’s 

take a recent example from a company’s 

fi nancial statements. On page one of 

its annual report for the year ending 

December 2017, Domino’s UK refers 

to ‘group system sales’ of £1.18bn. 

Impressive, certainly – only it isn’t the 

revenue that Domino’s earned in that 

year. The statutory revenue (reported 

16 pages later) was actually £475m. Still 

very good, but far from the headline 

fi gure given.

The difference is that group system 

sales relate to all sales made by all 

franchised and non-franchised Domino’s 

stores in the UK. Now, this is clearly 

an important fi gure, as it can show 

the strength of the brand, and the 

volume of sales made under the brand 

compared with the previous period. It 

does, however, raise a question: is this 

fi gure more important than the statutory 

revenue made by Domino’s UK, which 

incorporates only the franchise fees 

and sales to the stores themselves? 

As the group system sales fi gure also 

incorporates sales made by franchisees, 

which are not part of the Domino’s 

group, it is perhaps questionable 

whether this fi gure should be presented 

with greater prominence than the 

revenue of the group.

One US company 
was recently fined 

for presenting 
non-GAAP figures 
more prominently 
than its statutory 

results
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On the APM spectrum
Some of the alternative performance measures used by companies, all of which are 

non-statutory or non-GAAP figures:

* Facebook: free cashflow

* Tesco: measure of total indebtedness

* Vodafone: group-adjusted EBITDA

* Marks & Spencer: profit before adjusted items

* Diageo: organic operating margin improvement.

users is that non-GAAP measures can 

provide useful information, particularly 

in relation to unusual or infrequent 

items. Importantly, users also feel that 

transparency needs to be improved. 

The IASB is looking to reinforce how 

APMs should be used. It proposes to 

allow them in the notes, and that they 

should complement subtotals or totals 

required by IFRS Standards. The IASB 

is not contemplating any constraints 

on the calculation of APMs, but it is 

proposing that management should 

explain why the APMs are a good 

reflection of the entity’s performance.

In addition, the entities will be 

required to reconcile the APM to the 

most directly comparable subtotal in 

the financial statements – a practice 

that is generally adopted by most of 

the entities applying APMs. In making 

its proposals, the IASB hopes that 

ARMs will no longer be given greater 

prominence than the statutory figures.

non-financial performance, and are a 

way for management to highlight the 

business’s key value drivers.

A good example of how APMs can 

bring clearer information is the use of 

‘total indebtedness’ by UK supermarket 

chain Tesco. This figure included 

the present value of operating lease 

commitments, despite the liabilities 

not being recorded in the statement 

of financial position prior to the 

introduction of IFRS 16, Leases. As 

a result, users were given a clearer 

picture of Tesco’s longer-term debt 

commitments than the accounting 

entries under the previous standard, 

IAS 17, may have shown.

Despite the many good reasons 

for introducing APMs, there is also 

increasing concern that entities may use 

them rather than the statutory numbers 

as headline figures. This can lead to a 

lack of transparency and clarity. 

Responses from regulators
The use of APMs has become a central 

part of the primary financial statements 

project of the International Accounting 

Standards Board (IASB). The project 

is examining APMs’ prominence, how 

they are presented and whether more 

detailed guidance is required.

In project feedback, preparers 

say they need flexibility to tell their 

story. And the initial feedback from 
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The IASB’s focus is echoed by the 

Securities and Exchange Commission 

(SEC), the fi nancial regulator in the 

US, which has become increasingly 

concerned about how APMs are being 

presented. To refl ect the moves towards 

reversing the trend, the SEC fi ned 

security company ADT US$100,000 in 

December for presenting the non-GAAP 

fi gures with greater prominence than its 

statutory results.

Exceptional items
The use of exceptional items has long 

been a contentious issue, because 

of what qualifi es as exceptional or 

unusual and what doesn’t. Items that are 

commonly adjusted for as exceptional 

include foreign exchange movements, 

gains or losses on disposals, 

impairments and restructuring costs. 

While some of these are genuine one-

off items, it is not unusual to see entities 

reporting these costs as recurring every 

year, yet still including them within the 

exceptional items breakdown.

To show the impact of these, consider 

Tesla’s recent reporting of a GAAP loss 

per share of US$5.72 that shrank to 

US$1.33 when the non-GAAP fi gure was 

reported. The difference came from 

removing stock compensation for staff 

in calculating the non-GAAP fi gure.

Currently the IASB proposals do not 

really deal with this situation. The IASB 

proposes to introduce principles-based 

guidance in identifying unusual or 

infrequent items. This could go some 

way toward reducing the number of 

recurring items that are classed as 

exceptional, although it is unclear what 

the guidance will be.

The way forward
As the IASB and the SEC get to grips 

with the issues, it is interesting to see 

some major companies moving towards 

making the GAAP or IFRS fi gures more 

prominent. In 2017, Google’s parent 

company Alphabet decided it would no 

longer produce non-GAAP performance 

fi gures. A big part of its reasoning was 

to refl ect stock compensation in the 

key earnings measure, unlike Tesla, as 

it saw this as a key tool in its fi nancial 

structure in compensating staff. In 2017, 

Facebook followed suit and now adjusts 

only for foreign currency movements in 

providing non-GAAP measures. 

In both cases, there was an immediate 

drop in earnings and an initially negative 

reaction from investors. As nothing 

had changed in the results of either 

company, it showed that some users 

were perhaps unaware of the reality of 

the entity’s performance, concentrating 

on the non-GAAP fi gure instead.

The increased focus on the 

prominence of non-GAAP fi gures, 

and recent action taken by the SEC, 

may result in these measures being 

displayed in the notes to the fi nancial 

statements, complementing rather than 

obscuring the statutory measures. This 

would boost transparency, even if there 

is some way to go in the identifi cation of 

exceptional or unusual items. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

It is not unusual 
to see entities 

reporting costs 
that recur 

every year as 
exceptional items

50 Accounting and Business April 2019

C
PD

GL_T_Deller_CPD.indd   50 04/03/2019   11:00

www.accaglobal.com/abcpd


Companies

Dividend withholding tax
14 April

Tax return filing and payment 

date (for distributions made 

in March 2019).

Corporation tax
21 April

(23 April for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with financial 

year ending 31 May 2019. 

* Last date for filing tax 

return and making final 

payment for financial 

year ending 31 July 2018.

* Due date for payment 

of initial instalments 

of preliminary tax for 

‘large’ companies with 

a financial year ending 

31 October 2019.

Return of third-party 
payments information
29 April

Last date for filing third-

party payments return 

(form 46G) for companies 

with a financial year ending 

31 July 2018.

Professional services 
withholding tax
14 May

(23 May for ROS)

F30 (PSWT) monthly return 

and payment for April 2019.

VAT
19 May

Bi-monthly VAT return for 

March/April 2019.

Relevant contracts tax
23 May

Monthly tax return 

and payment date (if 

required) for April 2019 

(principal contractors file 

via ROS). AB

Disclaimer: This is a 

calendar of the main tax 

compliance deadlines but 

is not intended to be an 

exhaustive list.  While every 

effort has been made to 

ensure the accuracy of this 

information, the Irish Tax 

Institute does not accept 

any responsibility for loss or 

damage occasioned by any 

person acting, or refraining 

from acting, as a result of 

this material. 

Dividend withholding tax
14 May

Tax return filing and payment 

date (for distributions made 

in April 2019).

Corporation tax
21 May

(23 May for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with a 

financial year ending 

30 June 2019.

* Last date for filing tax 

return and making 

final payment for 

financial year ending 

31 August 2018. 

* Due date for payment 

of initial instalments 

of preliminary tax for 

‘large’ companies with 

a financial year ending 

30 November 2019.

Return of third-party 
payments information
31 May

Last date for filing third-

party payments return 

(form 46G) for companies 

with a financial year ending 

31 August 2018.

General

PAYE
14 April

(23 April for ROS – 
payment only)

Agree monthly payroll 

statement for March 2019 

and the payment of related 

liabilities.

Professional services 
withholding tax
14 April

(23 April for ROS)

F30 (PSWT) monthly return 

and payment for March 2019.

Relevant contracts tax
23 April

Monthly tax return 

and payment date (if 

required) for March 2019 

(principal contractors file 

via ROS).

PAYE
14 May

(23 May for ROS – 
payment only)

Agree monthly payroll 

statement for April 2019 

and the payment of related 

liabilities.

Tax diary
Financial professionals in Ireland will need to take note of the following important 
dates and deadlines for April and May, supplied by the Irish Tax Institute
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Digital dilemma
Deciding how best to tax digital business is proving a tough nut to crack 
internationally, with the UK and Europe taking matters into their own hands

has with a given jurisdiction) and the 

rules on how much profi t to allocate to 

the business it conducts there.

The second pillar aims to resolve 

remaining BEPS issues and will explore 

two sets of interlocking rules designed 

to give jurisdictions a remedy in cases 

where income is subject to no taxation or 

only very low taxation.

‘Significant step forward’
Pascal Saint-Amans, director of the 

OECD Centre for Tax Policy and 

Administration, believes the international 

community has taken a ‘signifi cant 

step forward’ toward resolving the tax 

challenges arising from digitisation. 

He says: ‘Countries have agreed to 

explore potential solutions that would 

update fundamental tax principles for a 

21st-century economy, when fi rms can 

be heavily involved in the economic 

life of different jurisdictions without any 

signifi cant physical presence and where 

new and often intangible drivers of value 

become more and more important.’

Saint-Amans adds that the digital 

economy exacerbates risks, enabling 

structures to shift profi ts to entities that 

escape taxation or are taxed at only very 

low rates. ‘We are now exploring this 

issue and possible solutions,’ he says.

Amid growing concerns that large, 
multinational companies are failing to 
pay their ‘fair share’ of corporate tax, 
the tech giants have been singled out 
by governments for particular attention, 
as they can sell their services into 
foreign jurisdictions without creating 
a permanent establishment, and thus 
avoid signifi cant tax bills.

With the consultation ended on the 

latest proposals from the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) on the tax 

challenges of the digital economy, now is 

a good time to take stock and evaluate 

how close the international community 

is to consensus on how best to tax such 

companies by the end of 2020.

Going right back to the original OECD 

BEPS (Base Erosion and Profi t Shifting) 

project, the fi rst of its 15 ‘actions’ 

for equipping governments with tax 

avoidance tools looked specifi cally at 

how digitisation is affecting international 

tax rules. The fact it was action 1 shows 

the importance attached to the issue at 

an international level. 

The OECD released an interim report 

in March 2018 and a discussion report in 

February 2019, and further policy notes 

in October 2018 and January 2019. The 

2019 note focuses on two ‘pillars’ for 

further discussion. 

The fi rst pillar considers how the 

existing rules that divide up the right 

to tax the income of multinational 

enterprises between jurisdictions could 

be modifi ed to take into account the 

changes digitisation has brought to 

the world economy. This will mean re-

examining the ‘nexus rules’ (namely, how 

to determine the connection a company 

The digital 
economy 

exacerbates risks, 
enabling profits to 
escape taxation or 

be taxed at only 
very low rates
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Finland), warning that the EU proposals 

breach international treaty obligations, 

specifically those agreed in the OECD’s 

BEPS framework. Then in November, 

the EU’s proposal of a 3% tax on digital 

services was effectively blocked by 

objections from the Republic and other 

member states.

Last year Kate Levey, a Revenue 

official, outlined how the Republic 

would ultimately be a net loser from the 

proposed EU digital services tax, with 

analysis suggesting such a tax would 

yield only around €45m a year, with lost 

revenue of  €120m to €160m annually.

However, in February this year, Irish 

finance minister Paschal Donohoe 

reportedly told his French counterpart 

But in the meantime, some jurisdictions 

are pursuing their own solutions. The 

UK has concluded a consultation on 

the introduction of a digital services tax 

from April 2020 ‘to ensure certain digital 

businesses pay tax reflecting the value 

they derive from UK users’.

The proposed tax will come in the 

form of an additional 2% tax on certain 

UK-generated revenues of search 

engines, social media platforms and 

online marketplaces. It will apply only to 

companies that are profitable and make 

annual global revenues from certain 

services of at least £500m.

The European Commission has already 

proposed its own digital services tax, 

with a rate of 3% on companies with 

worldwide taxable revenues above 

€750m (€50m of which must be in the 

EU), from 1 January 2022. However, if 

discussion on the OECD proposals has 

made sufficient progress, the EU may 

postpone or cancel its own proposals.

Of course, much of the tax burden 

created by these proposals will be borne 

by companies based in the US, and 

Ireland is the home to the European 

headquarters of many US technology 

corporations. There can be little doubt 

that the low level of Irish corporation tax 

(12.5%) has helped make the country 

very attractive to those that wish to do 

business in Europe. So it is perhaps not 

surprising that Dublin should oppose the 

EU’s digital tax plan. 

In October last year, Ireland made 

a joint submission, along with three 

other states (Sweden, Denmark and 

and architect of the EU’s digital tax, 

Bruno Le Maire, that Ireland was willing 

to work on a joint position on digital 

tax at an OECD level. ‘The taxation of 

digital companies needs to change,’ 

says Donohoe. ‘We have to find models 

that ensure that companies in the digital 

economy pay their fair share of tax.’

Spain and Italy have already put 

forward their own proposals, both with 

a 3% tax rate. And in December 2018, 

France announced it would introduce 

such a tax from 1 January 2019 after 

the difficulties of reaching an EU-wide 

agreement became clear. However, 

noises from Paris suggest that a deal at 

EU level might still be possible. Austria 

has also announced a similar move, 

although not until 2020, which is when 

the OECD is expected to reveal its own 

final proposals.

Outside Europe, Australia is 

considering responses to its digital 

economy discussion paper, published 

last October. While the Treasury 

paper does not provide any clear 

recommendations, according to 

EY it implies ‘that an interim digital 

services tax may be warranted given 

the likelihood that no long-term global 

solution is in sight’. The firm adds: 

‘Australia has a strong record as a leader 

in tax policy initiatives internationally 

including its adoption of BEPS actions 

and two measures largely unique to 

Australia and the UK – namely, the 

multinational anti-avoidance law and 

diverted profits tax.’

Meanwhile across the Tasman Sea, the 

New Zealand government announced 

in February that it too will consult on 

introducing a digital services tax. AB

Phil Smith, journalist
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Technically speaking
Aidan Clifford provides a monthly roundup of the latest developments in audit, 
insurance, financial reporting, access to finance and law

additional funding commitments; 

moving to DB will create an additional 

liability. The amendments to FRS 102 

will require this liability to be recognised 

in other comprehensive income.

The amendments will be effective 

for accounting periods beginning 

on or after 1 January 2020 with early 

application permitted.

Intangible assets
The Financial Reporting Council 

is consulting on the business 

reporting of intangibles. It proposes 

tightening the criteria for the 

capitalisation of intangible assets, 

more disclosure around intangible 

assets that are expensed, and better 

narrative disclosure. More details at 

bit.ly/FRC-intangibles. The closing date 

for feedback is 30 April 2019. 

Amendments to FRS 101
FRS 101, the reduced disclosure 

framework for subsidiaries using 

IFRS Standards, is being amended 

because of conflicting requirements in 

company law and IFRS 17, Insurance 

SMPs and the future
A study on the future of small 

and medium-sized practitioners 

(SMPs) and the role of professional 

bodies recommends that SMPs and 

professional accountancy bodies work 

together to adapt to change for an 

evolving future. The report, The SMP 
of the Future in a Changing World, 

identifies the education and skills 

needed by SMPs to survive and grow. 

It urges SMPs to be proactive 

in seeking out new markets for 

services and to consider growth and 

diversification. They should also keep 

up to date with training requirements, 

the recruitment and retention of 

accountancy-qualified and non-

accountancy staff, and collaborations 

with other firms and service providers. 

The report is at bit.ly/Future-SMP.

Multi-employer DB schemes
There are proposals to clarify FRS 102 

for multi-employer defined benefit 

(DB) pensions, similar to those operated 

by many credit unions.

Currently most such plans are 

accounted for as defined contribution 

(DC) schemes, on the basis that 

sufficient information is not available 

at individual entity level to undertake 

DB pension accounting. However, 

some multi-employer DB plans are 

now carrying out exercises to provide 

enough information to facilitate 

individual entity DB accounting. The 

changes to FRS 102 are to ensure that 

the change from DC to DB is accounted 

for consistently.

Credit unions already recognised a 

liability in their DB schemes for certain 

A system of 
postponed 

accounting will 
lift the cashflow 

burden of paying 
VAT at the point 

of entry for post-
Brexit UK imports 
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Contracts. As FRS 101 users must 

follow the Companies Act, FRS 101 will 

effectively not be available to entities 

applying IFRS 17; they will have to use 

full IFRS Standards instead. More at 

bit.ly/FRS101-proposals.

AML due diligence for PEPs
Legislation passed at the end of 2018 

requires accountants to check whether 

new and existing clients are politically 

exposed persons (PEPs). Some third-

party providers are offering access to 

databases and credit checking services 

for a fee, but feedback from early 

adopters suggests these produce many 

false negatives and false positives. 

The PEP requirement can be met by 

googling the client, going through a 

client acceptance checklist with them, 

and from a general understanding of 

their background. 

The requirements for business 

relationships and transactions with or 

through high-risk countries have also 

changed slightly. 

A staff member reporting a suspicious 

transaction related to a high-risk 

country to the firm’s anti-money 

laundering officer must get assurance 

that the report has been sent on to the 

Gardaí and Revenue; otherwise the 

staff member themselves must report 

the matter directly to the Gardaí and 

Revenue. 

* SMEs

For SMEs that may be affected 

by VAT in a no-deal Brexit, details 

on EU preferential rules of origin 

are at bit.ly/rules-of-origin, and 

information on EU customs is at 

bit.ly/customs-regime. A checklist 

at bit.ly/trader-checklist offers an 

overview of what needs to be done. 

* IFRS Standards

The EU’s process for approving 

IFRS Standards may diverge 

from the UK’s, and European 

Economic Area companies with a 

UK-incorporated subsidiary may 

no longer be eligible for certain 

exemptions in preparing and filing 

accounts. More information at 

bit.ly/no-deal-standards.

For Irish companies with a UK 

listing, the UK intends to issue 

an equivalence decision, in time 

for exit day, so that EU-adopted 

international accounting standards 

can continue to be used for 

admission to trading in the UK. The 

position for UK auditors auditing 

companies in Ireland is detailed at 

bit.ly/audit-in-no-deal. 

* Prospectus and transparency

The European Securities and 

Markets Authority (ESMA) has 

issued three questions and answers 

on the prospectus directive and the 

transparency directive in the event 

of a no-deal Brexit. You can read 

them at bit.ly/ESMA-QAs. 

Engagement letters
A suite of example engagement letters, 

updated for the new Companies Acts, 

anti-money laundering legislation and 

data protection regulation, are available 

by emailing val.steward@btinternet.com. 

The engagement letters cost €30 per 

suite downloaded. AB

Aidan Clifford is advisory services 

manager, ACCA Ireland.

Further legal advice is being sought 

on this matter. Updated guidance for 

members in practice is currently being 

drafted and should be available by the 

time you read this. 

Companies Act
The Companies (Corporate Enforcement 

Authority) Bill 2018 proposes to set up 

a corporate enforcement authority as 

an independent agency with enhanced 

powers. Other proposals are as follows:

* A share premium account will be 

able to be used for writing off a 

company’s preliminary expenses. 

* A ULC will be allowed to redeem 

shares without capitalising 

retained earnings. 

* It will be an offence for a director to 

fail to facilitate the appointment of a 

liquidator or provide required notice 

to employees in a winding up. 

More at bit.ly/Companies-Bill-2018.

Challenges for credit unions 
The Central Bank of Ireland has 

published a paper on the challenges for 

credit unions in meeting the developing 

needs of their members and community 

and dealing with the challenges of 

increased regulation. The paper is 

at bit.ly/CU-bizmodel, and sets out 

guidance for credit unions in adopting 

a structured, risk-focused approach to 

business model strategy. 

Brexit challenges 
As we went to press, the outcome of 

the UK’s negotiations to leave the EU 

was undecided, but advice has been 

published on key issues: 

* VAT 

A system of postponed accounting 

will be introduced to address 

the cashflow burden of having 

to pay VAT at the point of entry 

for UK imports. More details 

at bit.ly/VAT-burden and at 

bit.ly/VAT-postponed.
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Tax update
Mary Healy looks at updated guidance on R&D tax credits and a range of other reliefs, 
as well as help for taxpayers who are experiencing cashflow difficulties

2019. The amendments are intended 

to address issues in the administration 

of these reliefs and their accessibility. 

Most notably, the act introduced a 

self-certification process for relief 

claims. Revenue has published updated 

guidance with eBrief No. 46/2019. 

The new guidance is contained in 

two separate Revenue manuals, one 

prepared from the investor’s perspective 

and the other from the company’s.

As outlined previously, in 2018 

Indecon Economic Consultants 

submitted a detailed report to 

government on EII and SURE. The 

Finance Act 2018 measures were 

introduced as a ‘priority package’ 

of improvements to the schemes. 

However, Donohoe has said 

that he intends to address other 

issues identified in the report in a 

subsequent Finance Bill with a view to 

ensuring that the relief is focused on 

those enterprises that need it most and 

that the rates and quantum of relief are 

appropriately calibrated.

R&D tax credit guidance 
In March, Revenue published updated 

guidance on the research and 

development (R&D) tax credit. The 

update provides some clarifications 

on topical issues: for example, 

outsourced R&D and qualifying R&D 

in the biopharma and generic pharma 

industry. In addition, the updated 

guidance places a particular emphasis 

on documenting R&D activities on a 

contemporaneous basis. Appendix 

3 contains a suggested file layout for 

documentation of activities to support 

an R&D tax credit claim. Revenue has 

clarified that this template format is 

illustrative in nature: companies are not 

obliged to retain the documentation 

in the suggested format. Undoubtedly, 

many companies may have their own 

file layout or methodology for recording 

and organising their documentation. 

Revenue also recognises that some of 

the questions in the appendix will not 

be relevant to all industries claiming the 

R&D tax credit. 

The updated text also incorporates 

Revenue’s published concessional 

approach to SMEs in receipt of an R&D 

grant funded by Enterprise Ireland, 

EU Horizon 2020 or IDA Ireland. Once 

certain conditions are met, as a rule 

Revenue will not seek to challenge the 

scientific merits of the R&D activity. 

Over recent years, there have been 

calls to simplify the R&D regime to 

increase take up among SMEs. Last 

autumn, Minister for Finance Paschal 

Donohoe announced that a full ex-post 

cost-benefit analysis and evaluation 

of the R&D tax credit is scheduled for 

2019. It is hoped this review will include 

consideration of proposals to simplify 

the regime for SMEs. 

EII, SCI and SURE guidance
Finance Act 2018 introduced some 

changes to the Employment and 

Investment Incentive (EII), Start-up 

Capital Incentive (SCI) and Start-

up Relief for Entrepreneurs (SURE) 

schemes, with effect from 1 January 
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into a new one after 25 March. This 

client authorisation can be uploaded 

on ROS (via the online phased 

payment link).

PAYE modernisation
The Revenue website and Tax Manuals 

have been updated with new material 

on PAYE modernisation, over recent 

months. Below, I highlight some of 

the key information resources that 

readers submitting payroll reports may 

fi nd useful: 

* helpsheets covering frequently 

asking questions and common 

issues – for example, paying payroll 

taxes, reviewing the monthly 

statements and common errors 

in the ‘Hot Topics’ section (on the 

Phased payments go online 
Taxpayers who experience cashfl ow 

diffi culties and are unable to pay 

their tax liabilities as they fall due 

can seek to reach an agreement with 

Revenue to pay in instalments. Up 

until recently, the process for agreeing 

such an arrangement was paper-

based. From 25 March 2019, Revenue 

will introduce a facility allowing 

taxpayers (and their agents) to apply 

for and manage these phased payment 

arrangements (PPAs) on the Revenue 

Online Service (ROS). 

Broadly, the new system will 

replicate the paper-based process 

to apply for and agree a phased 

payment arrangement. Once a PPA 

has been agreed, the taxpayer/

agent will be able to use ROS to 

vary payment dates, to pay early or 

to seek a payment moratorium for a 

period (if necessary). Phased payment 

arrangements, which are in place in 

advance of 25 March, will be uploaded 

on ROS by Revenue. 

Taxpayers who wish to set up a 

PPA must be registered for ROS 

and hold a current digital certifi cate. 

Tax agents will need to have the 

appropriate client authorisation in place 

to manage and view their client’s PPA. 

This requirement applies whether the 

client has an existing PPA or enters 

PAYE modernisation webpage)

* explanatory manuals on the Income 

Tax (Employments) Regulations 

2018 and the Universal Social 

Charge Regulations 2018 (eBrief No. 

25/2019)

* updates to the Employer Guide 
to PAYE – for example, how 

to make a payroll submission 

where an employee holds a 

PAYE Exclusion Order, or in 

circumstances where the employee 

holds a PRSI exemption (eBrief No. 

22/2019)

* updates to Revenue’s manual on 

non-Irish employments exercised 

in Ireland, to clarify when income 

from a foreign employment should 

be reported on a payroll submission 

where the employer has dual 

reporting obligations in Ireland and 

in a foreign jurisdiction (eBrief No. 

32/2019)

* Revenue’s procedures regarding 

issuing emails to tax agents and 

employers relating to monthly 

statements issuing to the ROS inbox 

(eBrief No. 35/2019). 

* a manual on Revenue’s PAYE reviews 

where ‘week 53’ applies (eBrief No. 

008/2019). AB

Mary Healy is tax manager at the Irish 

Tax Institute.

A full ex-post 
cost-benefit 

analysis and 
evaluation of the 

R&D tax credit 
is scheduled 

for 2019
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Non-resident property
The Stamp Duty Land Tax: non-UK 
resident surcharge consultation is open 

for comment until 6 May. It introduces 

the concept of an SDLT surcharge 

for non-UK resident individuals and 

certain non-natural persons purchasing 

residential properties in England and 

Northern Ireland, and mentions a 1% 

surcharge on each of the bands. 

Read the full consultation containing 

proposals that may be within the next 

Finance Bill at bit.ly/gov-stamp-nonres.

Off-payroll working rules
The consultation on off-payroll working 

rules highlights that the public sector 

reform is being extended to the private 

sector and will apply from 6 April 2020. 

It is open for comment until 28 May. 

The government has decided ‘that 

the smallest organisations will not be 

affected by the reform and will not need 

to determine the status of the off-payroll 

workers they engage.’

You can access the consultation at bit.

ly/gov-cons-opwr and provide feedback 

to ACCA at advisory@accaglobal.

com with the subject line ‘off-payroll 

working rules’.

Taxation standards
Professional Conduct in Relation to 

Taxation (PCRT) is a pan-professional 

document published by seven 

leading accountancy and tax bodies, 

representing an ‘industry standard’ in 

relation to professional behaviour in tax 

matters. Members must therefore be 

familiar, and comply, with PCRT. 

The latest PCRT has been updated 

with a new digital structure to make it 

easier to navigate and is effective from 

1 March 2019. 

More at bit.ly/ACCA-guides-fact.

Lifetime allowance
The lifetime pensions cap has 

reduced significantly over a number 

of years, reaching £1m for 5 April 

2016. Increases in line with inflation 

apply, and from 6 April 2018 the cap 

increased to £1.03m and to £1.055m 

from April 2019.

More at bit.ly/ACCA-taxation.

Contract Purchase (PCP) or similar 

contracts may be described as HP. If they 

contain a contractually optional payment 

exercisable at the end of the contract, 

which at the outset of the contract is set 

at or above the anticipated open market 

value of the asset at the time the option 

will be exercised. They are treated as 

a supply of leasing services. There is 

therefore no supply of credit and the 

full value of each instalment is taxable – 

even if part of the fee is shown as credit 

in the agreement.’ 

See bit.ly/gov-vat-notices. AB

MTD for VAT
You can find the latest support, including 

bridging software guidance, educational 

materials and other practical guidance, 

at bit.ly/ACCA-mtd-soft.

Also, as previously highlighted, the 

joint working party of ACCA, ATT, 

CIOT, AAT and STEP have prepared 

a supplementary schedule of services 

– Making Tax Digital for VAT (MTDfV). 

This applies both for the Engagement 
Letters for Tax Practitioners and the 

engagement letter templates (bit.ly/

ACCA-engage-tax).

ATED
As a reminder, the ATED charge for 

the 2019-20 period is based on the 

property’s value as at 1 April 2017, or 

the date the property was acquired if 

that is later, and needs to be paid by 30 

April 2019. The valuation at 1 April 2017 

or purchase price since that date covers 

the chargeable periods to 31 March 

2023. The next valuation date will be 

1 April 2022.

Preferential creditor status
The consultation Protecting your taxes 
in insolvency is open until 27 May and 

sets out the government’s intention to 

introduce legislation in the Finance Bill 

to make HMRC a secondary preferential 

creditor for certain tax debts paid 

by employees and customers on the 

insolvency of a business. 

More at bit.ly/gov-tax-insolv.

VAT liability 
VAT Notice 701/49: Finance has been 

updated. It states that ‘Some Personal 

NI tax update
Glenn Collins, ACCA UK’s head of technical advisory, provides a roundup 
of developments of relevance to practitioners in Northern Ireland
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More information

Find MSc details and how to apply, at accaglobal.com/msc.

La Touche House is one of the three original office blocks 
at the front of the International Financial Services Centre.

Relocation inspiration
ACCA Ireland’s move to a site at the heart of Ireland’s financial centre in Dublin 
underlines the organisation’s premier position in business and professional life

Since March of this year, 
ACCA has had a new 
address: 1st Floor, La Touche 
House, IFSC, Dublin 1.

ACCA Ireland’s HQ will 

be on the first floor of this 

iconic building, in the heart 

of the International Financial 

Services Centre (IFSC). 

Caitriona Allis, head of 

ACCA Ireland, says: ‘This is 

a location befitting ACCA’s 

status as the global leader in 

our field. Our new location 

will allow us to maximise our 

influence as a world-class 

organisation. I look forward 

to welcoming staff, members 

and guests to the new office.’ 

Feedback from members, 

employers and tuition 

providers has been 

extremely positive. The 

IFSC is seen as offering 

an impressive location for 

ACCA, combining modern 

technology and design 

alongside easy access. 

The office is located 

within walking distance of 

all of Dublin’s major public 

transport links. AB

Master of your future
Taking the ACCA-approved master’s degree in professional accountancy at the 
University of London can help you unlock your career potential fast

ACCA members have 
been invited to apply for 
a place on the University 
of London’s (UoL) MSc in 
professional accountancy 
course, which has just 
started recruiting its July 
2019 intake. 

ACCA exams count 

towards the MSc, so 

ACCA members need only 

complete one module and 

one project to be awarded 

the MSc. If it has been 

more than five years since 

members completed their 

professional-level exams, 

they will also need to pass a 

UoL preparation course. 

One hour of learning on 

the MSc programme is 

equivalent to one CPD unit. 

Members have the option 

of attending face-to-face 

courses or studying remotely.

Natasha Birbal FCCA, a 

management accountant 

at methanol producer 

Methanex, in Trinidad 

and Tobago, said that she 

took the master’s as ‘an 

investment for the future 

and to be noticed in today’s 

job market’. 

The mid-level professional 

says the course changed her 

way of thinking: ‘It gave me 

great insight into how global 

issues influence business and 

government decisions that 

impact our daily lives.’ 

Birbal is now keen to take 

further her knowledge of the 

external factors influencing 

the business, and hopes it 

may help her land a business 

analyst role. 

‘It was an invaluable 

experience,’ she says. 

‘The partnership between 

ACCA and UoL gave me 

the assurance that this 

degree would be of a high 

standard and internationally 

accredited, and I have shared 

views and experiences and 

made friends from around 

the world.’ AB
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A day in the life…
ACCA’s entrepreneurial challenge game is a big hit with school students in a 
programme to build skills and showcase career opportunities in the profession

ACCA Ireland has played 
a pivotal role in launching 
an interactive initiative to 
provide school students 
with an insight into the life 
of a modern accountant. 
The move addresses 
the significant skills 
development gap between 
the education system and 
some of Ireland’s most 
important business sectors. 

For the pilot initiative in 

the Mid-West, public and 

private sector organisations 

(including inward foreign 

direct investment agency 

IDA Ireland, financial services 

company Northern Trust 

and accountancy firm BDO) 

partnered with local schools 

to help build skills and 

showcase the significant 

opportunities provided by a 

career in accountancy. 

The aim is to create 

a direct and responsive 

partnership between leading 

professional employers and 

the education sector.

The formal launch in 

February at BDO’s offices 

in Dublin was attended 

by Joe McHugh, minister 

for education and skills, 

students from CUS Dublin, 

and leaders from business, 

industry and academia. 

Chair of ACCA Ireland, 

Stephen O’Flaherty 

said, ‘At its core the 

programme reflects our 

desire to really engage 

with the next generation 

of business leaders and 

highlights just how varied 

and stimulating a modern 

career in accountancy can 

be. Our programme will 

build understanding of the 

broad and varied role of 

accountants across industry, 

and will encourage students 

to evaluate where those roles 

can take them and inform 

them on the steps to support 

their journey.’ 

The programme also offers 

students the opportunity 

to spend a transition year 

in the offices of a partner 

organisation, developing 

an understanding of the 

central role of a modern 

accountant while shadowing 

an ACCA member within the 

organisation for daily tuition 

and guidance. 

A hugely popular element 

in the pilot scheme to date 

is an ACCA-developed 

business game that allows 

schoolchildren to experience 

a day in the life of a modern 

accountant. The game 

offers an entrepreneurial 

challenge, setting students 

Dragons’ Den-style tasks 

that are designed to improve 

their accountancy-related 

business and strategy skills.

Natasha Kinsella of 

Regional Skills Forum Dublin 

said: ‘The new programme 

offers students a unique 

insight into the professional 

world of finance, and we’re 

delighted to be involved with 

ACCA in developing clearer 

pathways for students into 

the financial profession. It is 

vital for students to be given 

the opportunity to explore 

a workplace position before 

making decisions on their 

future careers. 

‘The fun and interactive 

game that ACCA has 

developed gives students 

an exciting glimpse into the 

varied role of an accountant 

in the modern world.’ AB
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Diary date
ACCA’s Annual General Meeting this year will be held on 

21 November 2019, in accordance with bye-law 44(a).

Elections to Council
Nominations are now invited for any ACCA members wishing to 
stand for election to Council at the 2019 Annual General Meeting

Council is the governing 
body of ACCA and so has a 
pivotal role in ACCA affairs.  
Its remit includes:

* ensuring that ACCA 

operates in the public 

interest and delivers the 

objectives stated in its 

Royal Charter

* setting the overall 

direction of ACCA 

through regular approval 

of ACCA strategy

* ensuring that 

governance structures 

are aligned to the 

effective delivery of 

the strategy

* engaging with ACCA 

members to explain 

and promote ACCA’s 

strategic direction

* acting on behalf of all 

members and of future 

generations of members 

(today’s students)

* providing an objective 

environment for the 

executive team to 

explore new ideas and 

challenges.

Council and the executive 

team collaborate to devise 

ACCA’s strategy, which is 

then approved by Council. 

Delivery of the strategy 

is the responsibility of 

the executive team, 

with governance of the 

process and performance 

management provided 

by Council.

Whatever their 

geographical or sectoral 

bases, Council members 

do not represent particular 

geographies or functions. 

They are elected by the 

membership as a whole. 

Candidates in the Council 

elections come from all parts 

of the world, from every 

sector of the profession, and 

represent a wide range of 

senior positions. Long-term 

or technical experience is 

valuable, but so is a proven 

ability to actively participate 

in strategic decision-making.

Council-level experience 

is not necessary, but an 

understanding of good 

governance is essential, and 

personal and professional 

integrity must be of the 

highest standard. Experience 

has shown that those 

candidates with a previous 

record of engaging with and 

advocating for ACCA tend 

to stand a greater chance of 

being elected.

ACCA expects members to 

bring the following skills and 

attributes to Council:

* an ability to take a 

strategic and analytical 

approach to issues and 

to see ‘the big picture’

* an understanding of 

the business and the 

marketplace 

* communication and 

networking skills

* an ability to interact with 

peers and respect the 

views of others

* decision-making abilities

* an ability to act in an 

ambassadorial role 

in many different 

environments

* planning and time 

management

* a willingness to learn 

and develop.

Anyone wishing to stand 

must be nominated by at 

least 10 other members in 

good standing. Candidates 

supply a head-and-

shoulders photograph 

and an election statement. 

They are also required to 

sign declarations of their 

willingness to comply with, 

and be bound by, the code 

of practice for Council 

members. 

Candidates have the 

opportunity to produce a 

one-minute video in support 

of their election statements. 

The videos will be posted 

on a dedicated voting 

website, together with the 

written statements and 

photographs.

Information on Council 

service and the election 

process are available at 

bit.ly/ACCA-Elections. To 

register your interest in 

standing for election or for 

more information, send 

an email to secretariat@

accaglobal.com, quoting 

‘Council elections’ in the 

subject box. The closing 

date for the submission 

of nominations and all 

supporting information is 

21 August, in accordance 

with bye-law 16. AB
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More information

For more information about all ACCA Ireland’s events in 
April and beyond, visit bit.ly/acca-ireland-events.

Celebrating International Women’s Day 
ACCA Ireland’s International Woman’s Day breakfast was held at The Marker Hotel in Dublin 

on 8 March. Keynote speaker at the event, sponsored by Mazars Ireland, was Dr Annie Doona, 

president of the Institute of Art, Design + Technology and chair of Fís Éireann/Screen Ireland, 

who provided insights into her own career as well as outlining the work of both organisations 

to address gender imbalance. 

Dr Annie Doona (centre) talked about her career with (from 
left) Dera McLoughlin, consulting partner, Mazars; Orla 
Collins, ACCA Council member; Caitriona Allis, head, ACCA 
Ireland; and Michelle Hourican, ACCA Council member.

In April, ACCA Ireland is 

offering several events 

with a technology theme. 

These draw on research 

from ACCA’s professional 

insights team, and 

also include insights 

from industry experts, 

practitioners and academics. 

Belfast

The future of learning 
10 April, 17.00–20.00

Venue: University of Ulster, 

York Street, Belfast.

Speakers: Ronnie Patton, 

ACCA Council member and 

senior lecturer in professional 

accounting practice at Ulster 

University; Clive Webb, 

ACCA Professional Insights.

CPD: three units. 

Cork

The race for relevance
11 April, 17.45–20.00

Venue: Apple HQ, Hollyhill 

Lane, Knocknaheeney, Cork.

Advances in technology 

are placing organisations 

in a race to remain relevant 

to their customers and 

communities. This gives 

finance functions significant 

opportunities to maximise 

organisations’ strategic 

ambitions. The event focuses 

on six key technologies: 

robotic process automation, 

analytics, cloud computing, 

cyber, artificial intelligence 

and social media.

Speaker: Clive Webb, ACCA 

Professional Insights. 

CPD: two units.

 Sligo

Technology and accounting 
– thinking ahead 
12 April, 10.00–17.00

Lorraine Hennessy, global 

manufacturing controller, 

Abbott; Don Brown, head of 

business performance, AIB; 

Clive Webb, Professional 

Insights, ACCA.

CPD: seven units. AB

Venue: Aurivo Auditorium, IT 

Sligo, Ash Lane, Sligo.

Speakers: Donal O’Beirne, 

senior finance manager, 

Microsoft; Stephen 

Doyle, senior manager, 

advisory services, EY; 

Upcoming events
ACCA Ireland runs an exciting programme of events across the country, featuring 
high-profile speakers and offering networking and CPD opportunities
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Opportunities coming up
In April, ACCA will embark on a recruitment exercise, which 

will include a number of committee chairmen and accountant 

committee members. If you are interested, look out for 

opportunities at accaglobal.com/panelrecruitment. More 

information about committees and hearings is available at 

bit.ly/ACCA-discip-reg.

Serving on committees
Have you considered giving something back to the profession? Tamara Etzmuss-Noble 
explains how you can, by serving on ACCA’s regulatory and disciplinary committees

A professional body exists 
to support its members and 
ensure they are respected 
and trusted. Integral to that 
trust is a robust regulatory 
process that includes 
independent adjudication. 
So when ACCA receives 
a complaint against a 
member, or a member or 
firm is considered to have 
fallen short of the required 
standard, the regulatory 
processes that ensue are of 
the utmost importance.

ACCA investigates 

complaints, monitors the 

performance of practising 

firms and, where appropriate, 

arranges for hearings to 

take place. But regulatory 

decisions and findings must 

be made independently of 

the ACCA executive – by 

regulatory and disciplinary 

committees. For example, 

decisions to restrict 

members’ authorisation to 

practise are made by an 

Admissions and Licensing 

Committee; findings of 

misconduct are made by 

a Disciplinary Committee. 

Committees are drawn from 

a panel; panel members are 

also eligible to sit on the 

Appeal Committee, Health 

Committee and Interim 

Orders Committee.

Committees must 

comprise at least three 

people, and require a lay 

majority (ie at least two 

members of the committee 

are non-accountants). But an 

accountant is also required 

to sit on the committee to 

provide relevant expertise. 

In certain cases, expertise in 

a particular area of practice 

(such as audit) is needed.

Of course, ACCA must 

ensure it has the right 

people on the panel at any 

point in time. This is the 

responsibility of ACCA’s 

Appointments Board – a 

board of independent 

decision-makers (all lay 

people) that has the power 

to appoint and remove panel 

members and that appraises 

their performance. Each 

panel member is initially on 

a contract of up to five years 

(which may be renewed up 

to a total of 10 years).

Required qualities
Committee members 

come from a variety of 

backgrounds, and those 

who are accountants work in 

various different sectors. But 

they share a commitment 

to maintaining professional 

standards and understand 

what it means to make 

regulatory decisions in the 

public interest. All panel 

members are bound by 

a code of conduct, which 

makes clear the importance 

of principles such as integrity 

and objectivity.

Panel members eligible 

to sit on ACCA committees 

are expected to do so 

approximately 12 to 15 times 

a year – sufficient to maintain 

competence but not so 

frequently that it interferes 

with other responsibilities. 

They are also expected to 

attend occasional meetings 

and training sessions.

The rewards
Fees and expenses are 

paid for attending hearings 

and meetings. In addition, 

committee members say 

they gain a great deal 

from the role. ‘To judge on 

people’s future careers is 

no small responsibility,’ says 

one panel member. ‘We 

have to make a judgment 

in the best interests of the 

profession while giving due 

regard to the public interest. 

This is what I have enjoyed 

the most – a sense of real 

ownership and responsibility 

in promoting fairness.’ AB

Tamara Etzmuss-Noble 

is operations manager 

in ACCA’s Standards 

department.
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All about the data
The new data analytics unit covers:

* big data and data analytics, and why they are useful for 

professional accountants

* the Crisp framework for data mining

* sources of data and data cleaning

* methodologies and tools for data analytics

* data visualisation and communication.

Moving with the times
A data analytics unit is being added to ACCA’s Ethics and Professional Skills 
module to help members stay ahead of the curve. Judith Bennett explains

None of us can stave off 
the invasion of technology 
into our lives, least of all 
at work. If there are any 
accountants left anywhere 
in the world who are less 
than fully computer-literate, 
with little interest in how 
modern businesses collect 
and use data, then their 
days seem to be numbered.

The description of 

professional accountants 

as number-crunchers 

has never been more 

inappropriate. Today, we 

are established business 

partners and advisers, and 

the central purpose of the 

finance function is to use 

data to inform decision-

making and strategy. That 

requires, of course, a 

thorough understanding 

of data sources, collection 

and analysis, as well as 

the growing set of tools 

and technology deployed 

to make the most of the 

huge quantities of data 

generated and used by 

modern businesses.

ACCA’s Drivers of change 
and future skills report 

identified seven ‘quotients 

for success’ for professional 

accountants for the future. 

The quotients cover 

professional competencies 

(technical knowledge and 

skills but also interpersonal 

qualities and behaviours) 

of value to professional 

accountants, employers 

and clients. One of these 

key qualities is the digital 
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More information

Find out more about the new data analytics module  
at bit.ly/ACCA-EPSM-analytics.

quotient (DQ), which refers 

to the understanding of 

– and the ability to apply 

– existing and emerging 

digital technologies, skills 

and capabilities. (See the 

‘Nurture Your DQ’ article 

on page 36 for more on the 

digital quotient.)

The important point about 

the seven quotients for 

success is that they are not 

static. The world is changing 

rapidly, and so too are the 

needs of employers and 

clients. ACCA’s priority is 

always that its members’ 

skills remain relevant and 

current, wherever they are in 

the world and wherever they 

work. To accomplish this, 

ACCA reviews its syllabus 

annually to ensure that new 

developments and business 

practices are reflected in its 

training and qualification.

Data analytics
Technology is a fast-

changing area. So although 

we already examine 

digital skills in the ACCA 

Qualification, we are 

enhancing the digital 

content across many of the 

exams to make sure that 

our students and members 

stay ahead of the curve. 

That is why, in April, we are 

introducing a data analytics 

unit as part of the Ethics and 

Professional Skills module. 

Its introduction is a direct 

response to the ongoing 

march of digitisation and 

the latest technological 

developments affecting 

global business. Ethics has 

always sat at the core of the 

ACCA Qualification – ACCA 

was the first to introduce a 

dedicated ethics module 

in 2007 – but professional 

ethics move with the 

times, and the digital age 

presents new and different 

challenges.

ACCA’s exams already 

test students on a wide 

range of business scenarios, 

encompassing big data, 

disruptive technology and 

cyber attacks. The Strategic 

Business Reporting exam 

and Strategic Business 

Leader case study already 

cover cloud 

and mobile 

technology, big 

data and data 

analytics, and the 

list of topics will 

be extended this 

year to include 

cryptocurrencies, 

blockchain 

and disruptive 

technologies.

Content
The new data 

analytics unit is designed to 

provide a comprehensive 

grounding in how data 

and analytics are used by 

businesses, with particular 

reference to the ethical 

questions raised in the 

digital age. The panel on 

the opposite page details 

exactly what is covered. 

The unit brings in the 

important question of 

scepticism. In data, as in 

real life, if something looks 

too good to be true, then 

it probably is. Applying 

an appropriate level of 

scepticism is of particular 

importance when it comes 

to data, and the unit stresses 

that the results of data 

analysis should never be 

taken at face value. Further 

in-depth exploration may 

well be needed before any 

decisions are taken.  

Privacy is another essential 

consideration when 

dealing with data, and the 

unit explores the ethical 

considerations of using data, 

including confidentiality 

and transparency.  

Our data analytics unit 

is, we believe, a first for 

any professional body, in 

that it is practical rather 

than theoretical, and goes 

beyond the traditional 

classroom-to-exam 

approach to learning. 

This is a complex topic 

that is impossible to test 

adequately in a strict exam 

environment, so we have 

developed an engaging 

online approach, using 

business-related examples 

and interactive exercises 

designed to stretch 

your brain and test your 

understanding of the issues 

and the many ways in which 

they impact a business. 

The highly interactive 

unit shows students (and 

members too, if they 

wish to hone their digital 

understanding), how 

commercial awareness helps 

shape business questions, 

and how relevant data is 

identified, manipulated 

and analysed using 

appropriate techniques, 

before conclusions are 

drawn. The unit also 

explains how findings 

from data analysis can 

and should be presented 

and communicated, 

allowing the relevant 

stakeholders to make good 

business decisions.

The unit ends with a 

mini case study, which asks 

students to analyse a set of 

data, draw conclusions and 

make recommendations. 

Above all, it creates a safe 

and engaging environment 

where difficult ethical 

questions surrounding data 

can be explored and tested. 

It is comprehensive, relevant 

to a rapidly changing world, 

and an engaging and 

entertaining way to learn. AB

Judith Bennett is ACCA’s 

director of professional 

qualifications.

Our data analytics 
unit is practical, 
not theoretical, 

and goes beyond 
the traditional 
classroom-to-

exam approach 
to learning
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Best practice in public financial management

See ACCA’s video series at bit.ly/ACCA-pfm.

Pool of knowledge: the Danish government’s choice of 
a multinational joint venture to build the €133m Princess 
Mary bridge across Roskildefjord has cut project costs.
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Success stories
Ongoing series of case studies created to raise awareness of the 
importance of robust financial management in the public sector

ACCA and IFAC (the 
International Federation 
of Accountants – the 
profession’s global body) 
have launched a series of 
case studies to identify and 
share success stories in 
public financial management 
at a time when public sector 
spending, government 
accountability and financial 
sustainability is increasingly 
under the spotlight.

Strong processes and 

systems are essential for the 

effective delivery of public 

services, transparent public 

finances and trust between 

government and citizens.

The series, which includes 

videos and written case 

studies, so far highlights 

stories from public sector 

finance leaders in Tanzania, 

Australia and Canada. More 

will be added this year.

‘The aim of this research 

is to answer a number of 

fundamental questions 

about how public financial 

management is working now, 

and how it can operate in the 

future,’ says Alex Metcalfe, 

head of public sector policy 

at ACCA. ‘We want to 

capture real stories of how 

public financial management 

improvements have made an 

immediate difference in the 

delivery of public services.’

Public financial 

management affects how 

funding is used to address 

national and local priorities. 

It also affects the availability 

of resources for investment 

and the cost-effectiveness of 

public services. 

‘The general public 

are likely to have greater 

trust in public sector 

organisations where 

there is strong financial 

stewardship, accountability, 

and transparency in the use 

of public funds,’ Metcalfe 

points out.

This latest collaboration 

between ACCA and IFAC 

supports their work to 

build financial capacity 

in the state sector and to 

strengthen public financial 

management globally. AB
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