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Welcome
Worldwide adoption of the #MeToo initiative has served to emphasise just how 
much still needs to be done to create gender parity in the workplace

Similar support might be welcome 

in Ireland, where the proportion of 

women entrepreneurs is towards the top 

of the European average, but female 

representation on boards and at senior 

executive levels is lagging well behind. 

We look at some of the reasons for the 

divide and how it could be overcome 

on page 18, while on page 28 we have 

some tips on creating an inclusive 

workplace. As Ian Guider points out in 

his column on page 26, creating a level 

playing field calls for a lot more than fine 

words and some brand positioning. 

One of the prerequisites for career 

success, for men and women, is 

developing emotional intelligence, or 

EQ, as our article on page 36 explains. 

Our main interview this month is 

with Declan Doyle, CFO of facilities 

management company Noonan, 

who underlines the importance of 

analysis, identification of issues and 

communication skills for finance 

professionals. Read more on page 12. AB

Pat Sweet, Ireland editor

pat.sweet@accaglobal.com

As the World Economic Forum’s Global 
Gender Gap Report 2018 points out, 
deploying around half of the world’s 
total talent pool has a massive impact 
on the growth, competitiveness and 
future-readiness of economies and 
businesses worldwide. Yet at the 
current rate of change, the global 
gender gap will take 108 years to close 
while economic gender parity is 202 
years off. Ireland, which has retained 
its top 10 global ranking, is one of 
the pioneers in this respect. Read the 
details in our infographic on page 8.

In this joint February/March edition, 

you’ll find coverage of women’s issues 

to coincide with International Women’s 

Day (IWD) on 8 March. Rather timely, 

given the WEF’s comments on how 

women contribute to the economy, this 

year’s IWD theme is #BalanceforBetter, 

in which it calls for balance to be seen 

as a business issue, not just a women’s 

issue. Our article on page 42 looks at 

how professional services firms in the 

UK are actively setting targets for female 

partnership and offering support for 

women to rise through the ranks.

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

Leadership
President: Robert Stenhouse FCCA
Deputy president: Jenny Gu FCCA
Vice president: Mark Millar FCCA
Chief executive: Helen Brand OBE

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

About ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered 

Certified Accountants) is the global 

body for professional accountants. It 

offers business-relevant, first-choice 

qualifications to people of application, 

ability and ambition who seek a 

rewarding career in accountancy, finance 

and management. ACCA supports its 

208,000 members and 503,000 students 

in 179 countries

Accounting and Business
The leading monthly magazine for 

finance professionals, available in seven 

different versions: China, Ireland, Malaysia, 

Singapore, UK, Africa and International.

* Magazine contacts, page 66

* Available in app and pdf

* AB Direct: weekly news bulletin

AB is circulated to all members in print 

and digital formats. ISSN No: 1460-406X 

More at accaglobal.com/ab
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Over 700,000 music fans 
paid a record €60m last 
year to watch top acts 
including Taylor Swift, Ed 
Sheeran and the Rolling 
Stones. Figures from the 
trade journal Pollstar 
show eight Irish events 
made the global top 100 
box office events in 2018.

The number of male 
corncrakes rose 8% last 
year to 151: the first 
increase since 2014. The 
government has invested 
€2.4m since 2014 in 
ensuring the survival of 
the bird, which has come 
close to extinction due to 
farming mechanisation.

Visitor numbers to the 
National Wax Museum 
Plus in Dublin have 
swelled since Pope 
Francis visited the 
country in August. The 
lifelike waxwork of the 
pontiff helped to attract 
almost 12,000 visitors in 
October, up 20% on 2017.

Japanese wasabi – the 
world’s most expensive 
vegetable – has been 
successfully grown in 
Ireland for the first time. 
A crop worth around 
€45,000 is being cultivated 
in a polytunnel in Co 
Armagh by chemist Sean 
Kitson and his son Zak.
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Mixed picture on gender gap
The world has closed 68% of its gender gap across four pillars 

of economic opportunity, political empowerment, educational 

attainment and health and survival, according to the World 

Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2018. Iceland 

remains the most gender-equal country, a position it has held 

for a decade. Among the G20, France leads, in 12th place 

(77.9%), followed by Germany (14th, 77.6%) and the UK (15th, 

77.4%). The US is in 51st place (72%). Positioned 9th, Ireland 

maintains its global top 10 position, with a marked improvement 

in closing the gender gap in estimated earned income.

1. Iceland

2. Norway
3
3. Sweden

4. Finland

5. Nicaragua

6. Rwanda

7. New Zealand

8. Philippines

9. Ireland

10. Namibia

85.8

83.5

82.2

82.1

80.9

80.4

80.1

79.9

79.6

78.9

% gap closedRank

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

RSA fined 
RSA Insurance Ireland 

has been fined €3.5m for 

accounting irregularities 

and under-reserving. The 

Central Bank said the 

insurer failed to maintain 

the necessary level of 

reserves; failed to ensure 

adequate administrative 

and accounting procedures 

and control mechanisms; 

and lacked robust 

governance arrangements.  

RSA had recorded claim 

reserve estimates on its 

claims database which 

were significantly lower 

than the claims handlers’ 

recommended reserve 

estimates. This led to an 

understatement of €78m in 

the firm’s technical reserves 

as at September 2013 and 

for the parent to provide 

additional capital of €423m.

Cities of the future
London has come second in 

fDi’s ranking of ‘Global City 

of the Future’. Singapore 

came top and in third place 

was Dublin. Dublin is closing 

in on London for overall 

second place. It had the 

highest level of foreign direct 

investment (FDI) on a per 

capita basis of all locations 

studied. (See also page 35.)

Perrigo faces tax bill
Irish headquartered 

pharmaceutical company 

Perrigo has been issued 

with a €1.6bn tax bill by the 

Revenue Commissioners.  

The bill relates to its 2013 

sale of drug business Elan.  

Perrigo paid corporation 

tax at 12.5% on the profit 

from the transaction, but 

the commissioners argue 

it should be treated as a 

capital gain at a 33% rate. 

Perrigo is listed on the 

New York stock exchange 

and in a US Securities and 

Exchange Commission 

(SEC) filing it said it ‘strongly 

disagrees with both the 

basis on which Elan Pharma 

has been assessed and 

the methodology used to 

calculate the amount set 

out’, adding that it believes 

that ‘Irish Revenue’s position 

is incorrect as a matter 

of law’.

EU tax policy push
The European Commission 

is continuing to push for 

the elimination of member 

state vetoes on some tax 

policies. A consultation 

exercise ending in January 

sought comments on ‘how 

EU decision-making on 

certain tax issues could be 

streamlined by removing 

the need for unanimous 

agreement by all countries’. 

Ireland was expected to 

object to the proposal, 

fearing it could affect its right 

to set its own corporation 

tax rate and policy, as well as 

potentially imposing an EU-

wide digital tax.

ACCA PAYE concern
Many employees lost 

money in their first pay 

packets after the adoption 

of real-time PAYE reporting, 

says ACCA. People with 

incorrect employment details 

have been placed on the 

emergency tax rate of 51%.

ACCA says this will only 

be rectified by employees 

updating their details on 
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myaccount, with refunds 

taking several weeks in some 

cases. Stephen O’Flaherty, 

chairman of ACCA Ireland, 

said: ‘Under the old system, 

accountants were able to 

manage the PAYE system to 

ensure that all employees 

got paid. Under the new 

online system they simply 

cannot do this.’ He advised 

employers not to help staff 

affected by topping up 

their pay. 

Revenue surplus
Ireland received a surplus 

of tax revenues over 

expenditure last year for 

the first time since 2006, 

the Department of Finance 

has reported. Although the 

figures for 2017 showed 

Deloitte names CEO
Richard Houston has been 

elected Deloitte’s new chief 

executive and senior partner 

for North West Europe, 

including Ireland and the UK. 

He will take over from David 

Sproul in June, when Sproul 

completes his maximum of 

two four-year terms. Houston 

is currently managing partner 

for Deloitte’s North West 

Europe consulting business. 

He became a partner with 

Arthur Andersen in 1996, 

before transferring to 

Deloitte in 2002, and has also 

worked for HSBC and RBS. 

Irish optimism
Despite Brexit uncertainty, 

optimism levels among 

Irish businesses improved 

a headline surplus of 

€1.9bn, this reflected an 

extraordinary gain of €3.4bn 

on the sale of shares in AIB.  

Tax receipts for last year 

were €60.3bn, compared 

to expenditure in the year 

of €60.2bn. Revenues 

were €4.3bn higher than 

in 2017, aided by larger 

than expected corporation 

tax receipts. 

Ireland slips 
Ireland has fallen from the 

world’s best country in the 

world for doing business in 

2013, as ranked by Forbes, 

to a mere 11th in the latest 

edition, having been placed 

eighth last year. The UK 

– despite Brexit – ranked 

first in 2018.  

last year, according to the 

latest BDO Ireland business 

optimism index. However, 

more than a third of 

businesses feared the impact 

of a no-deal Brexit. Business 

activity levels increased 

outside the capital, while 

the level of growth within 

Dublin fell. Employment 

levels remained stable, 

with employment growth in 

Dublin softening.

 

Real estate favourite 
Dublin is Europe’s third best 

city for real estate investment 

and development, concludes 

the 2019 PwC/Urban Land 

Institute Emerging Trends in 
Real Estate Europe report. 

The Irish capital has risen 

from seventh position last 

See bit.ly/AFF-foot, or go to accaglobal.
com/AFF2018 to see this and other 
sessions from our virtual conference.

More information

Net gains
Football finance in the UK is fascinating, not least because of the vast sums of money involved and 
fluctuating fortunes of the clubs on and off the field. Watch our video for pitch-perfect analysis

Ready for kick off

• Wolverhampton Wanderers 

CFO Rita Purewal FCCA on 

how Premiership promotion has 

benefited the club

• Millwall FD Steve Exley FCCA 

describes uniting his passion for 

football with finance

• Deloitte specialist Tim Bridge 

looks at the latest trends in 

football finance
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NI health bodies ‘unable to cope’ 
 ‘It is clear from the results of my audit work that the health and 

social care system, as currently configured, is simply unable to 

cope with the demands being placed on it,’ Kieran Donnelly, 

the Northern Ireland comptroller and auditor general, has 

warned. His general report on the health and social care sector 

found increasing pressures, leading to what Donnelly called 

‘unacceptably long waiting times for treatment’. He added: 

‘My report makes the urgency of the reform agenda clear and 

emphasises the need for long-term financial planning in the 

health sector.’

year, and 26th position in 

2012. The report is based on 

the opinions of nearly 900 

real estate professionals, 

including investors, 

developers, lenders and 

advisers. Lisbon is first, 

followed by Berlin. Dublin’s 

improved position reflects 

the fast expansion of global 

tech companies in the city. 

Sites around Dublin airport 

and Dublin Port are tipped 

for strong growth.  

Asian importance
The Asian market is 

important for Ireland’s 

agri-food sector, according 

to analysis conducted by 

KPMG and Asia Matters. 

The report – entitled The 

Strategic Importance of 
Asia for Ireland’s Agri-food 
Sector – concluded that as 

Asian countries advance 

to become the world’s 

largest consumers of food, 

Irish agri-food businesses 

are positioned to exploit 

competitive advantages. 

These include quality 

assurance, world class 

research, human capital and 

positive trading relationships.  

Michael Creed, Teachta Dála 

and minister for agriculture, 

food and the marine, 

responded: ‘Our agri-food 

sector is heavily export 

focused – we are a country 

of over five million that 

produces enough food to 

feed over 50 million people.’  

Talent challenge
Attracting and retaining 

key talent is the main 

challenge for businesses 

in the capital, according to 

the latest survey by Dublin 

Chamber of Commerce. The 

talent shortage is a bigger 

problem than either Brexit 

or the cost and shortage of 

accommodation, found the 

chamber. Traffic congestion 

in the capital ranks just 

fifth. More than two-thirds 

of respondents rated the 

government’s performance 

as either ‘very good’ (25%) 

or ‘good’ (44%). A growing 

backlog in applications for 

work permits for foreign 

nationals is adding to the 

problem: the number of 

outstanding applications 

rose from 1,192 at end of 

2017 to 2,520 at the close of 

last year.

Court ruling 
Dublin High Court has 

frozen the assets of an 

accountant and financial 

adviser who allegedly 

failed to return €159,000 

of a client’s funds. James 

Doherty trades as Demvera 

Capital Partners in 

Ballsbridge and as Demvera 

Trust at Burnfoot in County 

Donegal. Company records 

show him as also a former 

director of Demvera Retail, 

also at Burnfoot, which 

has been struck off, and of 

Demvera Business Centre 

in Newry, which has been 

dissolved. Doherty is not a 

member of any professional 

accountancy body as far as 

the court could determine.

EY skills warning
Companies across Europe 

are struggling to recruit and 

retain talent with digital skills, 

warns EY’s Building a Better 
Working Europe report. 

It concluded that almost 

half of Europe’s companies 

lack cybersecurity, artificial 

intelligence and robotics 

skills, adding that digitally 

mature companies record 

higher productivity and 

better top-line growth. 

Ireland tax accolade 
Ireland continues to be 

ranked as the most effective 

country in the EU and fourth 

worldwide in which to pay 

business taxes, according to 

the PwC/World Bank Paying 
Taxes report for 2019. Ireland 

is also positioned highly 

as an attractive location in 

which to establish a business, 

performing strongly on the 

tax contribution rate and 

compliance metrics. 

Partners forced out
At least 37 partners at the 

Big Four firms have been 

forced out over claims of 

misconduct, according to 

the Financial Times. The FT 
reported five EY partners 

have left in the past five 

years for ‘behaviour that is 

not in line with our code of 

conduct, including sexual 

harassment and bullying’. 

KPMG told the paper that 

seven partners had left in 

the last four years; PwC five 

in the past three years; and 

Deloitte 20 in four years. AB

Paul Gosling, journalist 
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It’s not uncommon for organisations to allow 
families to club together to earn generous discounts: 
consider the Network Railcard, National Trust family 
memberships and the multi-user options on  
streaming service Netflix. Yet those who want to 
save or invest as a family have been poorly served 
by the traditional wealth management industry. 

At Netwealth, we aim to make investing a family  
affair by allowing clients to invite their partner, 
children, siblings and friends into their ‘Network’ 
– while each Network member’s portfolio remains 
independent and private. Once in the Network, 
the percentage fee clients pay is based on the 
combined value of their contributions, not on their 
individual pots. 

The Netwealth Network was born out of a wish to 
help my family – not only my husband and children, 
but my parents as well. The Network is a powerful 
tool to help people invest efficiently across the 
generations. 

Aggregating assets helps to drive down annual 
fees, while each member of the Network can still 
pursue the financial goals that best suit their age 
and requirements. What’s more, the minimum 
investment amount, which is usually £50,000, drops 
to £5,000 for a Network member. 

Particularly in a low interest rate environment, the 
potential for family groups or close friends to drive 
costs down while still pursuing their own investment 
agenda should come as a unique and welcome 

Pool assets, but keep individual
savings goals 

An example: considerable savings  
on fees from the outset

A unique offering – investment  
freedom with quickly realised fee  
benefits

The result: over £85,000 better  
off in 10 years

Charlotte Ransom
Chief Executive Officer
netwealth.com Wealth management as it should be

Across generations, and among our friends
How a Network can benefit all of our wealth 

change. Yet no traditional wealth manager currently 
offers this service. 

Let’s say that Mary opens a Netwealth account 
with £250,000. She would pay an all-in annual fee 
of 0.85% – already far lower than the average UK 
wealth manager’s charge. She invites her husband 
and mother to the Network and they add an ISA of 
£75,000 and a SIPP pension of £175,000  
respectively, reducing the all-in annual feel to 0.70%. 

Mary’s son could also be added to the Network  
and open an ISA for £5,000, benefitting from the 
same 0.70% fee as the rest of the Network. He 
could also increase his savings from as little as  
£100 a month.

In this illustration, the family Network is paying 
Netwealth an investment management fee of 
0.35%. There are also the estimated underlying 
fund costs of 0.30% per annum and estimated 
annual trading costs of 0.05%. This brings the  
all-in annual charges to 0.70%. 

If the same family invested individually via a 
traditional wealth manager, Mary and her husband 
would each pay an average annual fee of 1.86%, 
according to research by Numis Securities – more 
than 2.5 times the all-in charge at Netwealth. 

What’s more, as her son’s £5,000 falls well below 
the minimum investment threshold set by 

Our Network offering is unique in the UK. No other 
provider currently offers a single aggregate fee 
level across family members and friends, while still 
allowing each individual account holder to pursue 
their own financial goals. It’s time to share the 
economies of scale where it matters most.

Please remember that when investing your 
capital is at risk.

Watch our Netwealth Network video to find out 
more at netwealth.com/networkbenefits

traditional wealth managers, he would be unable 
to invest in this way at all. 

By investing with the Netwealth Network, the  
four family members would annually save a  
combined £5,765 in fees compared to the 
average UK wealth manager costs. If we assume 
annual investment returns of 6%, due to the 
compounding effect of fee savings, over a 10-year 
period the combined portfolios would be better  
off at Netwealth by over £85,000. 

www.netwealth.com


CVi

2008–present 
Chief financial officer, Noonan

2011–13
MBA programme, Trinity 

College Dublin

2005–08 
Financial controller, Noonan

2003–04
Took ACCA exams, Dublin 

Business School 

2002–05 
Audit senior, Grant Sugrue 

2000–03 
Accounting and finance 

degree, Dublin Business 

School

1997–98
Theoretical physics course, 

Trinity College Dublin

Magic numbers
Interpreting the financials for non-accountants has had a magical effect on the career of 
Declan Doyle FCCA – and on facilities management company Noonan, where he is CFO

When Declan Doyle started 
training as a theoretical 
physicist, the CFO role 

was nowhere on his career horizon. Fast 
forward 20 years and he finds himself at 
the financial helm of Noonan, Ireland’s 
market leader in facility management 
services and a top 10 player in the UK 
market, with more than 15,000 staff and 
2,500 clients.

So how did he end up in finance and 

accounting rather than theoretical physics? 

‘I always loved numbers and how they can 

help paint a picture,’ he says. ‘That’s what 

attracted me first to theoretical physics.’ 

However, as he was working his way 

through college, he found that his 

exposure to the business world led to a 

change of mind. ‘I got a part-time job in 

retail,’ he explains. ‘Through that I had an 

opportunity to see how numbers applied 

to business, and that really intrigued me. I 

saw accounting, and the ACCA designation 

specifically, as a great way to get my foot 

in the door in any industry. ACCA, in my 

opinion, was my international ticket.’

Doyle joined Noonan in 2005 as a 

financial controller, and from the get-go 

he had his eye on the big prize. ‘At the 

interview they started speaking about a 

succession plan for the company, and that they expected to 

hire a CFO in three to five years,’ he recalls. ‘This grabbed my 

attention right away, so timing was everything.’ 

Giant leap
In 2008, UK-based private equity firm Alchemy backed a 

management buyout of Noonan for €90m, and Doyle made 

the leap from the company’s financial controller to its CFO in 

one giant bound. 

‘I was working for the family on the sell side of the 

transaction before becoming part of the buyout team,’ Doyle 

explains. But what secured him the top finance job, he says, 

was the ability not only to put the numbers 

together, but to be able to interpret 

them and communicate clearly what the 

challenges were in the company – and 

perhaps more importantly, what could 

be done about them. ‘My understanding 

of what was behind the numbers was 

something that was important to the private 

equity investors,’ he says.

Equally attractive was Doyle’s 

straightforward and clear approach on 

how to move forward with a new vision 

and corporate brand. As the senior finance 

executive on the rebranding team for 

Noonan, part of his role was to maximise 

the equity value of the brand. He says: 

‘I was very passionate about the brand 

and the type of investments we needed 

to make in it, and make sure as we moved 

forward that people understood our focus 

would always be always be on the quality of 

service, exceeding client expectations, and 

developing our people.’ 

Cultural evolution
Move forward the company certainly did. 

Since the €90m management buyout in 

2008, Noonan’s revenue has more than 

tripled as the company made a series 

of acquisitions. As CFO, Doyle led the 

identification, execution and integration of the acquisition 

activity for the group while he was completing his MBA. 

Businesses purchased included Federal Security (€50m 

turnover), RPS (€15m turnover), Resource (€80m turnover), 

Shield (£20m turnover) and, most recently, Ultimate Security 

(£80m turnover) in 2017. 

This spate of activity was followed by the acquisition of 

Noonan itself in September 2017 by the publicly listed South 

Africa-based services, trading and distribution group Bidvest 

for €175m.

A company that has progressed in a decade from being a 

family-owned business to a private equity asset and ultimately 
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i Tips

* ‘It’s one thing to put a set of numbers together, but 

being able to interpret those numbers and communicate 

quite clearly where the opportunities and the challenges 

are is the key to a successful career in finance.’

* ‘If you can’t speak about the key issues to non-financial 

consumers of that information, then ultimately your 

entire analysis is wasted. So it’s really important that 

you’re a good communicator.’

* ‘Get experience in M&A and find a company ready to 

grow. Your commercial acumen will move your career 

forward quickly.’

* ‘Understand that the culture of the company will either 

promote success or underlie failure in any project. 

Make sure that everyone is on the same page about 

company values.’

* ‘Above all, it’s critically important to maintain a work-life 

balance. Seek out companies that make this part of their 

corporate culture.’

* ‘Set your priorities for the week in terms of your 

business, but also set the priorities for the week in terms 

of your family.’

As to how the finance function at Noonan has evolved since 

his early days as CFO, Doyle explains that the twin forces of 

technology and the regulatory environment have had the 

biggest impact on his role and on the company as a whole. 

‘We wouldn’t have been able to have grown the business 

by 500% over the past 13 years without a strong technology 

platform,’ he points out.

For example, in 2011, Noonan implemented a data analytics 

tool that changed how the business was run. Doyle says: ‘It 

was extremely valuable when shaping the strategy and design 

of the organisation as the system helped us to understand 

our client base better. The system enables us to slice and dice 

the performance of our business across multiple dimensions, 

making it easier and quicker to identify opportunities and 

challenges within the business.’ 

Unfortunately, the growing corpus of regulation tends to 

have the opposite effect, according to Doyle. ‘There’s more 

and more regulation coming in all the time, and it’s really 

creating an administration burden on the business that kind 

of holds us back a bit,’ he says. ‘And not all the regulatory 

bodies we deal with have gone digital. It makes for a laborious 

manual process, so that’s been unfortunate.’

Talent challenge
However, perhaps the biggest issue facing Doyle and the 

company today is finding the right people to keep growing 

the business. ‘I think the number one challenge by quite a 

distance is talent acquisition and keeping hold of the talent 

that we do have,’ he says. ‘There is a lot of competition out 

there, and it’s about building brand 

awareness and an understanding of 

the future that someone can have if 

they work for us.’ 

In the finance function, it’s not 

about spreadsheet expertise 

any more, but about analysis, 

identification of solutions, and 

communication skills, he explains. 

‘It’s totally transformed now. 

Finance professionals produce a 

report at the month-end, but they 

spend most of their time engaged 

with the business, looking at how 

our resources are being spent, what 

kinds of interventions need to be 

made and whether we are going to see a better set of results 

going forward.’

It also means handling a huge amount of data, he adds. ‘In 

the past it was all about looking in the rear-view mirror, and 

a division of a much larger foreign 

multinational would presumably 

undergo a sea-change in corporate 

culture. But Doyle describes it 

as a natural evolution. ‘I think 

we’ve kept the the best aspects 

of being a family-owned business 

for 30 years,’ he says. ‘Through the 

life cycle with private equity, we 

professionalised the business; and 

the more acquisitions we did, the 

more structured and more process-

focused we got. 

‘That’s what made the integration 

with the South African conglomerate relatively straightforward. 

Through ten years of M&A ourselves, we’d already evolved 

into a corporate entity that would fit quite neatly and cleanly 

inside a larger plc.’

‘There is a lot of 
competition out 

there, and it’s about 
building brand 

awareness and an 
understanding of the 
future that someone 

can have if they 
work for us’
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publishing what happened last month. We still do that, but 

now at the same time we publish our updated view on where 

we’re going to finish in the year, and that’s the report we all 

read now as an organisation. It’s far more forward-looking 

and analytical rather than just that old-fashioned number-

crunching, for want of a better description.’

Doyle currently sits on the main board at Noonan, which is 

responsible for setting the strategic direction of the company. 

However, what really keeps him busy these days, he says, other 

than being the top finance executive, is keeping up with his 

eight-year-old and his six-year-old. ‘It’s those two that really 

keep me hopping,’ he says with a smile. 

Despite all the changes since Doyle became CFO, he says 

that Noonan remains a family business at its core. ‘We still 

promote a family culture,’ he says, ‘a culture that promotes 

striking the balance between home and work. I think if you 

don’t set those as your priorities, you’re not going to be as 

effective in either your work or your home life.’ AB

Ramona Dzinkowski, journalist
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Know the score
By using net promoter technology, businesses can gain a clearer 
understanding of their customers’ views and improve their offering

How’s your company’s net promoter 
score (NPS)? You may not have heard 
of it before, but if you’ve answered 
a question on a website about your 
levels of satisfaction with a product or 
service, you’ve probably taken part in 
an NPS survey.

NPS is a method designed to 

measure customer satisfaction levels 

online. The surveys can be done on 

a company’s website, by email or 

through an app. Customers answer a 

simple question such as ‘How likely are 

you to recommend our company to a 

friend?’, giving a score from zero to 10 

(zero means they are extremely unlikely 

to recommend).

Based on the results, customers are 

put into three categories. The first is 

‘promoter’ − those who give a business 

nine or 10 out of 10. These customers 

tend to be loyal and enthusiastic, 

singing the company’s praises to friends 

and colleagues. They’re far more 

likely than others to stay with you and 

increase their purchases over time. The 

second category is ‘passive’: they give 

the business a score of seven or eight 

and may be at risk of defecting to a rival. 

Their referrals are likely to be qualified 

and less enthusiastic. The final category 

is ‘detractor’: unhappy customers who 

account for most of the negative word-

of-mouth about a business.

‘NPS is a popular method for 

businesses to get a snapshot of 

whether a customer or visitor is likely 

to recommend your business,’ says 

Simon Collin, founder of software 

company SightMill. 

Because NPS surveys are done online, 

it’s easy to survey thousands of people 

great deal of time to read reports 

and work out the effects of various 

business activities, he says: ‘Businesses 

don’t even need to calculate the NPS 

score themselves.’

Being asked for your feedback every 

time you interact with a company can 

be annoying. But if the surveys are done 

with a light touch and in moderation, 

they can help businesses understand 

their customers and improve service 

and sales. AB

Nick Huber, journalist

at once, several times a year, Collin 

says. Alternatives to NPS − such 

as a researcher phoning 5,000 

people – would be a ‘nightmare’ 

to organise, he adds. 

Also, when humans 

carry out surveys 

it can be hard to 

remove the bias 

of asking a leading 

question, and 

customers don’t always 

feel able to be completely 

honest, Collin adds. With 

NPS software, they tend to 

be much more frank.

Feeling the pulse
Fat Llama, a London-based tech 

startup that enables customers to rent 

their belongings to people nearby, is 

a fan of NPS software. ‘The growth we 

need occurs only when users truly love 

a product,’ says Jamie Snedden, Fat 

Llama’s UK operations lead. Being able 

to feel the pulse of customers is critical, 

he adds.

The company uses SatisMeter 

software to carry out monthly surveys 

of its customers. Snedden says that 

the easy-to-use platform is flexible, 

enabling it to adapt its surveys, and can 

run email-only campaigns as well as in-

product surveys. 

This simplicity makes NPS software 

popular among SMEs, says Mo Naser, 

sales and marketing director at 

SmartSurvey, which makes NPS survey 

software for companies including 

Microsoft, BP, Vodafone and Barclays. 

SmartSurvey’s single-score metric is 

easy to interpret, so it doesn’t require a 
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IFRS 15’s seamless start
The introduction of IFRS 15 made no 

difference to most companies’ reporting 

practices in 2018, according to a 

thematic review conducted by the Irish 

Auditing and Accounting Supervisory 

Authority (IAASA). IFRS 15, Revenue 
from Contracts with Customers, 

replaced IAS 18 and IAS 11, and related 

interpretations, at the start of last year. 

Of the 20 companies reviewed, 15 

indicated the adoption of IFRS 15 had 

had no material impact on their revenue 

recognition practices.

Upbeat on automation
Ireland’s CFOs are optimistic about 

automation adding value to their 

operations and transforming the 

finance function into a key influencer of 

strategic decisions, according to PwC’s 

2018 CFO Pulse Survey. While Ireland’s 

finance leaders are less confident about 

the prospects for Ireland’s economy 

during 2019 than when they were last 

canvassed, two years ago, many remain 

optimistic about the opportunity for 

growth by developing new products and 

services, adapting existing portfolios, 

or expanding into new markets and 

territories. More than half expect to 

lead smaller, highly skilled workforces, 

supported by automation and AI.

years
202

to close global gender economic gap.
Source: World Economic Forum

The view from
Luyu Gan ACCA, assistant management accountant, 
Total Produce, Dublin, who isn’t afraid of a challenge

As an organisation, we 
are focused on meeting 
stakeholder expectation 
and delivering on 
our corporate social 
responsibility commitments. 
Suppliers need prompt 

payments and flexibility to 

support unforeseeable harvest issues, 

while customers expect accuracy and 

flexibility from us. We recently worked 

with our logistic partners to convert 

lorries from conventional diesel fuel to 

BioLPG autogas, which delivers a 35% 

reduction in diesel consumption and 

a 48% reduction in greenhouse gas 

emissions per lorry.

Coming from China to work in Ireland 
has been interesting and sometimes 
challenging. Beginning in college, it 

has been about understanding cultural 

differences, overcoming language 

difficulties, and catching up with fast-

paced classes. It has required hard work 

and commitment. After graduation, the 

next stage was fighting for interviews 

and then overcoming working visa 

obstacles. Luckily, for all its challenges, 

this journey has provided me with 

lifelong friends and mentors, and taught 

me to be resilient, positive and patient.

Looking to the future, I am aiming to 
progress my career by gaining more 
financial reporting experience and 
more corporate finance exposure, 
especially with M&A involvement. 
Enhancing my IT skills is also part of the 

plan and, most importantly, working 

towards a position where I can bring all 

these skills together. AB

For all its 
challenges, this 

journey has 
provided me with 

lifelong friends, 
and taught me 
to be resilient, 

positive and patient

Total Produce is a producer 
of fresh produce listed 
on the ISEQ and the 
London Stock Exchange. 
A key part of my role in 

the organisation centres 

on assisting and reporting 

directly to the financial 

controller to help monitor and grow 

business performance for some of 

the biggest strategic business units in 

Ireland. It involves preparing all month-

end financial reports, KPI reports, sales 

analysis, journal entries and all other 

statutory reports.

My role also involves IT projects, 
especially our enterprise resource 
planning (ERP) system, which includes 
scoping, implementation and ongoing 
support. I work as a bridge between 

the finance department and the IT 

department to develop ERP modules 

and functions by tailoring what 

information we want to extract from ERP. 

Once a module is built, I will design and 

distribute workflow instructions and train 

up colleagues.
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Room at the top
Research shows that while Irish women excel as entrepreneurs compared with 
their EU peers, they are still struggling to gain a foothold in the boardroom

progress of women at the upper end of 

the business world. On a positive note, 

research by the Global Entrepreneurship 

Monitor positions Irish women eighth 

in Europe in terms of entrepreneurship, 

with a higher proportion here starting 

When the centenary of women 
gaining the right to vote in Ireland was 
marked in late 2018, there was ample 
opportunity – and good reason – to 
reflect on the mixed progress made on 
the journey to equality since then. 

The world of work tells that story 

better than most, with the recent 

debate on the gender pay gap, in 

particular, highlighting the sense of 

a job unfinished. Two recent studies 

also throw fresh light on the mixed 
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well enough to be included in the full 

data sample of over 1,100 companies,’ 

the report concluded. Consultancy 

firm Korn Ferry, in its 2018 Irish Board 

Index, backed up this picture with 

research finding 42% of companies on 

the Irish Stock Exchange had no female 

representation on their boards. In all, 

women comprise just 13% of the boards 

of listed Irish companies, compared 

with an EU average of 23%. The picture 

isn’t uniformly bleak, though, as 

women account for 27% of positions on 

commercial state boards in Ireland. 

With Irish women outperforming 

their peers in starting businesses, this 

lack of visibility at the upper echelons 

of established companies is seen by 

many as increasingly difficult to justify. 

A report by the Kemmy Business School 

at the University of Limerick warns that 

‘where boards fail to tap into diverse 

views, experiences, and knowledge, 

the opportunity cost is potentially 

significant’. In a recent opinion piece, 

Kieran Moynihan, managing partner 

of Board Excellence, reaffirmed the 

message that the benefits of gender 

balance go far deeper than any box 

ticking exercise. He argues that female 

board members ‘have a genuinely 

different but complementary thinking 

style to their male board colleagues, 

have a very sensible approach to risk 

businesses than in the UK, Germany, 

Spain, Sweden and France. The 

research also suggests that Irish female 

entrepreneurs are increasingly ambitious 

in their outlook, as 25% of those 

surveyed said that at least a quarter 

of their future revenue would come 

from overseas markets. Self-belief was, 

however, identified as a lingering issue: 

while 52% of Irish men believe they 

have the skills and the ability to start a 

business, only 33% of Irish women do. 

Orla Martin, Local Enterprise Offices and 

chair of the National Women’s Enterprise 

Day Committee, notes that when it 

comes to starting a business, ‘women 

may be hesitant to take that leap, or 

not know where to begin’, adding that 

‘things have improved in recent years, 

with a significant upturn in the number 

of women availing of mentoring and 

training through their Local Enterprise 

Office’. Last year’s National Women’s 

Enterprise Day gave a sense of that 

burgeoning enthusiasm, with more 

than 1,400 female entrepreneurs and 

businesswomen attended events 

focused on globalising their businesses. 

Little movement
While Ireland’s male entrepreneurs 

still outnumber women by almost two 

to one, being at the upper end of a 

European measure does at least fit with 

the sense of Ireland as an increasingly 

progressive place to do business. All 

the more puzzling, then, that another 

study shows just how little movement 

is being made here in another key 

benchmark of equality: representation 

on boards. A report by Dutch-based 

advocacy organisation Equileap recently 

identified the world’s top 200 public 

companies in terms of female board and 

executive representation. Ireland, along 

with Austria and Japan, were the only 

countries surveyed with no entries on 

the list. Worse still, ‘Ireland was alone 

in having no companies performing 

and have a strong commitment to 

genuinely add value to the board’. 

In 2015, the National Women’s 

Council of Ireland joined efforts to 

address the gap when it published 

Better Boards, Better Business, Better 
Society. While it continues to campaign 

on the issue, it points out that the 

argument at this stage ‘is clear and 

well-tested’ and ‘does not need to be 

reasserted continually’. 

Time for quotas?
Some will see chronic lack of progress 

as strengthening the case for quota 

systems, something the EU Commission 

has been advocating for a number 

of years. Gender quotas for board 

membership are already in place 

in Spain, Belgium, France, Italy, the 

Netherlands and, most recently, 

Germany. In Norway, famously a pioneer 

of this approach, 42% of board seats are 

now held by women.

Not everyone believes that gender 

parity should be legislated for, of course, 

and it might be argued that the country’s 

weakness in this area is simply one 

expression of a more enduring challenge 

internationally. Dr Michelle Cullen, 

managing director and head of inclusion 

and diversity at Accenture, says that 

while diversity is clearly on the agenda in 

Irish business, ‘across the globe, women 

are still not adequately represented in 

boardrooms, in media, politics and other 

areas like science and technology’. 

Ireland’s position as a progressive and 

open place to live and do business has 

grown in stature in recent years, making 

it something of a mystery as to why so 

many of the country’s boards remain 

bastions of another era. As celebrations 

around one milestone event in equality 

conclude, it’s an open question as to 

whether we will find ourselves on the 

cusp of another any time soon. AB

Donal Nugent, journalist  

In all, women 
comprise just 

13% of the 
boards of listed 

Irish companies, 
compared with an 
EU average of 23%
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in how countries like Ireland improve 

their emissions performances?  

In a 2017 report, UK-based Dr Paul 

Griffin, energy data analyst at CDP, 

noted that ‘large-scale GHG emissions 

data has traditionally been collected at 

the country level. In fact, these emissions 

can be traced to a smaller group of 

commercial decision makers.’ He argues 

that ‘since 1988, more than half of global 

industrial GHGs can be traced to just 25 

corporate and state producers’.

Around the world, it appears that the 

energy sector is finally waking up to 

its onerous responsibilities, driven by 

a combination of evolving corporate 

thinking and more strident shareholder 

demands. In December, Royal Dutch 

Shell announced it would set specific 

and robust net carbon footprint targets 

for its global business in the decades 

New research on climate change 
rarely brings good news, but there 
is at least the hope that it will show 
movement in the right direction. Not 
so for Ireland it seems, as a joint report 
by Germanwatch and the NewClimate 
Institute published at the end of 2018 
confirmed the country to be the EU’s 
worst performer on the Climate Change 
Performance Index, and 48th out of 56 
countries reviewed worldwide.

With the impending threat of 

significant fines from the EU if 

the country fails to take action on 

greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) by 

2020, will 2019 be the year Ireland finally 

gets serious about one of the biggest 

issues facing the planet, and how 

businesses can support this process?

The evidence so far is mixed. While 

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar says he is not 

proud of Ireland’s position as a climate 

‘laggard’, he also backed the decision 

not to introduce a carbon tax in Budget 

2019, a move greeted by incredulity 

among environmentalists. 

The government can reasonably point 

to the ‘gilet jaunes’ protests in France as 

evidence that carbon taxes are a difficult 

pill for the public to swallow, but inertia 

on the issue is seeing patience fray in 

the EU. Belgian MEP Philippe Lamberts, 

a member of the Greens/European 

Free Alliance, spoke for many when he 

recently accused the government of 

‘lacking ambition’ on climate action in 

spite of Ireland’s ‘abundant’ renewable 

energy resources.

As pressure mounts, could a new 

sense of responsibility from one 

influential quarter, along with fresh 

thinking internationally, prove significant 

Languishing at the bottom of the class on climate action, Ireland desperately 
needs new strategies and fresh thinking to make 2019 a year of change

Could do better
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Changing practice
Ways for business to lead on climate 

action:

* Set targets for reduced emissions. 
Science-based targets provide 

credible benchmarks for reduced 

carbon emissions. The cost savings 

from taking action are significant. 

* Use more renewable energy. 
Embracing renewable energy can 

mean reaching ambitious targets 

ahead of schedule. 

* Invest in energy-smart technology. 
Investing in energy-smart facilities is 

proven to be self-financing in terms 

of annual energy savings.

* Greater use of electric transport. 
Offering charging stations to 

employees looks set to become 

standard within a few years.

* Make disclosure a strategic tool. 
Companies need to demonstrate 

to investors that they are factoring 

climate change concerns into their 

business model and growth strategy. 

Source: We Mean Business

infrastructure needed to guard against 

climate change in the years ahead. 

In Europe, major cities are also 

increasingly taking the lead over 

more cautious national governments. 

Paris and Stockholm are among the 

capitals that have announced plans to 

be effectively carbon neutral by the 

middle of the century, while according 

to Nicolette Bartlett, director of climate 

change at CDP, ‘in the UK, more than 

90 cities and local authorities have 

committed to shift to 100% clean 

energy by 2050’. Against such targets, 

businesses will need to do much more 

than simply pay lip service.

Time to lead
Tomás Sercovich, CEO, Business in 

the Community Ireland, says: ‘The 

opportunity is now for Irish business 

to take the lead on climate action, 

which would be a significant step 

towards Ireland meeting the global 

carbon emission targets set in the 

Paris agreement’.

Encouragingly, it isn’t just big 

businesses or major urban areas that 

are showing leadership. Agriculture 

forms a significant component of 

Ireland’s emissions profile (32.5% 

compared to an EU average of 10%). In 

2012, Bord Bia, the Irish Food Board, 

launched Origin Green, a voluntary, 

industry-wide programme that requires 

every participant to set and achieve 

measurable improvements in their 

energy and emissions performance. The 

programme has won widespread support 

from farmers and food manufacturers, 

driven by one of sustainability’s strongest 

arguments, that reducing resource usage 

also reduces costs. 

Meaningful collaboration between 

business and policymakers was one of 

the key recommendations of a recent 

PwC report on climate change, even if its 

title expressed frustration with progress 

to date. The low carbon economy 

ahead and link them to executive 

remuneration. Earlier in the year, its US 

peer ExxonMobil announced its first 

company-wide targets to cut emissions 

by 2020. Along with BP and Total, 

both have also signed up to ‘guiding 

principles’ to cut methane emissions.

It’s a pattern of behaviour that isn’t just 

in evidence among energy producers. 

According to Jeff Nesbitt, author of 

This is the Way the World Ends, ‘more 

business leaders are recognising that 

climate change is indeed a real threat, 

and many are leading the way in making 

it a priority in business decisions’. A 

former director of public affairs at the 

US National Science Foundation, he 

argues that a pragmatic three-pronged 

approach is needed for businesses to 

drive real change: make climate action 

part of their business; support carbon 

taxes; and turn to renewable energy.

The desire to do the right thing won’t 

be the only force driving a change in 

corporate thinking. ExxonMobil ended 

the year facing a lawsuit from the office 

of the New York Attorney General 

alleging the company ‘systematically 

and repeatedly’ defrauded investors 

about the financial risks it faces from 

climate change regulations. It’s one of 

a range of lawsuits being filed against 

energy companies in the US by local 

governments, many centred on ensuring 

providers contribute to the cost of the 

index 2018: Time to get on with it was 

launched in Ireland last October, with 

Kim McClenaghan, strategy partner, 

PwC Ireland, striking an optimistic note 

for the country’s prospects: ‘While the 

challenges are significant, there are 

indications that Ireland can lead in 

aspects of the transition,’ he said.

It’s clear that time is running short for 

serious action on climate change. As 

the business community is waking up 

to its responsibilities, the big question 

is whether a spirit of real collaboration 

can guide a serious response to the 

challenge. Future generations will 

certainly hold us to account if the answer 

continues to be no. AB

Donal Nugent, journalist

‘More business 
leaders are 

recognising that 
climate change is 
a real threat and 

are making it a 
priority in business 

decisions’

21February/March 2019 Accounting and Business

IE_YCORP_climatechange.indd   21 15/01/2019   12:57



Community spiritCommunity spirit
A successful, cohesive and fulfi lled society needs a thriving and sustainable business 
ecosystem. A new sense of shared purpose is emerging, says Alison Sharpe

or no consideration for its wider impact, 

especially on the poorest in society. 

Despite numerous attempts to bridge 

the trust divide, public scepticism 

continues. This points to a much 

deeper, perhaps systemic problem: a 

‘disconnect’ between what business and 

wider society expect of each other. 

To close this disconnect, what’s 

needed is a new ‘settlement’ between 

business and civil society: a shared 

sense of purpose that looks beyond the 

generation of profi ts to the underlying 

reasons that business exists. To 

capture people’s hearts and 

minds – and trust – organisations 

need to show they care about 

supporting people’s wellbeing and 

benefi ting society. 

This sense of common purpose 

helps people make sense of 

how a business thinks and 

why it does what it does. This impact 

was articulated strikingly by Larry Fink, 

CEO of global investment managers 

BlackRock, in an open letter in January 

2018. He wrote: ‘To prosper over time, 

every company must not only deliver 

fi nancial performance, but also show 

how it makes a positive contribution 

to society’.

Guardians of the future
Of course, progress towards this new 

relationship will demand radical change. 

Business will need to see itself as part of 

an interdependent and interconnected 

or no consideration for its wider impact, 

business is making money – with little business is making money – with little 

The 2008 global fi nancial crisis and 
ensuing economic hardship had a 
profound effect on society, resetting 
the way people view the motivations 
of business. In the decade since, high-
profi le scandals, lapses in corporate 
behaviour and environmental 
catastrophes have damaged trust 
in organisations of all kinds and 
diverted attention away from 
business’s crucial role as the 
wealth engine of society. 

Today, many believe 

the purpose of 
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Do you measure up?
Businesses need to examine their purpose by asking the following questions:

* Does your organisation know what it stands for in today’s context?

* Does it have a coherent strategy to deliver on this commitment?

* Is there clear oversight around how purpose will be delivered?

* Has your organisation pinpointed which groups are affected by its activities and 

how it responds to their needs?

* How often does your organisation engage its stakeholders around its purpose?

* Does your organisation monitor the effects of delivering on its purpose?

and values diversity’. FRC chairman Win 

Bischoff has commented: ‘To make sure 

the UK moves with the times, the new 

Code considers economic and social 

issues and will help to guide the long-

term success of UK businesses.’

Privately owned businesses are also 

in scope. The Wates principles – also 

effective from 1 January in the UK – are 

designed to provide a governance 

framework for large private companies 

to secure trust and confi dence and 

benefi t the economy and society in 

general. ‘Good corporate governance 

is not about box-ticking,’ says James 

Wates, chairman of the Wates Group. ‘It 

can only be achieved if companies think 

seriously about why they exist and how 

they deliver on their purpose.’

The journey to purpose
Ultimately, in developing a new sense 

of purpose, organisations will need to 

reassess almost everything they’ve 

previously taken for granted. 

Those that make this leap forward 

can expect to enjoy a number of 

competitive advantages – not least 

an enhanced reputation as a force 

for good, the ability to attract, motivate 

and retain the best people, and more 

positive and fruitful relationships with 

important groups. 

As well as boosting business 

performance, these attributes will 

enable a business to be true to its 

own values, and mean it’s listened to 

network that includes employees, 

customers, suppliers, government 

and more. It will have to connect with 

people – including those disillusioned 

with business – at a deeper and more 

meaningful level. And it will need a new 

kind of leader: guardians of the future 

with the courage and confi dence to 

make the world a better place, while 

engaging with society in a way that’s not 

just transparent but authentic. 

As well as being encouraged by shifts 

in society, the move to embrace purpose 

is also being driven by regulators. In 

the UK, for example, a new version of 

the Financial Reporting Council’s (FRC) 

corporate governance code took effect 

by society on big issues. What’s more, 

employees who become passionate 

about their organisation – its history, 

its contribution to society – become a 

powerful force driving it forwards. 

While purpose may be relatively easy 

to articulate, it can be much harder 

to put into effect in a fast-changing 

world. A brand refresh or enthusiastic 

communication campaign just won’t cut 

it. Purpose is an important statement 

of an organisation’s desire, intent and 

core essence that people can unify 

around. So, the journey to purpose 

is an evolutionary process aimed at 

fundamentally transforming the business.

To embark on this journey, a business 

must fi rst understand why it exists and 

what role it plays in society. This means 

asking itself – and maybe its employees 

– some challenging questions (see box).

The message is clear. Companies – 

public or private – need to establish 

an explicit purpose that contributes to 

wider society as well as generating value 

for shareholders. The immediate catalyst 

is public concern, but the impact is set 

to last long into the future. Now is the 

time for business to become purpose-

driven and help create a society that 

works for everyone. As businesses 

embark on this journey, the accounting 

profession has a key role to play. Are 

you ready? AB

Alison Sharpe provides consulting and 

strategic communications services.

corporate governance code took effect 

on 1 January, calling 

for listed companies 

‘to establish a corporate 

culture that is aligned with 

the company purpose, 

business strategy, 

promotes integrity 
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against management pulling the wool 

over their eyes.

Kingman rightly emphasises that the 

directors of the company bear primary 

responsibility for producing true and fair 

accounts, and proposes an enforcement 

regime to hold them all to account. So 

why not give audit committees another 

chance to up their game? 

It was clear to me, as a participant 

in the first project run by the FRC’s 

embryonic ‘audit lab’, that there was 

much more the regulator could do 

to encourage a robust relationship 

between the audit committee and the 

auditor, without doing the job itself. 

My heart sinks at the CMA’s proposals 

for detailed regulatory scrutiny of audit 

committees during the appointment 

process and via reporting requirements. 

My main objection is that if the 

regulator appoints the auditor, or 

endorses it via heavy monitoring, then 

it will be less inclined to see fault with 

the auditor’s ensuing performance. It 

should keep a distance and exercise the 

full range of incentives and sanctions it 

will have to tackle inadequate corporate 

reporting and auditing. 

The saddest point is the assumption 

that regulators are better placed to 

avert business failures than those who 

run the company or audit its accounts 

– seen as part of an overpaid and 

uncaring class. It is yet another sign that 

a few bad apples have spoilt capitalism 

for the rest of us. AB

Jane Fuller is a fellow of CFA 

UK and serves on the Audit and 

Assurance Council of the Financial 

Reporting Council.

Any outsider looking at the UK 
audit market would probably come 
to the same conclusion as Sir John 
Kingman in his letter to Greg Clark, 
secretary of state for Business, 
Energy and Industrial Strategy, on 
auditor appointment: ‘We do not see 
anything like enough scepticism and 
independent challenge from auditors... 
This is not surprising when auditors’ 
incentives are, at best, blunted.’ 

Alongside his 2018 review of the 

Financial Reporting Council (FRC), 

Kingman was asked to consider whether 

there was a case for a fundamental 

change in who appoints the auditor. His 

answer, in short, was yes. He outlined 

a ‘world-first experiment’ that would 

entail auditors being appointed by an 

independent body under the umbrella 

of an Audit, Reporting and Governance 

Authority (Arga) that he suggested 

should replace the FRC.

Users of accounts would be heavily 

involved in the governance of the 

new auditor appointing body. But 

Kingman ruefully acknowledged that 

the investment community’s lack of 

enthusiasm for the idea made it a non-

starter, at least for the time being.

What both Kingman and the 

Competition and Markets Authority 

have overlooked, amid the angst over 

corporate failures such as Carillion, is 

that there is plenty of scope for boards’ 

audit committees to do a better job 

of audit oversight. Arga’s role should 

be to prompt them to do this, and 

investors should use their influence 

and votes to ensure that their stewards 

seek a challenging audit. After all, non-

executive directors also need to guard 

My heart sinks 
at the CMA’s 

proposals for 
detailed regulatory 
scrutiny of auditor 

appointment 
processes

Keep your distance
The regulator doing the audit job itself will not get it done properly, says Jane Fuller. 
It should get on with its proper role of encouragement and punishment instead
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More information

Read about how EQ sets us apart 
from the robots and how it could 
become the human superpower of 
the digital age, at accaglobal.com/eq.

More generally, we are always very 

keen to know how our members and 

students feel about ACCA. I encourage 

you to give us any feedback you can – 

the easiest way is by taking part in our 

regular customer satisfaction surveys. AB

Robert Stenhouse is a director, 

national accounting and audit, 

at Deloitte in the UK.

This is the first president’s column I 
have written since the turn of the year, 
and the most important thing I want to 
do in it is ask ‘how are you?’

I have made a New Year’s resolution 

to improve my small talk. When we 

are in a rush and heavily focused on 

getting the job done, it is very easy to 

skip the pleasantries and get straight 

down to business. In the short term, 

this behaviour may seem effective, but I 

have come to realise that, in the longer 

term, it demonstrates an acute lack of 

emotional intelligence on my part.

Asking ‘how are you?’ not only 

provides basic information to assess 

how the other person is feeling, but also 

enables you to benchmark your own 

emotional state. These are the building 

blocks of your emotional quotient (EQ).

It is great to see the article in 

this month’s issue about emotional 

intelligence (‘Emotionally charged’, page 

36), because human interaction and 

relationships are crucial to our profession 

and to our own personal development. 

Unfortunately, and perhaps unfairly, the 

accounting profession has traditionally 

had a reputation of being all about the 

numbers rather than the people. 

In an increasingly technology-led 

future, sustainable advantage will not 

come from competing with machines. It 

is more likely to come from developing 

our EQ and enhancing the skills and 

competencies inherent in our humanity 

– such as influencing, empathy and 

perspective-taking.

The good news, for both you and me, 

is that EQ can be learnt. This and many 

other insights are in one of our latest 

publications Emotional quotient in a 
digital age. You can also take ACCA’s EQ 

test online at bit.ly/ACCA-EQ-test.

Three little words
Emotional intelligence is as much of a must-have in the professional accountant’s 
skillset as technical, financial expertise, says Robert Stenhouse

In an increasingly 
technology-led 

future, sustainable 
advantage will 
not come from 

competing with 
machines
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Sponsoring change
Companies who are keen to promote equality of opportunity for women need to do 
more than simply sign up to the latest initiatives, argues Ian Guider

Ireland who has worked with some of 

the largest and best-known professional 

services firms and companies. One 

reason, he suggested, that so few 

complaints of inappropriate behaviour 

are dealt with formally is that to make 

a complaint in any workplace will 

inevitably require evidence. In most 

cases there simply isn’t any, beyond 

the words of two people. And most 

employers, to avoid publicity, would 

prefer to solve the issue simply by 

paying one side to leave.  

Which brings me back to the use of 

sponsorship by companies to boost 

their brands. Would those on the 

receiving end of sponsorship sign up 

to it if they knew there was a huge gap 

between the way men and women were 

treated in the sponsor’s own workplace? 

Or if the sponsor had inadequate 

internal procedures to deal with 

inappropriate behaviour? Or if it had 

forced departing staff to sign gagging 

orders preventing disclosure? 

Creating a workplace where women 

are not just paid equally, but treated 

equally, shouldn’t really be that hard. 

In the same way that companies now 

disclose gender pay disparities, it should 

be mandatory to disclose the number 

of complaints made, upheld or settled. 

Disclosure is usually one of the best ways 

to create change.

Too many companies shy away from 

tackling workplace culture. It is difficult 

and requires committed leadership. 

Using PR and corporate social 

responsibility to promote equality only 

really works if you actually practice it. AB

Ian Guider is markets editor of 

Recently I had a conversation with a PR 
contact about how the PR business was 
changing to become more involved in 
brand building and sponsorship. In fact, 
the person told me, one of the hottest 
things any company could do right now 
was to sponsor women’s sport. The 
recent success of the Irish women’s 
hockey team and other high-profile 
sports stars, such as boxer Katie Taylor, 
has created an opportunity for brands. 

Companies attaching their name to 

sports stars is not new, but many brands 

have alighted on the growing popularity 

of women’s sport as a way to signal their 

commitment to an equality agenda. 

That is no doubt welcome, but is it just 

an easy way to win PR at a time when 

the poor treatment of women in the 

workplace has come under scrutiny? 

After the outrage of #MeToo in 2017, 

more stories are still emerging. The 

charity and NGO sectors have had their 

scandals, as too have cultural institutions 

in this neck of the woods. In Silicon 

Valley we’ve seen incredible payouts 

awarded to senior executives accused of 

harassing female staff. Towards the end 

of 2018 there were further allegations 

of appalling treatment of female 

workers by a number of high-profile 

businessmen, followed by revelations 

that the Big Four have between them 

asked over 30 partners to leave for 

‘inappropriate’ behaviour including 

sexual harassment. 

I do not doubt that many of you 

could tell your own horror stories of 

unacceptable workplace behaviour. So 

how is it that in 2019 we are still talking 

about these issues?

I asked a prominent senior counsel in 

Creating a 
workplace where 

women are not 
just paid equally, 

but treated equally, 
shouldn’t be that 

hard
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Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omni lorem ipsum.

Boxout crosshead: doluptur, sequamust 

magni bera coribusdam et re nobist la 

dolore con re volorer spercit autem as 

rerum volut volorun.

Boxout crosshead: moditat urehend 

isciae. Gitae magnima ximporr 

undenimilit prem culpa dolore prae 

estrum rerem aborrup turiantion culpa 

doluptus lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.

Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omnoditat urehend isciae. 

Gitae magnima ximporr undenimilit 

prem culpa dolore prae estrum rerem 

aborrup turiantion culpa doluptus.

Ur, nihitiis mollaut rerum atum, core 

saerae cus aut que pos ex exerepe 

rroviducias es venet odit, simporum 

dolo el eaquidis corro blatios qui 

volupta quique dit estemperum 

doluptas et, vollam re que sus eum hit 

aut occusaecus essi omnihiciis et lorem 

ipsum dolor sit amet nunc.

The view from
Paula Byrne FCCA, Paula Byrne Accountants, Dublin, 
on the virtues of a portfolio career and perseverance

If there’s any downside to 
having multiple roles, it’s 
that I rarely take a day off. 
If I’m not working in the 

practice, I’m prepping for 

a lecture or reading up on 

a tax development. But as I 

love what I do, I think that’s 

probably not really a downside.

Our clients are usually referred to us 
by word of mouth, so many come 
expecting over-delivery in terms of 
service. Our reputation can be difficult 

to live up to as we are under no illusion 

that we are only as good as the last bit 

of advice we gave or the last tax return 

that was submitted. 

I got involved in writing tax books 
because I was so frustrated at the 
offering for students in Ireland. As 

word gets out, there are more and more 

universities and colleges looking for 

copies. One very rewarding moment 

was getting a call from Hodges Figgis 

(Waterstones) in Dublin asking for 

copies. They were the first bookshop 

to request them. It’s also rewarding to 

work with former students who tirelessly 

gave their time to provide feedback and 

continue to do so.

The most important business lesson I 
have learned is perseverance pays off. 
One lesson I look forward to applying 

in the year ahead is to stop offering 

unsolicited tax-saving advice to people 

I’ve just met. This is an area I have to 

work really hard on as, believe it or not, 

not everyone wants to discuss tax at a 

dinner party. AB

I have three job titles: 
practice principal, advanced 
tax lecturer and, most 
recently, author. I like the 

freedom and variety that 

this approach to my career 

brings, and rarely do the 

same thing day in and day 

out. It didn’t happen by accident. The 

business thinker Charles Handy had 

a big influence on me. He coined the 

phrase ‘portfolio man’. Building up the 

team I have in Paula Byrne Accountants 

allows me to be a portfolio woman. 

My three roles complement each other 
very well. My tax book writing assures 

practice clients that I am up to date 

on the latest tax legislation. Likewise, 

students can be kept engaged in a 

difficult concept by the introduction of 

real-life client scenarios. Also, I keep 

both my tax students and clients in 

mind when considering an appropriate 

writing style. I’ve learnt it’s best to take 

an approach that assumes very little tax 

knowledge on the part of the reader. 

Paula Byrne Accountants is a boutique 
practice providing an approachable 
service. We pride ourselves in going 

the extra mile for our clients because 

we treat them as family. We hold the 

hands of startups with at least a monthly 

face-to-face meeting; more established 

clients are encouraged to keep proper 

documentation with strategic plans in 

place; and clients who are winding down 

are always interested in succession 

planning. That leads to some very 

interesting conversations. We get very 

involved in clients’ lives as a result.

PwC boss re-elected
Feargal O’Rourke has been re-elected 

PwC Ireland managing partner for a 

second four-year term, beginning in 

July. Following robust growth in Ireland 

over the past four years, the firm said 

its growth strategies for 2019 and 

beyond remained ambitious and that 

its investment in the business would 

continue. O’Rourke said: ‘Technology 

is redefining PwC, as it is reshaping the 

world of business. With the potential for 

more disruption and uncertainty, we will 

continue to invest heavily in technology 

to help our clients think beyond the 

challenges and build sustainable 

solutions for a data-driven world.’ 

New NIAO chair
Former PwC partner Martin Pitt has been 

appointed the new chair of the Northern 

Ireland Audit Office’s advisory board. 

Pitt was with PwC’s audit and assurance 

team and head of its internal audit 

business. Pitt said: ‘I am very excited 

with what is happening within the Audit 

Office. With its new vision, purpose and 

values statement, I can see that there 

is a vibrancy and appetite to make a 

difference, to make an impact, in the 

public sector. There is a fresh confidence 

in the office and a longstanding desire 

to deliver for the taxpayer.’

Source: IFIAR

of global audit 
regulators were given 
new enforcement 
powers in 2018.
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Upsize your talent pool
Workforce diversity and workplace inclusivity are powerful weapons in the battle for 
talent, and will also drive innovation, performance and profitability, says Moira Grassick

To reap the rewards of diversity, 

firms need a recruitment process that 

focuses on shared values rather than 

candidates who seem similar to high-

performing employees already in situ. 

Employers tend to have an unconscious 

bias towards recruiting candidates 

who remind them of themselves. This 

approach excludes a wealth of talent 

and can create a stale, homogeneous 

work environment. Instead, focus on 

recruiting candidates based on their 

commitment to values that align with 

the objectives of your organisation – a 

The demography of Ireland’s 
workforce is more varied than ever, 
with immigration, longer working lives 
and greater equality of opportunity 
combining to produce the most diverse 
workforce in the country’s history. 

As employers battle to recruit and 

retain talent, the establishment and 

promotion of an inclusive workplace 

is fast becoming a prerequisite to 

compete in a tightening labour market. 

But how do you create an inclusive 

workplace culture that can harness the 

potential of a diverse workforce?

Recruiting a diverse range of 

individuals reaps rewards for an 

accountancy firm only if it also creates 

an inclusive culture in which employees 

from all backgrounds feel valued. 

Forward-thinking employers recognise 

that each employee has a unique 

perspective on the world that can add 

value to the organisation. Research is 

also demonstrating that a more inclusive 

workplace culture boosts productivity, 

happiness and engagement levels, 

which is not only good for employees 

but also for the bottom line.

C
PD
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More information

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

Diversity delivers
Research underlines the link between more diversity in the workforce and greater 

profitability for the organisation.

* Companies with a leadership that is at least 30% female enjoy net profit margins 

up to 6% higher than companies with no women at all in their senior ranks, 

according to the 2016 report Is Gender Diversity Profitable? from the Peterson 

Institute for International Economics and EY.

* Companies in the top quartile for racial and ethnic diversity are 33% more 

likely to have industry-leading profitability, according to McKinsey’s 2018 report 

Delivering through Diversity.

* Companies in the top quartile for gender diversity are 21% more likely to 

outperform on profitability, according to Delivering through Diversity.

leave legislation. The notion that family 

responsibilities should predominantly be 

taken up by women is perpetuated by 

maternity leave laws that give mothers 

far greater entitlement to paid leave 

than fathers. If new fathers received 

additional support from their employers 

following the birth of a child, it would 

help reduce the negative impact of 

maternity leave on women’s long-term 

contributions to business. 

The government’s introduction of 

paid parental leave for both parents in 

the most recent Budget is a welcome 

step in the right direction, with every 

parent of a child in their first year to 

gain two extra weeks of paid leave from 

November 2019. But employers who 

are serious about inclusivity should 

adopt a more proactive approach. With 

metaphorical glue that can bind your 

staff and your organisation together.

Inclusivity should become a central 

component of the firm rather than a 

sporadically pursued fad. Once the 

decision to harness diversity has been 

made, inclusivity should be put at the 

forefront of your organisational values 

and bolstered with a clear and coherent 

policy communicated to all employees 

– something tangible that staff can read 

and understand. If you don’t commit to 

diversity and inclusivity, your employees 

will dismiss the terms as business jargon.

You should educate yourself and your 

management team about the challenges 

of incorporating cultural differences 

into how you do business. Stereotypes 

or preconceptions must be confronted. 

Work practices may need to be adjusted 

to accommodate certain employees. 

The commitment to an inclusive 

workplace must come from the top, and 

educating the management team in how 

to translate inclusivity into work practices 

will go a long way in determining the 

success of an inclusivity policy.

Build diverse teams
When you are putting a team 

together, explore the possibilities for 

creating diversity within the group. 

If opportunities exist to assemble a 

team of individuals with, for example, 

different work styles, skillsets and levels 

of experience, explore the potential 

of asking them to work together on a 

project. A team-building approach will 

encourage a collaborative atmosphere 

and help generate innovative or fresh 

ideas. A diverse team may come up with 

a more efficient way of achieving your 

organisational goals.

While great strides have been made 

in reducing the gender pay gap, the 

bald fact is that women continue to 

earn less than men. Multiple factors 

contribute to gender imbalance, chief 

among them being existing maternity 

modern life becoming increasingly 

busy and demanding for the parents of 

young children, agile or flexible work 

arrangements can facilitate a more even 

distribution of caring responsibilities 

between the mother and father of 

young children. This in turn contributes 

to the workplace as a work/life balance 

initiative and as a means of tackling 

gender imbalances in pay and seniority. 

Both parents should also feel more 

equally valued, which is the primary goal 

of an inclusive workplace culture.

To properly harness the power of 

Ireland’s increasingly diverse workforce, 

employers must find ways to attract, 

retain and work with a wide range of 

talent. Research demonstrates that 

inclusive companies generate more 

innovative ideas and higher revenues, 

and are more likely to capture and excel 

in new markets. Rise to the challenge of 

making inclusivity a central part of your 

strategy, and you could be surprised by 

the wide range of positive results. AB

Moira Grassick is associate director 

at employment law and compliance 

provider Graphite.

Focus on recruiting 
candidates 

based on their 
commitment 

to values that 
align with the 

objectives of your 
organisation 
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#TimesUp
Sexual harassment can happen anywhere. Practices need to ensure they create a safe 
environment for staff, starting with putting the right policies and procedures in place

Britons (37%) have experienced sexual 

harassment in the workplace. 

Under both the Employment Equality 

Acts 1998-2015 and the Equality Act 

2010, sexual harassment is defined as 

being unwanted conduct of a sexual 

nature that has the effect or purpose 

of creating an intimidating, hostile, 

degrading, humiliating or offensive 

environment.

‘It’s assessed according to the 

reasonable perception of the victim,’ 

explains Samantha Mangwana, a partner 

at CM Murray, a law firm specialising 

in employment and partnership 

Sexual harassment has been a 
workplace issue for as long as 
people have worked. It has grown 
in prominence over the last year, 
however, following sexual misconduct 
allegations against a number of 
high-profile public figures, starting in 
Hollywood and gradually permeating 
across all sectors and continents. The 
#MeToo and #TimesUp campaigns are 
among the highest-profile social media 
movements of recent times.

Sexual harassment can blight the 

accountancy profession as much as 

any other walk of life. And it seems 

obvious that if an accountancy firm is 

perceived to have a culture where sexual 

harassment is tolerated, or where victims’ 

complaints are not taken seriously, it risks 

punitive legal and compensation costs, 

the loss of talented staff, and long-term 

damage to its reputation, not to mention 

the distress caused to the victims.

So what can accountancy firms do to 

address sexual harassment as part of 

good practice management?

The first step towards dealing with the 

problem is recognising it exists. In the 

UK, a poll by ComRes, on behalf of the 

BBC, found that more than a third of 
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More information

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

Guidance is available at the 
Irish Human Rights and Equality 
Commission: ihrec.ie, and at 
the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission: bit.ly/EHRC-harassment.
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to harassment themselves or witness 

others being exposed to it, and what will 

happen if a sexual harassment allegation 

is made. Chandler emphasises that it is 

the line manager’s role to maintain the 

right environment within their teams and 

to take action when necessary.

Mid-tier accountancy firm Grant 

Thornton UK has a bullying and 

harassment policy that covers sexual 

harassment. The policy aims to support 

a diverse and inclusive work culture, 

by outlining the process that needs 

to be followed in the case of bullying 

and harassment complaints, as well as 

explaining people’s legal rights and 

available support options. 

‘Our aim is to provide a working 

environment where colleagues treat 

each other with dignity and respect,’ 

says Malcolm Gomersall, partner and 

head of people and client experience 

at Grant Thornton UK. ‘It is a minimum 

requirement that harassment should 

not factor into a daily working routine 

and that if it does arise it is dealt with 

properly. If we want our people to thrive, 

then there needs to be a clear message 

that harassment will not be tolerated.’

Once a policy has been drafted, it 

is crucial to publicise and enforce it. 

‘There’s little point in having a policy if no 

one knows what’s in it,’ says Mangwana. 

‘And if someone reports behaviour of 

law. ‘So when people try to defend 

themselves against an allegation by 

saying “that’s not what I meant”, they 

are missing the point.’

‘The legal definition is deliberately 

wide because sexual harassment 

comes in many forms,’ says Stella 

Chandler, director of Focal Point 

Training. ‘These include indecent or 

suggestive remarks, comments about 

someone’s appearance, jokes, requests 

or demands for sexual favours, and 

the sharing of pornography, as well as 

unwanted touching. Men, as well as 

women, can be on the receiving end of 

inappropriate behaviour.’ Some types 

of sexual harassment, such as sexual 

assault and physical threats, are both a 

criminal and an employment matter. 

Certain characteristics of the 

professional services environment 

increase the potential for sexual 

harassment. It has senior individuals with 

high status who may exert considerable 

influence over the careers of junior staff 

members; small, project-based teams 

that work late into the night to meet 

deadlines; employees and partners who 

may be expected to entertain clients at 

events where alcohol is involved; and 

possibly requirements for staff to travel 

alone with clients for work purposes.

Start with an audit
Where an accountancy firm does not 

already have a formal sexual harassment 

policy in place, Mangwana advises that 

conducting an audit can be a good way 

to start. This should cover the different 

types of situation where harassment 

can occur, including out-of-office 

events, so that the firm can identify the 

mechanisms and safeguards needed to 

mitigate the risks. 

The next step is to draw up a policy 

that covers what harassment is, the firm’s 

position on harassment, how harassment 

manifests itself in the workplace, what 

people should do if they are exposed 

concern, but doesn’t then see action, 

it’s very destabilising for that individual 

and concerning for others, who may be 

discouraged from speaking up.’

To successfully tackle sexual 

harassment, a firm needs more than 

just a policy, however. It also needs 

training that links specifically to that 

policy. ‘Training helps people to 

understand what the policy means in a 

day-to-day context and allows them to 

ask questions and gain clarity on grey 

areas,’ explains Chandler.

There could also be a need for cultural 

change. ‘Harassment victims may be 

deterred from speaking up if they don’t 

believe they will be taken seriously, or 

if they fear less favourable treatment 

or victimisation as a result,’ says 

Sarah Armstrong, an independent HR 

consultant. ‘A culture of general respect 

and dignity at work should permeate 

throughout the organisation.’

Detrimental to talent
Sexual harassment is an important issue 

that should not be ignored, not least 

because of the acute talent shortage 

facing the profession. ‘There’s a terrible 

gender imbalance and diversity problem 

within accountancy firms,’ says Keir 

Wright-Whyte, director of Accounts 

and Legal. ‘This becomes increasingly 

apparent among more senior roles. If 

accountants are serious about tackling 

the imbalance, they’ve got to ensure 

that firms are safe and enjoyable places 

for everyone to work in.’ AB

Sally Percy, journalist

Some types of 
sexual harassment 

are both a 
criminal and an 

employment matter
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Stress-test to survive
With change accelerating at every level, strategic planning is something that smaller 
firms need to do just as much as the mid-tier and Big Four, says Keith Underwood

and aspirations that will require their 

advisers to broaden their service 

offering. Both the direction of travel 

and the pace of change require sober 

evaluation and review. It is important 

to stress-test your practice to ensure 

that it is fit and flexible enough to take 

on board the changes to servicing 

and staff satisfaction that will impact 

all companies in the period from, say, 

2020 to 2025.

Identifying change
With a little analysis it is possible to 

flag up some of the issues for your 

practice that are going to change at 

an accelerated rate, and for which you 

Many smaller accountancy firms 
treat the grand topics of new 
services, digital transformation and 
talent development as background 
commentary, and accordingly fail to 
evaluate what their effect on fees 
could be. And while the biggest 
firms routinely take a more rigorous 
approach – often drawing up a 
management document or strategic 
plan to cover their investments in 
recruitment strategy, digitisation and a 
focused service – by no means all the 
big practices do. 

Yet in a world where technology 

and expectation are significantly 

changing, practices need at the very 

least to consider organising a strategy 

day to think about what is over the 

horizon – and realign the business 

model accordingly. Developments in 

telecoms and data storage, along with 

shifting staff and client expectations, 

are happening so rapidly that tools 

and services are being overtaken and 

replaced over ever shorter timescales. 

The pace of change is such that products 

have shorter windows of opportunity for 

development, launch, sale and profit-

creation before they are superseded. 

Most small practitioners concentrate 

on the short term, but significant 

changes are coming down the line. 

Almost all clients now have needs 
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can be explained, you still need 

to look forward and overlay future 

considerations on the historic trends 

you identify: 

* IT and digitisation. The pace of 

change is going to rise significantly. 

Early adopters will capture potential 

improvements in profitability, with 

digitised services also allowing 

pricing structure to change. Do 

not treat this as merely an internal 

change, as many of the features 

of digitisation will be external 

to your organisation and have a 

client impact. Clients will expect 

high levels of digitisation and an 

enhanced customer experience. 

* Talent development. Practices’ 

historic pyramid people structure 

is being broken down. The modern 

recruiting approach is to shape 

qualified individuals, who can then 

take up senior positions in three, 

four or five years’ time and keep the 

day-to-day work ticking over. This, 

though, is not necessarily the most 

effective route for finding talent to 

service a firm’s business in, say, five 

years’ time. By 2025, millennials 

will be the significant part of the 

accountancy workforce, perfectly 

capable of adapting to the latest 

software, and impatient of legacy 

systems and structures.

have to be prepared to remodel your 

business if it is to stay relevant:

* Check your staff turnover at, say, 

three levels – work out the change 

in the rate of that turnover over the 

past five years or so.

* Pick out your productive clients with 

annual fees above €2,000, and log 

client gains and client losses year by 

year over the past five years or so. 

The significance here is to identify if 

you are taking on and capturing new 

fees of significant size to generate 

advisory business, or are losing 

larger fees through natural causes 

– ie sales, competition, retirement – 

and replacing them with smaller fees 

that do not generate advisory work.

* Review the office space your 

practice occupied in 2013 compared 

with 2018. For most firms, paperless 

technologies, hotdesking and home-

working have cut the square footage 

requirement, and brought down the 

office costs incurred per €1 fee. 

* Do some simple fee-banding 

comparisons – look carefully at what 

your top 20 clients represented as a 

percentage of total fees in 2013 and 

what they contributed in 2018.

These are just a few examples of the 

elements of your business that are 

probably undergoing change. You may 

already have some under review, but 

others may not be monitored. 

What you are trying to do is identify 

hidden trends and then see whether 

they can be extrapolated downwards 

or upwards over the next four to five 

years. You want to make sure your 

practice is prepared and flexible enough 

to manage those changes, which in 

the main are going to be external 

parameters and possibly outside the 

management experience of your firm. 

You may think these are superficial 

indicators. But whether or not there 

are extenuating reasons in each 

case as to how the outcome trends 

* Human resources. Millennials will 

expect a better work-life balance 

than has been the norm. Flexible 

working will become the rule. 

Management will have to delegate 

responsibility, and structured quality 

controls will need to be embedded 

in workflow and monitored remotely.

* Management. Profit shares currently 

enjoyed by partners, members and 

directors are likely to be challenged 

unless there is investment in 

the business and a change in 

client approach. Larger firms can 

experiment with change by, for 

example, developing business 

units focused on a particular kind 

of service and delivery. Sub-€20m 

firms will need to make a larger 

percentage investment, will not 

necessarily be able to experiment, 

and will not have the same flexibility. 

They will, though, still have to make 

key decisions if they are going to 

survive into the 2020s with a modern 

and effective business that offers 

services valued by the market.

A new profile
A stress test evaluating the sort of 

aspects listed above may significantly 

change the profile of the practice. 

Redressing adverse financial trends 

may require management resource and 

investment in new services or marketing. 

All these elements can be modelled and 

tested before implementation. 

The traditional practice has survived 

by adapting and evolving, but it is 

inherently inflexible and conservative. 

Stress-testing for the next five years 

may drive change or, depending on 

the age of the proprietors, may lead 

to a decision to merge or sell, with 

the resulting larger firm taking on the 

change challenge. AB

Keith Underwood is managing director 

of Foulger Underwood Associates.

Do not treat 
digitisation as 

merely an internal 
change, as many 

of its features will 
be external to your 

firm and have a 
client impact
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Global expansion
Emerging markets are expected to dominate growth among the world’s megacities 
(urban centres housing 10 million or more inhabitants) over the coming decades

Megacities in the making
By 2030, the Indonesian capital of Jakarta is expected to be the biggest megacity of all, with 35.6 million inhabitants, 

and a further six locations (shown here) will have joined 2017’s 33-strong megacity roster.

Africa to lead the big parade
The four biggest cities in the world by 2100 are shown below. 

In total, 13 African cities are expected to have overtaken 

New York in population by 2100.

Japan in reverse
A falling birth rate will lead to urban shrinkage in Japan. 

Tokyo will fall from top spot by 2030 as Japan’s aging 

population turns into population loss in the capital.

Trajectories of the titans
Growth in population and GDP in the world’s current 33 megacities (at least 10 million inhabitants) is predicted as follows:

Baghdad (Iraq) Bogota (Colombia) 

Source: Euromonitor and Global Cities Institute, 
mapped by Visual Capitalist

Chennai (India) 

Lagos,
Nigeria

Population 2010 (millions) Population 2100 (millions)

Kinshasa, 
DR Congo

Dar es Salaam, 
Tanzania

Mumbai, 
India

Chicago (US) Dar es Salaam (Tanzania) Luanda (Angola)

30%150%

20%100%

10%50%

0%0%

Population growth 
Estimated % growth 2017–30

Real GDP growth
Estimated % growth 2017–30

10.6

88.3 83.5 73.7 67.2

9.1 4.4 20.1 Osaka will be the world’s most elderly megacity, with 

31% of its population aged 65 or over.
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Emotionally charged
You may tick all the boxes in terms of traditional indicators of intelligence, but tapping 
in to the ‘EQ superpower’ can elevate you above others, says Dr Rob Yeung
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Hone your EQ 
Why do so many people continue to smoke cigarettes, 

drink too much alcohol, never get off the sofa, or eat fatty 

and sugary foods? The reality is that they almost always 

understand the factual arguments against such behaviour 

perfectly well but continue because of the emotional 

benefits conferred. The same is true in the workplace: 

colleagues may understand a factual argument but 

stubbornly resist because they don’t feel it’s right for them. 

Emotions trump logic.

In practical terms, emotional intelligence is all about 

controlling and using your emotions to achieve desirable 

outcomes, but before you can control and use emotions, 

you must first have a good understanding of them in 

yourself and in others.

FAR analysis
When I give training on leadership and emotional 

intelligence, I sometimes recommend undertaking a ‘FAR’ 

exercise for developing an awareness and understanding 

of emotions: 

1. Feelings. At several points throughout each day for 

a week, put a name to your emotions, whether they 

are positive, negative or a mix of both. It’s possible 

to feel more than one emotion at once, so aim to 

name them all. For example, you may feel pride i 

a friend’s achievement, envy that it did not happen 

to you and worry that you are behind with your own 

goals. Evidence suggests that people who have a 

large emotional vocabulary – who are more able to 

distinguish between subtly different emotions – are 

usually more able to control them.

2. Actions. Write down how the mix of emotions led you 

to behave. For instance, did you sulk and withdraw 

from the situation? Did you make snide comments? 

Did you belittle the other person’s achievements to 

make yourself feel better? Or did you simply end 

up procrastinating?

3. Response. Write down what in theory would have been 

a more adaptive, beneficial action that you should in 

hindsight have taken.

You could try performing a similar exercise with clients and 

other stakeholders. After important meetings, spend a few 

minutes listing the emotions that you detected in other 

people during your interaction with them. This will enable 

you to develop a more nuanced understanding of other 

people’s emotions.

There is a lot of talk and many words written on 
the  topic of emotional intelligence (EQ). But 
is its supposed importance actually supported 

by real evidence?
Consider for a moment the skills that lead to success for 

partners in large professional services and management 

consulting firms such as PwC, KPMG or the Boston Consulting 

Group. (Full disclosure: I worked as a consultant for two years 

at BCG). In a major study, researcher Richard Boyatzis worked 

with the human resources department of one such firm to 

identify the skills and behaviours that led to exceptional 

performance in the firm’s senior partners. At the time, the firm 

had around 3,000 partners worldwide. For the sub-sample 

of senior partners under study, average annualised revenue 

per senior partner was US$2,438,000, with an average gross 

margin of 57%.

Each senior partner was scored by peers, subordinates 

and the office of chairman – effectively their boss – on 

cognitive intelligence skills such as their knowledge, pattern 

recognition and systems thinking. They were also scored on 

emotional intelligence skills such as their empathy, coaching 

and leadership.

After tracking the financial performance of the senior 

partners for seven successive quarters, the researchers 

found that several cognitive skills, such as knowledge and 

pattern recognition, were not meaningful predictors of 

high performance. Of the 14 skills that predicted senior 

partners’ financial performance, 13 (93%) were to do with 

emotional intelligence and only one to do with cognitive, 

traditional intelligence.

The study suggests that traditional intelligence measures 

are necessary but insufficient for truly high performance. So 

yes, you need to pass exams, gain qualifications and continue 

to gather knowledge about your discipline, the competitive 

landscape and the world; however, all of that only gets you in 

through the door. To truly elevate yourself above those around 

you, you must hone your emotional skills.

Defining EQ
The identification of the skills that comprise EQ is 

often credited to Yale University’s Peter Salovey and the 

University of New Hampshire’s John Mayer in the early 

1990s. Since then, most organisational and performance 

psychologists, including me, continue to define emotional 

intelligence as the ability to recognise, understand and 

use information about emotions in oneself and others. In 

terms of developing these skills – whether in salespeople or 

accountants, hotel managers or teachers – I break them down 

into the following four components:
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More information

Read about EQ as the superpower of the digital age and 
measure yours at accaglobal.com/eq. See this and the other 
quotients for success at bit.ly/ACCA-drivers. 

Technical and ethical (TEQ)
The skills and abilities to perform activities to a 

defined standard while maintaining the highest standards of 

integrity, independence and scepticism.

Intelligence (IQ)
The ability to acquire and use knowledge:  

thinking, reasoning, solving problems and the ability 

to understand and analyse situations that are complex 

and ambiguous.

Creative (CQ)
The ability to use existing knowledge in a new 

situation, make connections, explore potential outcomes 

and generate new ideas.

Digital (DQ)
The awareness and application of existing and 

emerging digital technologies, capabilities, practices, 

strategies and culture.

Emotional (EQ)
The ability to identify your own emotions and 

those of others, harness and apply them to tasks, and 

regulate and manage them.

Vision (VQ)
The ability to predict future trends accurately by 

extrapolating existing trends and facts, and filling the gaps 

by thinking innovatively. 

Experience (XQ)
The ability and skills to understand customer 

expectations, to meet desired outcomes and to  

create value. 

Seven quotients for success 
EQ is one of following seven key quotients that ACCA’s 

research, Professional accountants – the future, has 

highlighted as important for professional accountants to 

develop in order to add value for employers and clients. 

* Being able to recognise emotions in yourself – for 

instance, being aware when you are fearful, sad, irritable, 

embarrassed, aggressive and so on.

* Being able to manage your own emotions. Sometimes 

people allow their emotions to drive their behaviour – eg 

when they feel angry and lash out at others, or when they 

feel sad and withdraw from others. However, people who 

are better able to manage their own emotions are more 

quickly able to calm anger or turn their own fear into hope, 

for example.

* An awareness of emotions in others. How is each 

individual around you feeling at any particular moment 

in time? Is your client feeling enthusiastic or proud, 

anxious or frustrated? Are your colleagues bored or tired, 

interested or inspired? Emotionally intelligent people 

understand that emotions fluctuate frequently. For 

instance, your client or customer may experience many 

different emotions during the course of a single meeting.

* The ability to manage emotions in other people – for 

example, by guiding, calming, and inspiring or using other 

methods such as compassion, assertiveness and humour. 

This fourth component comprises the high-level skills of 

being able to negotiate with opponents, coach individuals, 

influence customers and ultimately lead entire teams.

See tips for honing these skills in the box on the previous page.

Predicting success
Some consultants and advisers claim that emotional 

intelligence is more important than traditional intelligence in 

predicting success. However, that is probably not true.

In a wide-ranging review of the published scientific evidence 

on emotional intelligence, researchers led by Ernest O’Boyle 

at Longwood University in Virginia concluded that components 

of emotional intelligence ‘increment cognitive ability and 

personality measures in the prediction of job performance’. 

In other words, cognitive ability (ie IQ and other measures 

of what we typically think of as intelligence) predicts job 

performance to a certain degree. Personality measures (eg 

the extent to which a person is extraverted, conscientious, 

and agreeable) are also separately able to predict job 

performance. However, adding emotional intelligence skills 

into the mix allows us the very best prediction of who might 

succeed and who might stagnate in their careers.

The implication: it helps to be smart; it helps to have a 

winning personality; but emotional intelligence really does 

make a meaningful difference, too. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational psychologist at leadership 

consulting firm Talentspace. 
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Force for goodForce for good
Countries need to cut employment-destructive labour taxes and increase 
resource and pollution taxes to help build a sustainable global economy

Tax has long been a policy tool of choice all around 
the world for infl uencing social and economic 
behaviour. But can it be used to help drive a 

sustainable global economy?
This is the challenge explored in a recent ACCA report 

by Femke Groothuis, co-founder of the Ex’tax project – a 

thinktank focused on fi scal innovations to boost the United 

Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). The report, 

Tax as a force for good: rebalancing our tax systems to support 
a global economy fi t for the future, calls for a rebalancing of 

tax systems, and sets out how governments must think more 

widely about what they should be taxing, and how those tax 

revenues should be put to use.

The headlines may be dominated by whether multinational 

companies are paying their ‘fair share’ of corporate tax around 

the world, but Tax as a force for good focuses on other, less 

publicised taxes – in particular, labour and green taxes. It is 

these taxes that can directly impact the world’s social and 

economic challenges of unemployment and pollution.

The report stresses the urgent need to focus taxation 

on resource use and pollution rather than on labour. It 

describes adapting tax systems in this way as a ‘survival 

of the fi ttest’ challenge: it is not the biggest or strongest 

that will survive, but those that adapt in time to changing 

circumstances.

Groothuis notes how tax systems have evolved over recent 

centuries – the 18th-century window tax in England and Wales 

has been replaced by fossil fuel duties and progressive income 

tax in the modern world. But this evolution was fi rmly rooted in 

the industrial revolution, and as we enter the fourth industrial 

revolution – one driven by data and technology – so tax 

systems around the world need to adapt accordingly.

The starting point for this discussion centres on the UN’s 

17 SDGs, described as humanity’s ‘to-do list’. Unemployment, 

underemployment and vulnerable forms of employment are 

highlighted as part of Goal 8 (decent work and economic 

growth), making the point that the global economy is nowhere 

near achieving full and productive employment.
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How to green the tax base
Femke Groothuis suggests the tax base can be shifted away 

from labour and income and towards a greener regime by:

* Putting a price on pollution and natural resource use. 
Countries can start with the low-hanging fruit – options 

that suit national circumstances best. In light of the Paris 

Climate Agreement, the abolition of fossil fuel subsidies 

and the creation of effective carbon pricing are the likely 

first candidates.

* Using revenues to lower the tax burden on labour and 
improve social protection. Careful design is required to 

ensure the needs of vulnerable groups are addressed 

through increased social protection or income support.

* Monitoring and adjusting. In a fast-changing world, tax 

systems will need to adapt much faster than before.

Groothuis argues that this creates 

a barrier to inclusive growth. It has 

been calculated that just $0.64 of 

every dollar an employer pays in 

labour costs ends up in employees’ 

pockets (the so-called labour 

tax wedge). Research shows that 

high taxes on labour income can 

hamper job creation and work 

incentives. High payroll costs are an 

incentive for employers to minimise 

headcount, and affect employees’ 

decision to enter the labour force 

and the number of hours they work 

(the effect is particularly strong among low-income workers, 

single parents, second earners and older workers).

This matters, argues the report, because on average across 

the 36 member countries of the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD), more than half of 

all the tax revenue comes from labour. Other countries – the 

emerging economies of Africa, Asia and Latin America – rely 

more on sales taxes, but still raise signifi cant amounts via 

labour. Green taxes hardly get a look in.

No alignment with sustainability
This disparity is at the heart of the report. Many of the 

world’s greatest social and economic challenges relate to 

disadvantageous environmental mega-trends – climate 

disruption, pollution and consumption patterns. The report 

cites the latest Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) analysis, which warns that global carbon emissions must 

start to fall in the next 12 years if large-scale natural and human 

risks are not to play out irreversibly. Air pollution, mostly from 

vehicles and industry, kills millions every year, while a truck load 

of plastic waste is dumped in the oceans every minute.

The fi gures given in the report are staggering. The long-

term negative impact on the global economy caused by 

carbon dioxide emissions in 2017 alone was US$16 trillion, 

while the global welfare losses from pollution stand at US$4.6 

trillion a year, or 6.2% of global economic output.

Despite this, polluters do not pay. ‘Considering that we live 

in an era of climate change, water scarcity and geopolitical 

tensions over fuels and materials, it would be wise to use 

natural resources prudently,’ the report 

points out. ‘Our tax systems, 

however, are currently not 

aligned with the goal of 

sustainability, as the use of natural 

resources tends to be relatively tax-

free, or even subsidised.’

It is not as if there aren’t options 

for green taxation. The policy toolkit 

developed by Ex’tax provides an 

overview of more than 100 ‘green’ 

tax base options that are available 

to governments, including ways to 

tax air pollution (such as carbon 

emissions), energy, food production 

inputs, fossil fuels, metals and 

minerals, traffi c, waste and water. 

Each category is divided into 

subcategories. The waste category, 

for example, is broken down into 

electronic waste, packaging, nuclear waste, sewage, landfi ll 

and other types of waste.

Green taxes can be highly effective at changing behaviour 

and averting environmental damage. The UK’s landfi ll tax, for 

example, has been instrumental in reducing the amount of 

waste dumped in the ground by 44% since 2000. And when 

the Stockholm, Sweden, began taxing vehicles to reduce the 

volume of traffi c, air-borne pollutants dropped by up to 20%, 

decreasing the incidence of childhood asthma by 40%.

Crucially, the report argues that green taxes are growth-

friendly – they distort the economy less than taxes on labour 

and income, and the administrative and transaction costs 

are lower than other taxes, notably income tax. Compared 

with emissions trading systems and direct regulation, green 

taxes provide more opportunity for recycling the revenues 

by reducing other taxes to compensate in part, or even to 

overcompensate, for any welfare loss that may occur.

Green taxes are 
growth-friendly 

– they distort the 
economy less than 

taxes on labour 
and income, 

and incur low 
administrative and 

transaction costs

natural resources prudently,’ the report 

resources tends to be relatively tax-
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Green taxes fall as a percentage of GDP
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But their use is limited. In 2014, green taxes raised 5.3% 

of total tax revenue in OECD countries (generating revenue 

equal to 1.6% of OECD GDP) – see the graph above. Having 

put the case for green taxes, Groothuis sets out the steps 

that can be taken to shift the tax base towards a green tax 

system – see box on opposite page. But she concedes that 

implementing such a strategy is not easy – short political 

lifecycles do not encourage long-term strategies, while 

industries with a vested interest in maintaining the status quo 

are often powerful lobbyists. International coordination would 

also be required, and followers of the OECD’s BEPS (tax base 

erosion and profit-shifting) project will be well aware of just 

how difficult it is to reach agreement in principle, let alone put 

any policies into practice.

In addition, an often heard worry is that environmental taxes 

can aggravate income inequality, as low-income households 

spend a higher share of their income on energy-intensive 

goods. In practice, though, plenty of policy options are 

available to alleviate the impact on specific households.

Business as catalyst
Business can play an important role in promoting the shift 

to a greener and more sustainable tax system. The report 

says: ‘The private sector can become a catalyst for better 

policy by engaging proactively with governments to push for 

forward-looking policies to promote circular and inclusive 

business growth.’

Circular business models require a shift away from the linear 

take-make-waste industrial model to a carbon-neutral and 

regenerative approach in which products are ‘made to be 

made again’. The report cites many ways in which businesses 

are leading through innovative models, but governments can 

do more to support circular business initiatives.

The report concludes: ‘By rethinking the design of our tax 

systems in a holistic way, taxes can become a tool supporting 

the ambitions of an inclusive global economy that is fit for the 

future.’ In other words, tax can be a force for good. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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A boost for balance
Female partners are still a relative rarity in professional services. But UK firms are 
working to rectify this and could prove an example for some other parts of the world 

The gender imbalance at the top of professional 
services firms is stark. At PwC, for example, in 
the 2018 financial year women accounted for only 

20% of the global partnership (up from 13% in 2006). 
Similarly, across KPMG’s international network, only 16% 
of EMEA partners (covering Europe, the Middle East and 
Africa, including India) were female, although the picture 
was somewhat better in the Americas (22%) and Asia 
Pacific (23%).  

Alison Temperley, former PwC tax consultant turned 

management coach and leadership expert, is struck by such 

imbalances, given that far more equal numbers of men and 

women enter these organisations. Temperley, also author of 

Inside Knowledge: How Women 
Can Thrive in Professional Services 
Firms, says women are drawn to 

such businesses ‘because they are 

perceived as meritocracies that 

require the skills and intellectual 

power that they have excelled at 

previously at school and university’. 

But something then goes wrong. 

Traditional theories for low female 

partner rates include the assumption 

that some women leave in their 30s 

because balancing family and work 

life is too difficult. Female character 

traits perhaps also play a part. 

Temperley thinks women tend to 

be more perfectionist and scared of failure than men, but less 

likely to attribute successes to their own capabilities or actions.

Firm action
Whatever the reasons, professional services firms are taking 

action. Many are setting targets. In the UK, for example, PwC 

is aiming for 24% female partners by 2020 (up from 20% now); 

and Deloitte has a target of 25% by 2020 and has made a 

commitment to achieve 40% by 2030 (up from 19% now).  

Clare Rowe, culture and inclusion lead at Deloitte UK, says 

the firm has had ‘a real focus’ on gender since 2014, when it 

introduced a gender balance action plan. This has seen the 

firm focus on actions designed to address potential ‘pain 

points’ during people’s careers. The firm is now focusing on 

trying to recruit more women at entry level, retain them when 

they reach middle-level roles, and develop and support them 

to help them keep progressing.

‘It’s not about fixing the women; it’s about changing the 

culture, structures and mindsets within the organisation – as 

well as making interventions to ensure equality of opportunity,’ 

Rowe says. ‘While programmes and targets are important, 

they won’t succeed in really changing the diversity or gender 

balance within the organisation without that focus on the 

underlying culture – in terms of hours, the way people behave 

and ways of working.’

In 2014 Deloitte UK introduced an approach called ‘agile 

working’. Rowe explains: ‘It’s about 

providing an environment where 

people are judged on the value 

they bring and the contribution they 

make – not time spent in the office. 

People can flex their hours, work 

from home or another office and 

be trusted to do their job.’ Deloitte 

also has more formal, contractual 

flexible working arrangements where 

staff can work fewer hours. In 2018 

it also introduced annualised days 

contracts, enabling people to work 

a reduced number of days a year, 

which can, for example, enable 

school-term-time-only working.

Sponsorship programmes
Development programmes focused on women are now the 

norm in many firms. Return-to-work initiatives – where women 

and firms can see how well they fit together over a six-month 

period – are also widespread. One area of particular current 

focus, however, is sponsorship. Deloitte UK runs female 

sponsorship programmes for some of its senior women, which 

can take a variety of forms, including a one-to-one relationship 

with a partner. ‘The partner, as their sponsor, can advocate for 

them, open doors and provide connections,’ Rowe says.

Sarah Churchman, UK head of diversity, inclusion and 

wellbeing at PwC, also sees sponsorship as one of three key 

‘It’s not about 
fixing the 

women; it’s about 
changing the 

culture, structures 
and mindsets 

within the 
organisation’
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Taking ownership
Women can take steps themselves to further their career 

prospects. Author and coach Alison Temperley encourages 

women to communicate their achievements – including 

the financial contribution they make, not just highlighting 

‘inputs’ such as their knowledge and hard work. PwC’s Sarah 

Churchman agrees. ‘It’s about helping people to understand 

what you have done,’ she says. ‘But it’s also about making your 

aspirations and ambitions clear. Otherwise assumptions may 

be made about you.’ 

This could manifest as ‘benevolent bias’: an assumption, 

for example, that a working mother won’t want to be 

assigned to a top engagement because of the long 

hours required, when that individual may have made 

provisions to be available. ‘It’s about having open and 

honest conversations,’ Churchman says.

factors that will help bring more women through to the top in 

her firm. Sponsors are available to talented female directors 

and senior managers. ‘A sponsor is somebody who is more of 

an advocate for these people – not just a mentor,’ Churchman 

says. ‘It’s about making sure women are getting access to the 

right networks as well as visibility.’

Another key factor involves making PwC business 

unit leaders accountable for achieving gender and 

ethnicity targets across four grades, from manager to 

partner. The third is about fair work allocation, after analysis 

suggested that men and women were not gaining the 

same access to the highest profile engagements. ‘We now 

produce quarterly reports for all our business unit leaders 

so they can see, for their top 10 revenue-generating clients, 

the proportion of women and men on those engagements,’ 

Churchman says. 

These and other 

initiatives applied 

internationally 

do seem to 

be having an impact. Globally, PwC’s female partner 

admissions across the international network increased 

from 23% in 2013 to 30% in 2018. And market forces may 

be helping women’s cause, too. 

‘When we are pitching for work, so many clients now want 

to see a diverse proposal team,’ says Churchman. ‘In addition, 

most people from the millennial generation want much greater 

flexibility in how, when and where they work. So the focus we 

now have on transforming work is helpful not just for attracting 

younger people, but is also really helpful for women.’ AB

Sarah Perrin, journalist
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Time to transform
With technology changing every aspect of business, speakers at the World Congress 
of Accountants were clear that fi nance teams have to embrace digital transformation

It’s no secret that just about every organisation in every 
industry is undergoing a continual process of digital 
transformation – but where does this leave fi nance 

teams? What role should these bastions of security, stability 
and compliance play in today’s world of continual change, 
where the ability to innovate can make or break businesses?

The short answer is that fi nance leaders must reshape their 

own teams to help deliver the wider digital transformation that 

is taking place in their organisations. Finance functions must be 

set up to advise stakeholders on the drivers of business growth, 

including productivity and continual performance improvement. 

That was the view of fi nance leaders who spoke at the World 

Congress of Accountants (WCOA) in Australia last November.

‘Our role in fi nance is to really enable, support and drive 

the business to change and be successful in the long term,’ 

declared group CFO Janelle Hopkins, who has spent the past 

fi ve years masterminding the transformation of the fi nance 

department of postal services provider Australia Post.

Refl ecting on how she began the transformation process, 

Hopkins said: ‘The fi rst thing I did was spend time with my 

senior leadership team, and I talked to them about the need 

for us to change and transform.’

Obtaining buy-in at executive level is absolutely critical 

to the success of any transformation, but securing capital 

expenditure to invest in a back-offi ce function such as fi nance 

can be a challenging exercise. ‘You’ve got to be able to sell 

an idea, and I don’t think fi nance people are typically very 

good at that,’ said Daniel Papallo, global planning and fi nance 

transformation controller at medical device company Cochlear.

Instead of starting a business case with the mechanics 

and costs of the proposal, Papallo suggested emphasising 

the benefi ts of change and how these contribute to the 

organisation’s broader goals. ‘If you can sell that, and you can 

actually make an emotional connection to the problem, then 

that can be really powerful,’ he said.

Show them you can do it
Hopkins said that demonstrating credibility had been crucial 

when she was trying to secure management approval to 

transform Australia Post’s fi nance team. ‘We actually self-

funded some of the transformation by taking cost out of the 

team before we’d even delivered it,’ she said. That allowed her 

to show senior leaders that her team had the ability to deliver 

change that would benefi t the business. 

With executive approval secured, Australia Post’s 

transformation occurred in stages. ‘The only differentiator 

between a good fi nance function and a bad one is the people 

and capabilities you have,’ said Hopkins, who focused on 

the people side of the transformation fi rst. ‘I took the top 60 

people within the fi nance function and said, what do we need 

to do to really become a leading-edge fi nance function?’

Hopkins and her team identifi ed several transformation-

underpinning soft skills – including negotiation and 

collaboration prowess – that were required in order to engage 

effectively with colleagues in other business units. The fi nance 

department invested accordingly in training and development, 

and future recruitment decisions took soft skills into account. 

Australia Post then focused on simplifying fi nance processes 

to facilitate better decision-making. Hopkins said that taking 

the time to get these processes right was an essential part of 

allowing the business to implement tools such as automation, 

robotics and analytics effectively.

Jacqueline Chan, managing director and CFO of DBS Bank 

in Hong Kong, explained how her organisation’s fi nance 

transformation started with a mission statement: ‘to better 

Top transformation skills
Curiosity and communication are two of the key attributes 

in a fi nance team undergoing transformation, according to 

delegates polled at the World Congress of Accountants.

Refl ecting on the poll, Australia Post group CFO Janelle 

Hopkins said, ‘It is about curiosity and challenge,’ adding that 

the right training was crucial in making sure that people were 

willing to get their point of view across.

Daniel Papallo, global planning and fi nance transformation 

controller at Cochlear, added: ‘Building communications skills 

is really key – that willingness to embrace other parts of the 

business, build networks and align yourself to the mission 

of the business. Those are the things that are immensely 

valuable in a fi nance team.’ To fi nd out more about the skills 

of tomorrow’s fi nance professional including emotional 

intelligence, visit accaglobal.com/eq.
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assess data and provide information to stakeholders so that 

they can make the right decisions’.

Having identified the desired outcome, Chan adapted the 

finance function’s operating model. The team was split into 

two parts: one focusing on traditional financial reporting using 

automation and robotics, the other focusing on analytics-

based performance management.

Chan said the performance management part of the 

business was a ‘centre of excellence’ that included data 

scientists, data analysts, data engineers and people who look 

after the platform and the architecture. These professionals 

worked in tandem with the financial reporting team, she said. 

‘It’s important that finance does not walk alone. We need to 

link up with the rest of the organisation.’

While the finance leaders speaking at WCOA had arrived 

at different structures and methodologies to 

transform their teams, they all shared a similar 

philosophy: digital transformation requires 

more than just investment in technology – it 

requires investment in people as well. AB

Andy McLean is a journalist in 

Sydney, Australia.
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Seeking harmony

Dr Rob Yeung talks about types of 
passion for work at bit.ly/ACCA-playlist.

Whistle while you work
Feeling passion for your job can reap benefits – provided it’s the right kind.  
Dr Rob Yeung offers advice on how focusing on your signature strengths can help  

feel that they ‘must’ or ‘have to’ work as 

opposed to enjoying their job.

Harmonious or obsessive?
Harmonious and obsessive passion 

both exist to some degree within most 

people, but many experience one more 

strongly than the other. It’s also possible 

for people to have low levels of both: 

they may be quite disengaged from 

their work.

The two types of passion are related 

to different outcomes. Norwegian 

researchers Ide Birkeland and Robert 

Buch found that harmonious passion 

for work was correlated with life 

satisfaction. In contrast, obsessive 

passion was negatively correlated 

with life satisfaction: these individuals 

reported feeling less happy overall.

More worryingly, the researchers 

also found links to burnout: a 

physical and psychological syndrome 

characterised by exhaustion, cynicism 

and diminished work performance. 

Unsurprisingly, people with higher 

levels of harmonious passion seemed 

to be protected, while those who felt 

more obsessively passionate had more 

markers of burnout.

Another study by Violet Ho and 

Jeffrey Pollack found links between 

passion and business success. 

Harmoniously passionate entrepreneurs 

were more effective at networking – 

they tended to receive more income 

from peer referrals – than their more 

obsessively passionate counterparts.

You have probably read about 
managers and entrepreneurs who say 
how passionate they are about their 
work. But it turns out that passion is not 
always positive, with studies showing 
that there are actually two broad types.

To what extent do you agree with the 

following three statements?

* ‘My work allows me to create 

memorable experiences.’

* ‘My work is in harmony with the other 

aspects and activities in my life.’

* ‘I often discover new things through 

my work that allow me to appreciate 

life even more.’

Consider also the next three statements. 

To what degree do you agree with these?

* ‘My mood depends on me being 

able to perform well at work.’

* ‘I have an almost obsessive need to 

work hard.’

* ‘I have a difficult time controlling my 

need to work.’

The first three statements measure 

what’s known as harmonious passion. 

When people feel harmoniously 

passionate, they feel motivated to work 

hard because they enjoy it – their work is 

inherently fun or gratifying. People with 

very high levels of harmonious passion 

may even work without pay because it’s 

almost a hobby for them.

The second three statements measure 

obsessive passion, which develops 

when people feel compelled to work 

hard. That could be because they 

need recognition and social plaudits 

or because they wish to feel superior 

to others. Another common driver is 

because they feel they need the money 

to support a family or other demands in 

life. Obsessively passionate individuals 

Those who 
felt more 

obsessively 
passionate had 
more markers 

of burnout
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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.

solve problems’. What’s the best way to develop skills 

such as creative thinking and the ability to innovate?

A  There may be two separate issues here. First, do 

you have enough of the skill? Second, can you 

successfully communicate the extent of the skill that you have?

My experience is that everybody can get better at innovation and solving 

problems. It’s often just a matter of making a conscious decision to do so and 

setting aside time to identify things that could be improved at work. What niggles 

or problems continually frustrate you and colleagues? What procedures could 

you introduce to make things simpler, faster, cheaper or less prone to mistakes? 

From your readings and conversations with people in other businesses, what new 

technologies or creative solutions would make life easier?

When you identify an idea, put together a business case in order to present a well-

argued solution to managers further up the hierarchy. If you do not feel confi dent 

doing so, ask for advice and perhaps make your case in collaboration with others. 

Solving problems and improving situations is a vital skill that will get you noticed 

within your organisation, too.

The other part of the equation may concern how well you convey instances of 

innovation and problem-solving to interviewers. Think about the two best examples 

of when you delivered innovative solutions at work. For each, what was the initial 

problem or opportunity? What analysis did you do? Who did you involve? And 

what did you as an individual do to improve the situation? Script and rehearse your 

answers out loud to ensure that you can win over interviewers not only with your 

words but also your manner and personal energy.

Tips for the top
Is working in an open-plan offi ce a good idea? Two studies present a mixed picture. 

Researchers Ethan Bernstein and Stephen Turban reported on two companies that 

transitioned to open-plan spaces: the volume of face-to-face interaction fell by 

approximately 70% while electronic communication increased signifi cantly.

Separately, Casey Lindberg asked workers in four offi ce buildings 

to carry portable sensors. Employees using open-bench 

seating did more physical activity and reported lower 

stress than those in private offi ces or cubicles.

It may be that open-plan offi ces affect some aspects 

of work negatively but others positively. There is 

insuffi cient research to conclude that any particular 

type of layout is better in every way. It is also likely 

that the nature of the work – for example, the extent 

to which employees call external clients – would further 

infl uence the kind of design that might be most effective.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I recently applied for a role and 

went through three rounds of 

interviews but was rejected. I received 

feedback that I had not demonstrated 

suffi cient ‘ability to innovate and 

If you feel driven by higher levels 

of obsessive passion than you would 

like, consider changing the nature 

of your work. Studies suggest 

that it is possible to boost 

levels of harmonious passion 

by identifying and then putting 

into use your signature strengths. 

These are skills or behaviours that 

fulfi l two criteria: they must both 

get verifi ably good results (ie 

colleagues or customers give you 

feedback that these are things you do 

well) and feel energising for you to do. 

For example, if you receive praise for 

your presentations but dislike giving 

them, then this is not a signature 

strength because it does not invigorate 

you. Similarly, if you enjoy dealing with 

customers but have been told that you 

need to work on these skills, then this 

cannot be a signature strength for you.

Next, pursue tasks, activities and 

projects that allow you to use your 

signature strengths. Volunteer, 

negotiate, trade responsibilities and 

use your ingenuity to fi nd ways to 

exercise these important skills more 

frequently. Also, seek advice on how 

best to do so from colleagues, mentors 

and confi dants. 

Changing the nature of your role to 

feel more appropriately passionate 

about your work is an ongoing process 

that will reap benefi ts over many 

months rather than weeks. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.
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Change challenge
When dealing with disruption, it 
helps to understand the nature of 
the change before prioritising how to 
capitalise on it, advises Tony Grundy

At the nub of Ignacio’s problem is 

how to prioritise these disparate change 

projects according to attractiveness and 

implementation difficulty. This involves 

assessing project benefits versus costs 

and reviewing the difficulty over time.

Providing input to the restructuring 

would be rated ‘highly attractive but very 

difficult’. Achieving digitisation would be 

rated ‘highly attractive but very difficult’. 

Transforming the finance function would 

be rated ‘medium attractive’ or, given 

that progress has already been made, 

‘moderately difficult’. 

It is helpful to plot the projects’ levels 

of difficulty over time on a graph. The 

vertical axis indicates attractiveness, the 

horizontal axis the level of difficulty. The 

more attractive the project goal, the 

more difficult it tends to be (and vice 

versa). Economists call it an indifference 

curve; I call it the curse of change.

But the positionings on any such 

graph need to be carefully thought 

through. Fail to evaluate change projects 

effectively and they will not deliver the 

anticipated benefits or will become 

unspeakably difficult. If you understand 

the expected difficulty from the outset, 

you can at least plan accordingly. AB

Tony Grundy is a strategy consultant, 

trainer and business school lecturer.

The Greek philosopher Heraclitus once 
said that the only constant in life was 
change. Nowhere could that sentiment 
be more true than in today’s world of 
finance – so different from 20 years ago. 

Accountants are buffeted by change 

from many directions: increasingly 

competitive and disrupted markets, 

uncertainty/volatility, new technology, 

regulation, and the shifting demands of 

the workforce, coupled with the need for 

different skillsets. 

To manage something as amorphous 

as change, it first has to be visualised. 

Crystalising it in this way allows finance 

heads to be much more flexible in their 

thinking and turn it into an opportunity.

There is a vast amount of guidance on 

change management doing the rounds. 

But I find it useful to break change 

down into four different forms: smooth, 

incremental, bumpy incremental and 

discontinuous. It helps to visualise these 

in terms of a running cartoon stickman 

(see the video at bit.ly/TGchange):

* Smooth change. The constant rate 

means you can keep up the pace – 

the stickman is running comfortably 

on a treadmill.

* Incremental change. The stickman 

is following a rollercoaster trajectory, 

which results in a high level of stress 

– and possibly distress.

* Bumpy incremental change. A 

smooth rate of change suddenly 

escalates, so the stickman jogging 

along on the flat is confronted by a 

mountain he can’t see over, sliding 

eventually, exhausted, to the bottom. 

* Discontinuous change. A mix 

of smooth change and random, 

mountainous change means the 

stickman needs help from a facilitator 

who can see the bigger picture and 

encourage him to keep going.

The following fictitious case study 

offers a model for how to change your 

running style. Ignacio is the FD of a 

medium-sized group of business services 

companies. The group is operating 

under a cloud of uncertainty caused 

by intensified competition, with profits 

threatened by clients pushing harder on 

contracts. There are also rumours of a 

reorganisation to take out ‘surplus fat’. 

In addition, Ignacio is trying to bring 

the finance department into a more 

digital world. He is midway through a 

course on leadership encouraged by 

the CEO, who has identified that, while 

Ignacio is excellent technically and good 

managerially, he is uncomfortable about 

taking on a more charismatic role and 

would benefit from better influencing 

skills at board level, as the directors 

appear resistant to change. 
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Ownership example

Common control
The diversity in accounting treatment for transactions involving businesses under 
common control is in the IASB spotlight. Adam Deller explains what’s happening

One of the items on the agenda for 
the International Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) is the accounting for 
businesses under common control. The 
project may not be on the same scale 
as the big new IFRS Standards, but it’s 
an area not currently covered, so the 
IASB is looking to resolve the situation.

The first issue is to establish what a 

business under common control is. As 

the diagram below shows, a company 

P currently owns 70% of entity A and 

100% of entity B. If entity A were to 

GAAP, measuring net assets at historical 

cost-carrying amount.

Various parties, notably securities 

regulators, have raised concerns about 

the diversity in practice in accounting 

for BCUCC and have asked the IASB 

to provide guidance. It is a particular 

concern for emerging economies, where 

BCUCC can be prevalent. Initial research 

from the IASB staff has showed that 

BCUCC are typically accounted for by 

the predecessor method rather than the 

acquisition method. 

The major question with BCUCC that 

the IASB is looking to address relates 

to how the net assets of the transferred 

entity should be valued at the date that 

the transfer takes place. The current 

IASB position on the way forward for 

the BCUCC project presents two major 

alternatives for dealing with this.

* Current value. This approach is 

an extension of the acquisition 

method used in IFRS 3. It requires 

acquire another entity from outside 

the P group, this would be covered 

by the acquisition method in IFRS 3, 

Business Combinations, ensuring that 

the acquirer measured net assets at 

fair value. However, if entity A were 

to acquire entity B, this transaction 

would be between businesses under 

common control, and there is currently 

no prescribed accounting method. This 

would also be the case if P set up a new 

entity C and transferred both A and B 

into it in anticipation of an initial public 

offering to sell off entity C. 

Business combinations under 

common control (BCUCC) are excluded 

from the scope of IFRS 3, so entities 

must apply IAS 8, Accounting Policies, 
Changes in Accounting Estimates and 
Errors, and develop an accounting 

policy that results in useful information. 

In practice, entities use the acquisition 

method set out under IFRS 3, or a 

predecessor method based on national 

P

BA

70% 100%
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While the 
predecessor 

method is simpler, 
what carrying 

amount should be 
used for the assets 

transferred?

the net assets of the transferred 

entity to be recorded at fair value. 

This results in a goodwill amount, 

shown in the difference between 

the consideration and the fair value 

of the net assets. There are some 

variations of how this could be 

applied, but the key principle is that 

the assets and liabilities would be 

included at fair value, with goodwill 

recognised, or a gain on a bargain 

purchase if the consideration paid is 

lower than the net assets received.

* Predecessor method. This method 

transfers the net assets at their 

carrying amounts. Any difference 

between this and the consideration 

is shown as a deduction in equity (if 

the consideration is higher), rather 

than being held in goodwill. If the 

consideration is lower than the 

carrying amount of the net assets, 

it is treated as a contribution to 

equity.

In some ways the predecessor method 

is simpler to apply, as it doesn’t rely on 

fair valuation methods and does not 

involve additional costs arising from a 

fair value exercise.

However, while the predecessor 

method is simpler it still brings issues 

as to what carrying amount should be 

used for the assets upon the transfer. 

It could, for example, be the carrying 

amount in the fi nancial statements of 

the transferred entity. Alternatively it 

could be the carrying amount of the 

net assets currently recognised by the 

controlling party, which would be based 

on their fair value at acquisition, less 

subsequent depreciation.

Most research participants feel 

that the carrying amounts of the 

transferred entity should be used – one 

participant argued that using carrying 

amounts recognised by the controlling 

party would be a form of so-called 

push-down accounting and was not 

appropriate. Most participants agreed 

with the preliminary view that the IASB 

should not prescribe where in equity 

to recognise any difference between 

consideration and transferred net 

assets, but they also thought that the 

least appropriate place to recognise any 

difference would be in share capital. 

Current guidance by accountancy 

fi rms generally suggests that BCUCC 

can usually be accounted for using 

the predecessor method or the IFRS 

3 acquisition method. Some guidance 

emphasises that if the acquisition 

method is applied, it should normally 

be applied in its entirety, as set out 

in IFRS 3. However, if the acquisition 

method gives rise to an apparent gain 

on a bargain purchase, that gain should 

be recognised in equity as a capital 

contribution from the shareholders. 

Non-controlling interest
As with all accounting changes, there 

is a balance to be struck between the 

costs associated with the accounting 

and the usefulness of the information 

provided. The IASB believes the most 

signifi cant impact of valuing the net 

assets in the transferred entity arises 

where there is a non-controlling interest 

(NCI) in the ownership of the entity 

being transferred, so it is focusing its 
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work on this. The impact for wholly 

owned entities is not as significant, so 

this has not yet been examined.

Following feedback, the IASB 

believes the current value approach 

provides the most useful information 

for the NCI of the receiving entity, 

although this could depend on 

whether the NCI is substantive or 

non-substantive (by size or nature). 

If non-substantive, the benefits may 

not outweigh the costs, particularly 

when the NCI consists of only a few 

employee stock options issued to key 

management personnel. 

Qualitative
On balance, the IASB is proposing that 

a current-value approach is considered 

only for some of the transactions that 

affect NCI. Two possible approaches 

– qualitative and quantitative – could 

be taken with such transactions. With 

the qualitative method, there are two 

ways to decide whether the transaction 

should be measured at current value:

* whether the equity’s instruments are 

traded in a public or private market

* whether the NCI shareholder is a 

related party or not.

Under the first of the two possible 

qualitative methods, a current value 

approach could be required only 

when the equity instruments being 

traded are on a public market. Such 

transactions are likely to be substantive, 

so there is little debate that current 

value is the most relevant measurement 

criterion. The main issue here is that 

private entities may not have to use 

the current value method (which 

provides the most useful information). 

However, IASB staff think that the NCI 

in private entities may rely on general 

purpose financial statements less than 

the NCI in public entities, as they are 

often held by related parties;  so, on 

balance, the board thinks the approach 

worth exploring.

Under the NCI shareholder-type 

option, current value would be used 

for transactions affecting NCI that is 

not held by related parties (or other 

employees if they don’t meet the 

definition of a related party). However, 

this would not apply the cost constraint, 

as the NCI could be very small.

Quantitative
A quantitative approach could require 

the current value approach when 

the relative size of the NCI reaches a 

quantitative threshold (such as 10% of 

the entity), with a predecessor method 

applied if this threshold is not met.

While this would apply the cost 

constraint and be simple, it would rely 

on an arbitrary threshold and could 

exclude some public entities. An IASB 

study of 14 stock exchanges found that 

setting a 20% threshold would cover 

listed companies as the minimum 

public float requirement never fell 

below that level.

The current proposal looks at a mix of 

qualitative and quantitative approaches 

to the NCI. This mix could involve 

applying the current value method to 

listed entities and to private entities 

with NCI above a set threshold.

The project is now starting to take 

shape, with the IASB focusing efforts on 

BCUCC with an impact on NCI. These 

are likely to involve bringing in net 

assets at fair values, certainly where the 

NCI is substantial. The details are far 

from being ironed out, but at least the 

direction is now set. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.
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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

issues the authority identified are largely 

down to inadequate narrative disclosure 

of the effect of IFRS 15 and the detailed 

explanation of when and how revenue is 

recognised. The pitfalls include: 

* disclosing whether revenue has 

been recognised over time or at a 

point in time

* disclosing that revenue is 

recognised when control passes but 

not how or when control passes. 

IAASA will engage with companies 

this year to improve compliance with 

IFRS 15. Its plans include looking 

more closely at the discourse of 

disaggregation of revenue, disclosure of 

significant judgments, and identification 

of performance obligations. The full 

IAASA report is at bit.ly/IFRS15-review. 

Charity trustees code
The charities regulator has issued a 

governance code for charities. It sets the 

minimum standards that every trustee 

should ensure the charity meets in 

order to effectively manage and control 

their organisation. You can find the 

governance code at bit.ly/charity-code.

Practising certificates
Some members do a small amount of 

private accounting, tax and consulting 

work for some clients. This work usually 

requires that the member hold a 

practising certificate. To check whether 

any private work that you do requires 

a practising certificate, take a look at 

the ACCA Am I in public practice? 
factsheet at bit.ly/prac-cert-check. 

If you want to apply for a certificate, 

go to bit.ly/prac-cert-apply. If you 

should have a certificate but don’t, 

Revenue recognition
The Irish Auditing and Accounting 

Supervisory Authority (IAASA) has 

reviewed compliance by companies with 

IFRS 15, Revenue from Contracts with 
Customers. IFRS 15 is a joint US GAAP 

and IFRS Standard, so the findings apply 

to members working in companies that 

report under IFRS or US GAAP. There 

are, however, some small differences 

between the US and IFRS versions of the 

revenue recognition standard. 

IFRS 15 must be applied for annual 

reporting periods beginning on or 

after 1 January 2018. It has proved 

particularly difficult to implement for 

some companies in the fintech, software 

and telecoms sectors. 

The standard sets out a five-step 

approach to revenue recognition: 

* Identify the contract with a customer.

* Identify all individual performance 

obligations within the contract.

* Determine the transaction price.

* Allocate the price to the 

performance obligations.

* Recognise revenue as performance 

obligations are fulfilled.

It sounds straightforward enough –

until you try and apply it to a bundled 

product and service where each of the 

performance obligations in the bundle 

is delivered at a different time. The 

information also needs to be tracked 

three ways: once for the accounting, 

again for the disclosures, and a third 

time to track the capitalisation of some 

direct sales costs. 

IAASA found that the adoption of 

IFRS 15 had no material impact on the 

revenue recognition practices of 75% of 

the companies reviewed. Most of the 

Certification 
means vouching 
for a transaction 

from invoice to 
payment – and 
is prohibitively 

expensive in most 
situations
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contact me, in confidence, at 

aidan.clifford@accaglobal.com, to 

discuss how to regularise the situation. 

Members can do accounting work 

for friends and family and charities 

(where the turnover of the charity is less 

than £250,000) on an honorary basis. 

For more, see the ACCA factsheet on 

honorary work at bit.ly/honorary-work.

New audit standard 
A revised ISA (Ireland) 540 standard 

on auditing accounting estimates and 

related disclosures has been issued by 

IAASA to align the Irish standard with 

changes made to ISA 540 in the UK. 

The amended standard requires 

more attention to the risk of 

misstatement of estimates based on 

the consideration of their complexity 

and subjectivity. It emphasises the 

use of professional scepticism to 

ensure any possible management bias 

is identified and addressed. Finally, 

as with all new auditing standards, 

there is a requirement to enhance the 

documentation of the work done. 

You can find the revised standard at 

bit.ly/ISA-Ireland-540. 

I certify…
Certification by an independent 

accountant of various financial matters 

may be sought for primary school 

accounts, VAT form 56A applications, 

some bank loan affordability reports and 

reports for a number of government 

agencies. ACCA reminds members 

that certification represents vouching 

100% for a transaction – from invoice 

through to payment, including 

ensuring the payment cleared the 

entity’s bank account. Certification is 

both impracticable and prohibitively 

expensive in most situations. 

The legislation governing the 

accounting in schools does refer 

to ‘certification’, but we have 

confirmation that compilation reports 

are perfectly acceptable. Where 

certification is sought from banks 

and certain government bodies, 

members are advised to decline to 

provide certification and offer instead 

confirmation of the information in 

their possession without providing any 

additional assurance. 

For form 56A applications (securing 

the zero-rating of qualifying goods and 

services, of intra-community acquisitions 

and of imports from outside the EU), an 

accountant’s letter is sufficient. 

Expected credit losses
The UK-based Taskforce on Disclosures 

about Expected Credit Losses under 

IFRS 9 has reported. Given the 

complexity of IFRS 9 models and the 

high degree of management judgment 

involved in the calculations, high-quality 

disclosures are seen as essential in 

successfully implementing the standard. 

The report is at bit.ly/exp-cred-loss.

Consolidation
Even if you have not forgotten how to 

do a consolidation, many members 

learned the method under the old UK 

GAAP. The Financial Reporting Council 

has recently issued guidance and a 

worked example under FRS 102 at 

bit.ly/consolidation-examples. Other 

factsheets – on cashflow statements, 

financial instruments, fair value for 

property, and transition to FRS 102 – are 

at bit.ly/FRS102-factsheets. 

Indemnity insurance 
We have learned that insurer AIG is 

exiting the Irish professional indemnity 

insurance market. If your existing policy 

is with AIG, you need to allow extra time 

at renewal to identify a replacement 

provider. AIG should, of course, honour 

all existing policies up to renewal. AB

Aidan Clifford is advisory services 

manager, ACCA Ireland.
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Tax update
Mary Healy highlights the fi rst EC report on the automatic exchange of information, 
cuts in the VAT burden for charities and the start of the real-time PAYE reporting regime

219/2018. Compensation will be paid 

one year in arrears. Claims for the 2018 

calendar year must be submitted to 

Revenue by 30 June 2019.

Revenue 2018 results
Revenue has published its headline 

results, a preliminary overview of activity 

and tax collected in 2018. It collected 

€54.5bn in taxes and duties over the year, 

together with a further €13.5bn on behalf 

of other government departments and 

agencies and EU member states. The 

strong record of timely compliance by 

business taxpayers continues, at 99% and 

98% for large and medium-sized cases 

and 88% for smaller cases. 

Over the year, more than 572,000 

compliance interventions were carried 

out, generating €572.6m. Revenue 

statistics for 2018 show that €482m was 

received in local property tax, with a 

compliance rate of 97%. 

Dwelling house exemption
The High Court recently found that a 

taxpayer was entitled to the dwelling 

house exemption from Capital 

PAYE real-time reporting
The new real-time reporting regime 

for PAYE commenced on 1 January. 

At the time of writing, 140,000 payroll 

submissions had been made to Revenue 

by 119,000 employers, covering over 

1.5 million employees. The National 

Employer Helpline received 1,200 to 

1,500 calls daily in the fi rst two weeks 

of the year. Revenue has updated its 

website with information on the most 

common queries received, on issues such 

as ROS certifi cates and downloading 

Revenue payroll notifi cations.

We will keep readers updated on 

any important developments and 

clarifi cations on real-time reporting.   

VAT and charities
In December, Paschal Donohoe, minister 

for fi nance and public expenditure and 

reform, signed the Value-Added Tax 

(Refund of Tax) (Charities Compensation 

Scheme) Order 2018. The order 

commences the VAT compensation 

scheme for charities, announced in 

Budget 2018. The aim is to reduce the 

VAT burden on charities by partially 

compensating them for VAT incurred in 

running their organisation. Charities will 

be able to reclaim a proportion of their 

VAT costs, based on the level of non-

public funding they receive. A capped 

fund of €5m will be available in 2019 to 

fi nance claims under the scheme for VAT 

incurred in 2018. Where the total claims 

in a year exceed €5m, VAT will be repaid 

to charities on a pro-rata basis.

Revenue has published detailed 

guidelines on the operation of the 

VAT compensation scheme in eBrief 

Charities will be 
able to reclaim 

some of their VAT 
costs, based on 

the level of non-
public funding 

they receive
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Acquisitions Tax (CAT) in a case where 

the taxpayer inherited the family 

home, together with the residue of 

the deceased’s estate that included an 

interest in four other properties.

Revenue did not appeal the High 

Court judgement and has updated its 

CAT manual to reflect Revenue’s revised 

approach. The manual distinguishes 

between dwelling houses inherited as 

a specific legacy and those inherited 

in the residue of an estate. A dwelling 

house forming part of the residue of 

an estate will not have to be taken 

into account in determining whether 

a successor has an interest in another 

dwelling house at the date of an 

inheritance. The relevant factor for 

the purposes of the dwelling house 

exemption is whether a successor 

already had an interest in another 

dwelling before the date of the 

inheritance or whether the successor 

received more than one dwelling as a 

specific legacy in the same inheritance.

Taxpayers who paid a CAT liability 

relating to an inheritance of a dwelling 

house which, based on Revenue’s revised 

approach, would have qualified for the 

exemption, may apply for a refund. This 

will not be made where the relevant CAT 

return was not filed within the allowable 

four-year period for claiming refunds.

VAT on vitamins
New guidance has been issued on 

VAT treatment of food supplements. A 

Revenue concession allowed the zero 

rate of VAT to be applied to certain 

types of vitamins, minerals and fish oils. 

This will no longer apply from 1 March. 

Revenue’s manual on the VAT treatment 

of food supplements and certain other 

substances for human consumption 

outlines the revised approach and also 

sets out the VAT treatment of a range 

of products, including sports nutrition 

supplements and slimming aids. 

EC reports on AEOI
The European Commission has 

published its first report on the 

automatic exchange of information 

(AEOI) to prevent tax evasion. The 

report concludes that member states 

are mainly using the information 

received for risk assessment and 

personal income tax assessment. 

While the developments have required 

significant investment, the main benefits 

realised are increased tax compliance 

and the deterrent effect on taxpayers. 

The report includes recommendations 

on improving the matching and the use 

of information exchanged.

Revenue matches the data received 

from other tax administrations to 

taxpayers’ records, and cross-checks 

it against prior returns to ensure all 

relevant income and assets have been 

declared. Revenue’s risk engine (REAP) 

then identify possible cases for further 

query or intervention. AB

Mary Healy is tax manager at the Irish 

Tax Institute
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Companies 

Dividend withholding tax
14 February 

DWT return fi ling and 

payment date (for 

distributions made in 

January 2019).

Corporation tax
21 February

(23 February for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with a 

financial year ending 

31 March 2019.

* Last date for filing CT 

return and making final 

payment for financial year 

ended 31 May 2018. 

* Due date for payment 

of initial instalments 

of preliminary tax for 

‘large’ companies with 

a financial year ending 

31 August 2019.

Form 46G 
28 February 

Last date for fi ling third-

party payments return 

46G for companies with a 

fi nancial year that ended on 

31 May 2018.

Dividend withholding tax
14 March 

DWT return fi ling and 

payment date (for 

distributions made in 

February 2019).

Local property tax
21 March 
Single debit authority 

deduction from bank 

account for 2019.

Relevant contracts tax
23 March 
Monthly RCT return and 

payment date (if required) 

for February 2019 (principal 

contractors fi le via ROS).

Income tax
31 March

Due date for submission 

of returns by employers 

detailing share-based pay in 

2018, for example, details of 

share options.

Income tax
31 March  
Deadline for claiming 

separate assessment or 

nominating an assessable 

spouse for 2019. 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. 

Corporation tax
21 March

(23 March for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with a 

financial year ending 

30 April 2019.

* Last date for filing CT 

return and making final 

payment for financial year 

ended 30 June 2018. 

* Due date for payment 

of initial instalments 

of preliminary tax for 

‘large’ companies with a 

financial year ending 30 

September 2019.

Form 46G 
31 March 

Last date for fi ling third-

party payments return 

46G for companies with a 

fi nancial year that ended on 

30 June 2018.

General

PAYE
14 February 

Agree monthly payroll 

submission statement for 

January 2019.

PAYE
14 February

(23 February for ROS)

Payment of PAYE for January 

for paper fi lers. No change to 

payment dates for quarterly 

and annual remitters.

Professional services 
withholding tax 
14 February

(23 February for ROS)

F30 (PSWT) monthly 

return and payment for 

January 2019.

PAYE
15 February 
Due date for submission 

of P35 for 2018.

Relevant contracts tax
23 February

Monthly RCT return and 

payment date (if required) 

for January 2019 (principal 

contractors fi le via ROS).

Income tax – SARP
23 February

Submission of SARP 

employer return for year 

ended 31 December 2018.

PAYE
14 March

(23 March for ROS)

Agree monthly payroll 

statement for February.

PSWT
14 March

(23 March for ROS) 

F30 (PSWT) monthly return 

and payment for February.  

VAT
19 March 
Bi-monthly VAT return for 

January/February 2019.

Tax diary
Financial professionals in Ireland will need to take note of the following important 
dates and deadlines for February and March, supplied by the Irish Tax Institute
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To learn more and apply for the Business Analytics and Big Data for ACCA 
Professionals, email trinity.exed@tcd.ie

Business Analytics 
and Big Data for 
ACCA Professionals 
This 4 day course, exclusively for 
ACCA members, will run from May 
28th to 31st and is delivered by 
our partners in Trinity College 
Dublin.

The course provides a roadmap 
for business leaders to get more 
from Big Data and to identify key 
business opportunities that come 
from it. 
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Eyes on the prize
The ACCA awards factsheet provides 

guidance on the attributes of a good 

entry, how to maximise the impact of 

entering and some of the awards firms 

may wish to enter. Practitioners may 

also wish to help clients enter awards. A 

video commentary and a guide by past 

judges also explains the wider benefits 

that can follow. You will see how firms 

may qualify to enter a wider range of 

awards than you may have previously 

considered, and we have included 

explanations, tips and common mistakes.  

More at bit.ly/ACCA-fact.

MTD engagement letters
A joint working party of ACCA, ATT, 

CIOT, AAT and STEP has prepared a 

supplementary schedule of services: 

Making Tax Digital for VAT (MTDfV). This 

should be read alongside the covering 

letter, privacy notice, schedules for other 

services, terms and conditions, and 

guidance in the main engagement letter 

guidance. This applies both for the 

engagement letters for tax practitioners 

(bit.ly/ACCA-guide-fact) and the 

engagement letter templates (bit.ly/

ACCA-engage).

You must establish whether the 

client is keeping the digital records 

required under MTDfV or whether the 

practitioner is dealing with this. The 

schedule includes alternative wording 

depending on what has been agreed. 

EPOS manipulation
In its call for evidence on electronic 

sales suppression, HMRC has included 

examples of income suppression:

‘HMRC staff encountered a particular 

EPOS software system during several 

different tax enquiries. These enquiries 

surfaced similar concerns around 

apparent gaps in the sequence of 

transactions in reports produced by the 

system to support tax declarations. The 

businesses were not able to provide 

suitable explanations. This led to 

suspicions that transactions had been 

automatically deleted in bulk by either 

hidden functionality within the software 

itself or by the use of remote software 

tools, in order to reduce the business’s 

declared takings. 

Investigators found that the software 

allowed for the EPOS till data to be 

supplies of digital services to consumers 

in the EU in the current year and 

previous year is:

* below the threshold, the place of 

supply is the UK

* over the threshold, the place of 

supply is where the consumer 

is located.’

From 1 January 2019, UK businesses 

under the digital services threshold can 

elect to treat the place of supply as 

where the consumer is located. 

More at at bit.ly/vat-dig-eu. AB

remotely manipulated and deleted by 

the use of an associated mobile phone 

application. The mobile application 

deleted sales from the underlying 

database without leaving a trace of 

doing so within the database, meaning 

that the tax audit trail reports produced 

did not contain the missing transactions.’

Vew the call for evidence at bit.ly/

gov-ess-call.

VAT: digital services
HMRC has updated its guidance on VAT 

place of supply rules for business that 

sell digital services to private consumers 

in the EU from 1 January. For businesses 

established in the UK the rules apply 

where a UK business:

* ‘charges consumers for digital services 

* supplies services from the UK to 

private consumers in another EU 

member state

* has EU consumers that are not VAT-

registered businesses

* does not sell digital services through 

a third-party platform or marketplace 

(not your own website).

For crossborder supplies of digital 

services on a business-to-consumer 

basis, the place of supply will be the UK 

on or after 1 January 2019 if:

* your business is not established in 

any other EU member state

* the total value of the crossborder 

digital sales is less than £8,818 

in the current year and previous 

calendar year.

The place of supply of any digital 

services made before 1 January 2019 will 

be where the consumer is located.’

The guidance also states that ‘If the 

annual value of your total crossborder 

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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Distribution traps
Advising clients on the sale of a close company requires paying careful attention 
to anti-avoidance measures regarding distributions, John Wilson warns

agree to consideration on the sale of 

€1.5m, on the basis that €1m will be 

paid from the reserves of Target Co. The 

balance of the agreed consideration will 

be funded by borrowing.  

MBO Co acquires the shares of 

Target Co and Target Co subsequently 

makes a distribution of €1m to MBO 

Co, which is exempt from tax under 

franked investment income. These 

funds are then utilised by MBO Co to 

pay Ms Teehan for her shares in Target 

Co. The new provisions apply to treat 

the payment of €1m to Ms Teehan 

as a distribution made by Target Co. 

Therefore, Target Co would be liable to 

dividend witholding tax (DWT) and Ms 

Teehan would be liable to income tax at 

her marginal rate. 

Earn-outs 
An earn-out is a transaction whereby 

both parties agree to defer payment or 

part thereof, with the fi nal consideration 

payable calculated by reference to the 

The majority of Irish companies are 
close companies: an Irish resident 
company that is controlled by fi ve or 
fewer participators. The provisions 
concerning close companies were 
introduced to counter the tax 
advantage that could be obtained by 
the retention of profi ts in closely held 
companies. Such profi ts attracted tax 
at a lower rate than the personal tax 
rate, to which those profi ts would be 
subject if distributed as dividends 
to shareholders.

Finance Act 2017 introduced changes, 

which may result in the sale of shares 

or share-for-share exchanges, involving 

a close company being subject to 

income tax and not capital gains tax 

(CGT). Section 135 (2A) and (3A) of the 

Taxes Consolidation Act (TCA) 1997 

outlines additional interpretations of 

the term ‘distribution’ and contains 

anti-avoidance measures to counter 

collusive arrangements made between 

companies. Effective since 2 November 

2017, these anti-avoidance provisions 

have added to the complexities of 

advising clients in this area. 

In our fi rm we are regularly seeing 

the impact these new anti avoidance 

provisions are having, particularly 

regarding management buy-outs, 

earn-outs and deferred consideration 

arrangements for those clients retiring 

from close companies.  

Arrangements 
Income tax treatment may apply where 

a shareholder enters into arrangements 

whereby the consideration for the 

acquisition of the shares is funded, or is 

to be funded, directly or indirectly out 

of the assets of the company. The term 

‘arrangements’ means any agreement, 

understanding, scheme, transaction or 

series of transactions involving both 

parties to the transactions. 

Example: Two brothers run ABC Ltd 

and own 100% of the shares equally. 

The company has built up cash reserves 

over the years and has retained profi ts 

of €1.5m. One brother wishes to exit 

the business and have ABC Ltd buy out 

his shares. However, rather than have 

ABC Ltd purchase his shares directly, 

which would trigger a charge to income 

tax, the remaining brother arranges 

to set up a new company (NewCo) to 

buy them. 

NewCo purchases the shares for 

€750,000. The consideration in respect 

of the acquisition is left outstanding. 

ABC Ltd subsequently pays a dividend 

of €750,000 to NewCo, which NewCo 

uses to pay the deferred consideration. 

The payment is treated as a distribution 

made by ABC Ltd.

Management buy-out (MBO)
An MBO involves the management 

team of a company buying the company 

from the shareholders. Many readers 

will have experience of this, typically 

involving the formation of a new 

company to acquire the shares of the 

target company. Many MBOs involve 

the provision of fi nancial assistance by 

the target company, whereby the cash 

contained in the target is utilised to pay 

for the acquisition. 

Example: Ms Teehan holds 100% of 

the ordinay share capital of Target Co, 

which is valued at €1.5m, including cash 

of €1m. Both Ms Teehan and MBO Co 

These anti-
avoidance 

provisions have 
added to the 

complexities of 
advising clients 
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More information

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

*  enters into arrangements to sell 

their shares and secures that the 

consideration is funded out of 

the assets of the company; or 

* is party as to how the payment is 

to be made and the payment is 

made directly or indirectly from 

the assets of the acquired company’.

Revenue has further clarified that the 

provisions do not apply where bona 

fide financing arrangements are entered 

into by a purchaser in relation to the 

acquisition of shares. 

As most companies in Ireland 

fall within the definition of a close 

company, it is critical that all agents 

are aware of the implications of these 

anti-avoidance measures, particularly 

given the importance of management 

buy-outs, earn-outs and deferred 

consideration arrangements for those 

clients retiring. 

Advisers to the sale of a close 

company should be cognisant to avoid 

a distribution arising on the sale, which 

is liable to income tax at the marginal 

rate and seek to achieve CGT treatment, 

which attracts a lower rate of tax and 

opens the opportunity to CGT reliefs. AB

John Wilson is an assistant tax manager 

at Doyle Keaney Tax Advisors.

future performance of the business. 

Example: JW Ltd is owned by Mr 

Watson. He agrees to dispose 

of his shares to Bloggs Ltd. The 

consideration agreed was €1m 

payable immediately, and a payment of 

€500,000 if agreed financial performance 

of JW Ltd for a three-year period after 

the disposal. 

Mr Watson and Mr Bloggs agree 

that the cash reserves in JW Ltd 

will be utilised to pay the initial 

consideration of €1m. This payment 

to Mr Watson would be treated as a 

distribution by JW Ltd. 

JW Ltd meets the targets agreed 

under the earn-out agreement. 

JW Ltd loans or pays a dividend to 

Bloggs Ltd, which is used to pay 

the deferred consideration to Mr 

Watson. Although Mr Watson is privy 

to the terms of the earn-out, he has not 

engaged in any arrangements to secure 

payment from the assets of  

JW Ltd. Therefore, this payment  

would be subject to CGT and not 

income tax. 

Revenue guidance 
Revenue has clarified that these 

provisions ‘only apply where the 

disposing shareholder 
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Top row, left to right: Luke Brockie, head of member 
engagement, ACCA Ireland; Máire O’Mahony, head 
of audit, Department of Education; Noreen Fahy, 
senior governance and finance specialist, Institute of 
Public Administration; and Professor Philip O’Regan, 
University of Limerick.  
Bottom row, left to right: Tom Malone, acting director 
of regulation, Charities Regulator; Brian McEnery, head 
of healthcare, BDO Ireland, and forum chair; Patrick 
O’Donovan, minister of state at the Departments of 
Finance and Public Expenditure and Reform; Caitriona 
Allis, head of ACCA Ireland; and Pat O’Neill, director of 
strategic investments, Strategic Investment Board.

Public sector forum
ACCA Ireland has launched a new forum offering members opportunities to expand 
their knowledge and exchange expertise in the public sector

ACCA Ireland’s first ever 
public sector forum was 
hosted by former ACCA 
president Brian McEnery, 
who introduced invited 
guest Patrick O’Donovan, 
the minister of state at the 
Departments of Finance 
and Public Expenditure 
and Reform.  

The forum has been set 

up to help support ACCA’s 

1,300 members in the public 

sector in Ireland and to foster 

talent management and skills 

development in the public 

sector as a whole. 

Sector growth
ACCA Ireland runs a number 

of forums which are focused 

on specific industries. The 

growth in the number of 

ACCA Ireland members 

working in the public sector 

prompted the decision to 

launch a new, dedicated 

forum to cater for them. 

The forum members are:

* Brian McEnery, chair

* Anthony Harbinson, NI 

Department of Justice, 

and former ACCA 

president

* Ronnie Patton, 

Ulster University

* Noreen Fahy, Institute of 

Public Administration

* Pat O’Neill, Strategic 

Investment Board

* Philip O’Regan, 

University of Limerick

* Tom Malone, 

Charities Regulator

* Máire O’Mahony, 

Department of 

Education.

At the first meeting of the 

forum in December, McEnery 

outlined the importance of 

the initiative to drive ACCA’s 

public sector presence 

and impact in Ireland. He 

noted that ACCA has more 

than 64,000 public sector 

members and students 

worldwide, 

with a growing 

presence in 

Ireland in 

recent years. 

Also at the 

event were 

Caitriona 

Allis, head of 

ACCA Ireland, 

and Luke 

Brockie, head 

of member 

engagement. AB

The forum will 
support ACCA’s 
1,300 members 

in the public 
sector in Ireland, 
and foster talent 

management and 
skills development
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Dublin

Business breakfast
14 February, 07.30–09.00

ACCA Ireland Business 

Leaders Forum.

Venue: The Westbury Hotel,

Balfe Street.

Speaker: John McGrane, 

director general, 

British Irish Chamber of 

Commerce.  

CPD: 1.5 units. 

Investing in Irish property  
– tax, legal and accounting 
considerations
20 February, 09.00–17.00

In partnership with ITI.

Venue: Radisson Blu, 

Golden Lane.

CPD: seven units.

Practitioners conference 1
2 March, 09.00–17.00

Venue: Fitzpatrick Castle.

Speakers: Various.

CPD: seven units.

International Women’s Day 
breakfast
8 March, 07.30–9.00

Venue: The Marker Hotel,

Grand Canal Square.

Speaker: TBC. 

CPD: 1.5 units.  

Belfast

Networking evening
7 February, 18.00–20.00

Venue: The Mac, Exchange 

Limerick

ACCA Ireland chair lunch 
22 March 

Venue: TBC

Speaker: TBC.

Waterford

Regional tax update 2019 
and Revenue audits
14 March, 18.00–20.00

Munster Members Network 

in partnership with ITI.

Venue: Tower Hotel

CPD: two units. AB

Street West.

Speaker: Rick Hill MBE.

CPD: two units.

Practitioners conference 1
27 March, 09.30–6.45

Venue: Hilton Hotel, 

Castle Upton,

Templepatrick.

CPD: seven units.

Cork

Regional tax update 2019 
and Revenue audits
7 February, 18.00–20.00

Munster Members Network 

in partnership with ITI.

Venue: Clayton Hotel,

Lapp’s Quay.

CPD: two units.

Dundalk

Regional tax update 2019 
and Revenue audits
28 February, 18.00–20.00

Leinster Members Network 

in partnership with ITI.

Venue: Crowne Plaza, 

Inner Relief Rd.

CPD: two units.

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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The battle for balance
ACCA’s proud record in achieving 50/50 gender balance across the membership 
doesn’t mean we should rest on our laurels, says Helen Brand

The theme for International 
Women’s Day (IWD) this 
year is #BalanceforBetter. 
It is a call to action to drive 
gender balance across 
the world as just one 
aspect of ensuring diverse 
representation at all levels 
of business and society.

When it comes to 

promoting and celebrating 

difference, ACCA has 

a distinguished history. 

Opportunity and diversity 

are two of ACCA’s five 

core values, and we were 

established specifically to 

open up the profession to 

people of all backgrounds, 

based solely on their ability. 

We’ve always been an 

inclusive professional body, 

proud of our 

reach and 

difference. 

Looking back, 

it’s amazing 

to see how far 

we’ve come. 

ACCA is in a 

strong position 

when it comes 

to balance – our 

membership 

has a 50/50 

gender 

split, and our Council and 

executive team are also 

balanced in terms of men 

and women. 

But there is still work to 

be done. A recent report 

commissioned by ACCA 

from King’s College London 

and the ESRC (Economic 

and Social Research 

Council) compared the 

career trajectories of UK 

men and women in finance 

and accounting. It found 

that, while the career paths 

of men and women in the 

sector initially progress in 

near-parallel, the careers 

of women decelerated in 

middle management, due 

primarily to limited peer 

sponsorship and a lack of 

high-profile projects or 

opportunities in comparison 

to men. It’s at this stage that 

women take an average 

of seven years longer to 

progress up to the next tier 

– executive level – than their 

male counterparts. 

We believe that it’s every 

organisation’s responsibility 

to support diversity, and to 

review the way they support 

and open up opportunities 

to women – and all under-

represented groups.

The accounting profession 

is committed to improving 

the workplace experience 

and progression prospects 

for women. We need to 

keep working together on 

a true, concerted effort to 

acknowledge long-standing 

issues, rectify them, and 

bring about change that 

creates balance. 

IWD 2019 provides a 

chance for us to celebrate 

the achievements of a 

woman who worked tirelessly 

to achieve balance in the 

world of accounting – Ethel 

Ayres Purdie, ACCA’s first 

female member. 

One century on since she 

became an ACCA member, 

we share an overview of her 

life (see box opposite) by 

Professor Stephen Walker 

of Edinburgh University 

Business School. A full 

account can be found in the 

journal Critical Perspectives 
on Accounting. AB 

Helen Brand is chief 

executive of ACCA

Ethel Ayres 
Purdie pursued 

a vigorous 
campaign against 

the unfair 
treatment of 

married women in 
the tax system
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This year is the 100th anniversary of Ethel Ayres Purdie’s 

election as an associate to the London Association of 

Accountants, a founding organisation of ACCA. She became 

the first woman to be admitted to an accountancy body in 

the UK. She spent most of her working life pursuing women’s 

equality. Where she saw gender inequality she resisted, 

campaigned and fought for the reform of public policy. 

Born in Islington, London, in 1874, Purdie worked as 

a 16-year-old as a clerk at the Post Office. Here she was 

involved in a campaign to return deferred pay to female civil 

servants who had been forced to leave the service due to 

the marriage bar, the rule that required women to give up 

their jobs once they got married.

Soon after her own marriage in 1897 and giving birth to 

two sons, she defied conventions by taking accountancy 

exams and launching a career as an accountant. 

The chartered accountancy bodies did not admit 

women at that time, and the Privy Council, the body that 

heard applications for royal charters of incorporation, 

turned down her request to become a chartered accountant 

as an individual. She eventually joined the London 

Association of Accountants, which had a more progressive 

admissions policy. 

Purdie became the leading provider of income tax advice 

to women, eventually operating as the Women Taxpayers’ 

Agency. She pursued a vigorous campaign against the unfair 

treatment of married women in the tax system. She was a 

leading figure in the Women’s Tax Resistance League, which 

argued that if women did not have the vote, they should not 

have to pay tax. 

Purdie argued that women winning the vote was a key 

step in redressing wider gender inequalities, and that 

economic, social and political emancipation was essential 

to the progress of women. She believed that the success of 

women in business and the professions depended on access 

to capital, which should be supplied through co-operative 

ventures such as the formation of women’s banks – financed, 

owned and managed by women.

Purdie died in 1923 but remains an inspirational figure to 

all who seek to forge gender balance and challenge bias. 

Stephen Walker, Edinburgh University Business School

Ethel Ayres Purdie, flouter of convention

A statue of suffragette Emmeline Pankhurst was unveiled 
in Manchester last December to mark the centenary of 
the first UK general election that women could vote in.
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Prague will host the ninth edition of ACCA’s International 
Public Sector Conference this February.
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IPSC in Prague
Is the public sector financially sustainable? Find out at ACCA’s 
International Public Sector Conference in the Czech capital city

Public sector finance 
professionals from all over 
the world will assemble 
in Prague in late February 
for ACCA’s sustainability-
themed International Public 
Sector Conference. Key 
issues will be addressed by a 
host of big-hitter speakers, 
including the auditor-
generals of Jamaica, Nigeria, 
Pakistan and Tanzania.

Czech deputy minister 

of finance Tomas Vyhanek 

will deliver the keynote 

speech, on public sector 

sustainability. Other speakers 

will include Maame Yaa 

Tiwaa Addo-Danquah, 

deputy police commissioner 

in the Ghana Police Service; 

John Manzoni, chief 

executive of the UK Civil 

Service; and Thomas Müller-

Marqués Berger, chair of 

Accountancy Europe’s public 

sector panel. 

The conference will 

host the launch of ACCA’s 

Bridging the Global 
Infrastructure Gap report, 

examining financially 

sustainable methods of 

funding infrastructure. 

Other sessions will cover 

the following topics: 

* financial reporting, 

public financial 

management and the 

implementation of 

international standards

* the role of accountants in 

tackling fraud, corruption 

and organised crime

* case studies of how 

digital innovation can 

transform the sector 

* the role of supreme audit 

institutions in delivering 

sustainability in the sector. 

Breakout sessions will offer a 

choice of themes and deep 

dives, including European 

Public Sector Accounting 

Standards (EPSAS), transfer 

pricing and international 

taxation, and talent 

management in the public 

sector finance profession.

Stephen Heathcote, 

ACCA’s executive director 

– markets, says: ‘The public 

sector is facing intense 

challenges – from increasing 

scrutiny on spending, to 

constrained funding, to 

delivering high-quality 

services in an increasingly 

digital world. This is a 

timely event to assess best 

practice and learn from 

an interconnected global 

network of public sector 

finance professionals 

and policymakers.’

The conference will be 

held at the Prague Marriott 

Hotel on Thursday 28 

February and Friday 1 March. 

Register for the event at 

bit.ly/ACCA-IPSC-2019. AB

AB Ireland Edition     
February/March 2019
Volume 10 Issue 2
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Register at 
accaglobal.com/AFF2018

Accounting for 
the Future virtual 
conference
Catch up on ACCA’s annual virtual 
global conference. You can watch 
the sessions on-demand and gain 
CPD units while staying ahead 
of the curve on issues affecting 
finance professionals.
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Ireland’s poor climate change 
ranking demands action – fast
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Emotional intelligence is the 
superpower of the digital age

Figuring it out
Noonan CFO Declan Doyle puts 
meaning into the numbers
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What professional services fi rms are 
doing to address gender inequality
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