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New year, new challenges 
Is your business ready?

Technology, the global economy, 
politics, legislation, cyber security, 
risk, climate – all of these factors 
are forcing reappraisal of business 
processes, people and services. The 
finance and accounting function 
sits at the very centre of these 
transformative challenges, and how 
it adapts to them will be critical.

At ACCA, we have always looked 
ahead to anticipate change and 
understand its impact on business, 
finance and accountancy. Now we 

are starting to work in partnership 

with businesses around the world 

to support them in preparing for 

that change.

We have looked at 10 major drivers 

of change and asked members 

and employers to explore just how 

ready their businesses are to cope 

with them.

Use our interactive tool to assess 

your readiness for the challenges 

below:

• blockchain and its impact 
on audit

• the great AI takeover

• the new skills gap

• the rising importance of ethics

• China’s Belt & Road initiative

• the impending talent crisis

• coping with unmet  
training needs

• cross-border business and a 
global economy

2019 heralds another 12 months in which change will only accelerate. 
The speed of change and the impact it’s having on how businesses 
operate are increasing. 

www.accaglobal.com/readiness

Is your business ready?

www.accaglobal.com/readiness


Welcome
Looking ahead is key to the success of the finance function as professionals must be 
prepared to rise to the challenges and opportunities that 2019 will bring

Errol Oh looks at how a revamp of 

Malaysia’s Accountants Act will empower 

the Malaysia Institute of Accountants 

to enforce regulations and good 

governance, transforming accountancy 

into a modern and agile profession.

We also look ahead in our coverage 

of the World Congress of Accountants 

in Sydney, Australia, held last November 

and attended by more than 5,000 

professional accountants. Keynote 

speaker Ban Ki-moon, former secretary-

general of the United Nations, 

invited delegates to unite to combat 

climate change. His speech struck a 

chord at the congress where trust, 

emotional intelligence, sustainability 

and technology were discussed as key 

issues in the coming decade. Read our 

coverage of the WCOA, at which ACCA 

unveiled cutting-edge research and 

exciting partnerships, on pages 36, 38, 

60 and 66.

Whatever 2019 might bring, I wish you 

a successful and rewarding one. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

The start of a new year often brings a 
sense of anticipation: what lies ahead 
in the coming months and how might 
one navigate the challenges – and 
opportunities – they bring? January 
frequently gets a bad rap but it should 
be appreciated as a month of refreshed 
focus and renewed energy, both 
personal and professional.

This month we consider what 2019 will 

mean for readers. On page 18, Cesar 

Bacani urges finance professionals in 

business to update the traditional CFO 

playbook. As growth forecasts are cut 

and global conditions deteriorate in the 

face of trade wars, protectionist policies 

and rapid technology change, these new 

variables call for a rethink on the financial 

steer of a business. Are you ready?

Manu Bhaskaran’s column on Asian 

economic prospects in 2019 asks us to 

consider the silver linings of disruptive 

trade disputes. On page 20, he argues 

that damage caused by the rise in 

protectionism can be mitigated by 

relocating production and countries 

working together on trade arrangements 

to support the region. On page 19, 

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
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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. accaglobal.com
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on teaching 

accountants how 
to use technology 

to understand their 
clients’ needs’
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In a bid to reduce the 
number of extreme 
weather events, such as 
the devastating typhoon 
that hit the Philippines 
in September, the UN 
climate change summit 
in Poland saw the World 
Bank pledge US$200bn to 
fund action from 2021-25.

Pedestrians view a news 
programme featuring 
Carlos Ghosn, who was 
sacked as chairman 
of both Nissan and 
Mitsubishi after being 
arrested in Japan 
following allegations 
that he underreported 
his income. 

A rare 11th-century 
Chinese scroll by Su 
Shi, ‘Wood and Rock’, 
fetched HK$463,600,000 
(US$59.5m) at an auction 
at Christie’s in Hong Kong. 
Its creator, one of China’s 
great literati masters, 
has been compared with 
Leonardo da Vinci.

Netflix has admitted 
that its UK financial 
accounts are being 
scrutinised by tax 
authorities. The US digital 
streaming company, 
which declared €1.27m in 
profits in 2017, has nine 
million British subscribers.
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Profession gathers for World Congress
More than 5,000 professional accountants from around the 

world gathered for the World Congress of Accountants 

(WCOA) in Sydney, Australia, in November. Held every four 

years, the event looks at big issues facing the profession; 

topics for 2018 included technology and the finance function, 

building public trust, sustainability and the next generation of 

professional accountants. ACCA also launched a major report, 

Emotional quotient in a digital age, looking at the increasing 

importance of emotional intelligence for accountants.

Speaking at the event, former secretary-general of the 

United Nations Ban Ki-moon called on accountants to unite 

to combat climate change. ‘Peace and justice can only be 

established when everybody’s activities are accountable and 

transparent,’ he said. ‘You are accountants. This word comes 

from “accountability”. So let’s work together to make this 

world better.’

Read more about the WCOA on pages 36, 38, 60 and 66.

Ban Ki-moon called on 
accountants to unite to 
combat climate change.

News in brief
This edition’s stories and infographics from across the globe, as well as a look at 
the latest developments and issues affecting the finance profession

BEPS progress
International efforts to 

curb harmful tax practices 

and prevent the misuse of 

preferential tax regimes 

are having a tangible 

effect, according to the 

Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and 

Development. The latest 

progress report from the 

Inclusive Framework on BEPS 

found 18 regimes where 

jurisdictions have delivered 

on their commitment to 

make legislative changes, 

naming Hong Kong among 

them. Pascal Saint Amans, 

director of the OECD 

Centre for Tax Policy 

and Administration, said 

this new global standard 

‘means that mobile business 

income can no longer 

be parked in a zero tax 

jurisdiction without the core 

business functions having 

been undertaken by the 

same business entity, or in 

the same location’. 

Better together
Despite its decision to 

withdraw from future 

tendering for the provision 

of audit services to FTSE 

350 companies – citing 

buyers’ predisposition to the 

Big Four – Grant Thornton 

UK does not consider 

that separating the audit 

and non-audit practices 

of the Big Four would be 

an effective remedy. In 

its submission to the UK 

Competition and Markets 

Authority’s consultation on 

a proposed break-up of the 

largest firms, Grant Thornton 

said that simply splitting 

out audit is unlikely to solve 

all the concerns. ‘Rather, it 

would create a group of Big 

Four audit-only firms, with 

the same level of market 

concentration and the same 

buy-side biases in play. Some 

mid-tier firms may leave 

the market, rather than split 

their business to compete 

for public interest entities’ 

audit mandates.’

Standards issue
The Sustainability Accounting 

Standards Board (SASB) has 

published the first set of 

industry-specific sustainability 

accounting standards 

covering financially material 

issues. Covering 77 industries, 

the standards address the 

subset of sustainability 

factors most likely to have 

financially material impacts 

on the typical company in an 

industry, helping investors 

and companies make more 

informed decisions. SASB 

chair Jeffrey Hales describes 

this as an important milestone 

for global capital markets. 

‘Companies and investors 

around the world now have 

codified, market-based 

standards for measuring, 

managing and reporting on 

sustainability factors that 

drive value and affect financial 

performance,’ he said. 

Not alarmed
The global chairman and 

CEO of EY, Mark Weinberger, 

says a lack of full oversight 

from regulators shouldn’t 

be a problem for audits 

of Chinese-based firms. 

Speaking to CNBC, 

Weinberger said that he 

wasn’t nervous about the 

quality of his firm’s auditing 

work in China, despite 

concerns over the use of 

affiliate firms in the country 
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Accruals on the increase
Nearly two-thirds of governments will move to accrual-based 

accounting by 2023, according to the Chartered Institute 

of Public Finance and Accountancy and the International 

Federation of Accountants. The biggest shift will be in Africa, 

Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, which are likely to see 

the number of countries switching rise from 13 to 61. 

AccrualCash 
transitioning 
to accrual

Cash 

65%

17.5%

17.5%

Countries projected to use each reporting basis by 2023

that are harder to scrutinise 

and regulate. ‘The risk in 

China is the huge levels of 

debt, the uncertainty in the 

overall economy,’ he said.

Crypto focus
PwC Hong Kong has formed 

a joint research initiative 

with Loopring, a blockchain 

research organisation 

focusing on decentralised 

trading protocols. The 

initiative aims to understand 

the key factors and practices 

essential for building 

confi dence and trust in the 

future crypto ecosystem. 

Areas of focus will include 

standards and practices 

relating to securities tokens 

and stable coins, as well 

as the enabling blockchain 

technology. PwC will provide 

perspectives on how current 

standards can be enhanced.

Digitised trade
BNP Paribas and HSBC 

Singapore have successfully 

completed Singapore’s fi rst 

fully digitised end-to-end 

letter of credit transaction 

between two different 

companies – a move the 

bank says will take the 

digitisation of trade fi nance 

a step closer to becoming 

a commercial reality. The 

transaction involved Rio 

Tinto selling a bulk shipment 

of iron ore originating from 

Australia to China for its 

customer Cargill. As part of 

the transaction, BNP Paribas 

issued a letter of credit over 

the blockchain on behalf of 

Cargill to HSBC Singapore 

acting on behalf of Rio Tinto. 

landmark and precedential 

development in the 

execution of our marketing 

hubs strategy, and sends 

a strong signal to other 

industry participants.’ 

Luxury at home
Luxury brands will 

increasingly have to court 

Chinese shoppers on their 

home turf, as local purchases 

soar among a clientele who 

are forecast to generate 

nearly half the industry’s 

sales by 2025. A report by 

consultancy Bain and Italian 

manufacturers association 

Altagamma valued the 

market at €260bn (US$294 

bn) in 2018. The report 

found that while Chinese 

consumers account for 33% 

of purchases now, this will 

Being prepared
Singapore has been rated 

Asia Pacifi c’s best prepared 

city to prevent and manage 

a crisis, including terrorism. 

Next are Melbourne and 

Shanghai, according to the 

Prepped Cities Index from 

real estate fi rm Cushman 

& Wakefi eld. The report 

assesses 17 major business 

centres in the Asia-Pacifi c 

region based on a wide 

range of macroeconomic, 

structural, defensive and 

social indicators. Singapore 

scored well in the areas of 

sustainability and governance 

but was outranked by other 

Asia-Pacifi c cities in its ability 

to attract and retain talent, 

as well as the level of offi ce 

rental stability. 

Tax settlement
Mining giant BHP has 

reached an agreement with 

the Australian Taxation Offi ce 

(ATO) to settle the transfer 

pricing dispute relating to 

its marketing operations in 

Singapore. The company will 

pay A$529m in additional 

taxes for the income years 

2003 to 2018 ‘with no 

admission of tax avoidance’, 

the company said. It noted 

that from July 2019, BHP 

will have 100% ownership 

of BHP Billiton Marketing 

AG – the main company 

conducting BHP’s Singapore 

marketing business – with all 

profi ts made from Singapore 

in relation to Australian 

commodities fully subject to 

Australian tax. ATO deputy 

commissioner Jeremy 

Hirschhorn said: ‘This is a 

rise to 46% of the market 

by 2025.

Trade backers grow
Vietnam has become the 

seventh country to ratify 

a Pacifi c trade pact, a 

slimmed-down version of 

the Trans-Pacifi c Partnership 

vetoed by President 

Donald Trump. The move 

follows Australia’s signing 

several weeks earlier. After 

a unanimous vote in the 

Vietnam parliament, Nguyen 

Van Giau, head of the 

National Assembly’s external 

relations department, 

said: ‘This is an important 

political decision, affi rming 

our country’s active role in 

international integration.’ AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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Richard Burn (left) and Liam Fox, UK Secretary of State for 
International Trade, unveil the UK Pavilion.

ACCA at the China International Import Expo, Shanghai

ACCA partners with UK government
ACCA was the UK government’s Department for 

International Trade (DIT) official partner at the China 

International Import Expo (CIIE), held in Shanghai from 

5-10 November. ACCA supported the DIT’s UK pavilion 

showcasing the strong political, economic and trading 

bonds between China and the UK.

‘Our members have supported economic growth in China 

during the time of reform and opening up, instigated 40 

years ago by Deng Xiaoping,’ ACCA chief executive Helen 

Brand said at the opening. ‘With global trade high on the 

political agenda, it’s an honour to be part of this major 

international exhibition, alongside the UK government, 

to showcase the work of ACCA and the value of the 

accountancy profession.’ 

‘CIIE demonstrates China’s desire to further open up its 

markets, increase trade, and encourage Chinese consumers 

and businesses to buy more products and services from 

across the globe. The UK is the ideal partner in these 

objectives,’ said Richard Burn, HM trade commissioner to 

China and Hong Kong.

‘During the Prime Minister’s visit to China in February, the 

UK and China celebrated over £9bn worth of deals across 

a great variety of sectors including education, technology, 

advanced manufacturing and financial services. CIIE provides 

us with a fantastic opportunity to build on success already 

achieved and further strengthen our long-term partnership 

with China in the golden era.’

ACCA hosted a number of events at the expo, including 

a session called ‘Innovation in motion: the future of the 

accountancy profession’. This highlighted ACCA’s research 

into the skills and competencies needed to boost future 

growth and innovation in economies around the world – 

from ethical and technical skills to emotional intelligence.

Helen Brand and Liu Song signed an agreement enabling 
ACCA and Alibaba Cloud Computing to work together.

ACCA hosted several events at CIIE, including a session 
on innovation that highlighted recent research.

Agreement with Alibaba signed
Alibaba Cloud Computing and ACCA have signed an 

exclusive agreement to see a closer working relationship 

for the two organisations to focus on course development, 

research and professional insights.

Signed at CIIE by ACCA chief executive Helen Brand and 

Liu Song, vice president, Alibaba Cloud Computing, the 

agreement will see both organisations working together to 

shape the future of the profession during a time of digital 

transformation. 

‘ACCA and Alibaba Cloud have a close working 

relationship already, so this agreement is the logical next 

step for our work together,’ said Brand. ‘Our collaboration 

will be broad – from producing joint research to looking 

at course development for ACCA members about 

digital innovations.’  

Liu added: ‘It makes sense for us as leaders in our 

respective fields to strengthen our partnership, not just 

in China but globally. We are both committed to training 

the most future-looking professionals, and our agreement 

will work to ensure the profession is ready for digital 

business growth.’
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CVi

2018
Regional director – Asia, Xero 

(Singapore)

2017
Regional sales director – Asia, 

Xero (Singapore)

2015
Territory sales manager, 

Victoria and Tasmania, Xero 

(Melbourne, Australia)

2011
Various roles, from 

recruitment consultant 

to manager, financial 

services accounting and risk, 

Robert Walters (Melbourne, 

Australia)

2007
Hedge fund supervisor, 

International Fund Services 

(Dublin, Ireland)

2005
Contract accountant – mutual 

funds, Royal Bank of Canada 

(Jersey) 

2004
Audit senior, KPMG Channel 

Islands (Jersey)

1999
Audit manager, Moran and 

Partners (Dublin, Ireland)

Small business champion
Throughout his globetrotting career, Kevin Fitzgerald FCCA, regional director for Asia 
at Xero, has always focused on supporting the needs of SMEs – wherever they are 

K evin Fitzgerald has had a diverse 
career, working in audit, recruitment 
and sales in four different countries 

across three continents. Yet the needs of 
small businesses have always remained close 
to his heart. And as Xero’s Asia director, this 
is at the forefront of his role.

‘For us, our value really lies with the back 

office of a business,’ Fitzgerald explains. We 

can’t help with the sales and marketing, and 

the language challenges. But we can help 

companies to better understand the health of 

their business, thereby freeing up their time 

to combat other challenges.’

A consistent challenge for small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is, 

Fitzgerald says, access to capital. ‘A lot of 

them fail because of cashflow problems and 

not because of customers,’ he says. ‘How 

Xero tries to combat that is to help small 

businesses keep their records up to date, 

and give them a good understanding of 

the financial health of their business. With 

Xero you can actually see the up-to-date 

financial state of your business with direct 

feeds from your bank, whereas previously, 

if you weren’t in the cloud, you were 

probably a few months behind with your 

financial records.’

This, he notes, is particularly useful in 

applying for loans, since the latest financial 

reports can be forwarded to the bank in 

almost real time.

Now based in Singapore, Fitzgerald’s 

globetrotting career has taken him from 

Dublin to the Channel Islands, back to Dublin, 

then on to Australia. He began his career as 

an auditor with Moran and Partners, a small 

accounting practice in Dublin, Ireland, with 

just 25 staff. This meant he could observe how 

the business worked operationally. ‘Because I 

was part of the team, it made me understand 

the stresses and the pressure that the 

partners were under to make sure the 

business was a success,’ he says.

Many of the firm’s clients were also 

SMEs. ‘Our clients were attracted to us 

because we were a small practice. They 

understood that we knew their pain 

points and that we were there to help,’ 

says Fitzgerald.

After five years with Moran and 

Partners, Fitzgerald made the difficult 

decision to leave the practice where he 

had ‘built up a lot of strong personal 

relationships’. For him, a big reason 

for leaving was that he wanted to 

explore the world. He thus moved to 

the Channel Islands – British crown 

dependencies – where he worked as an 

audit senior at KPMG.

Helping SMEs succeed
The experience of working in one of the 

Big Four firms helped Fitzgerald realise 

that his passion was very much rooted 

in helping SMEs succeed. ‘KPMG was a 

brilliant firm but my role there didn’t suit 

me,’ he says. ‘I was doing the audit of 

banks and I felt there wasn’t as much of 

the personal touch that I was used to. I 

wasn’t engaged with the client as much as 

I had been at the smaller firm. That really 

helped me figure out where I wanted to 

be in my career.’

After returning to Dublin as a hedge 

fund supervisor with International Fund 

Services (State Street), in 2011, the travel 

bug bit Fitzgerald again, this time taking 

him to Melbourne, Australia, some 

17,000km away, where he joined Robert 

Walters as a recruitment consultant, 

specialising in accountancy roles for 

practices and banks. 
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Around this time he first started to take note of Xero, 

an online accounting platform for small businesses, which 

had started out in New Zealand and had gained ground in 

Australia and the UK. ‘I kept seeing the advertising and I 

wondered who they were,’ he says.

After almost four years with Robert Walters, Fitzgerald 

was offered the position of associate director – a role 

he declined. ‘This was taking me into business leadership 

in a recruitment business that did a lot more than 

just accounting,’ he says. ‘It ended up being a really 

easy choice for me; I wanted to be back closer to the 

accounting world.’

Through a friend who worked in Xero he set up a meeting 

and in 2015 he joined as territory sales manager for Victoria 

and Tasmania.  

After two-and-a-half years with Xero in Melbourne, 

Fitzgerald was posted to Singapore as regional sales 

director, Asia, then subsequently promoted to regional 

director, Asia. Setting up shop in the city-state did 

come with its own share of challenges. One of these, 

Fitzgerald identifies, is Asia’s diverse nature. Unlike the 

US and Australia, where markets are more homogenous, 

language and regulatory differences can make trade with 

other Asian countries more challenging.

16 Accounting and Business January 2019

SG_INTER_Fitzgerald.indd   16 06/12/2018   13:34



i About Xero

Born in the cloud, Xero is an easy-to-use platform for small 

businesses and their advisers. The company has 1.4 million 

subscribers in over 180 countries and a thriving ecosystem 

seamlessly integrating with 700+ apps. On the inaugural 2018 

Financial Times FT100 High-Growth Companies Asia Pacific 

list, Xero was the fastest growing tech company in the $200 

million+ segment. Xero won Technology Provider of the Year 

at the British Small Business Awards in 2016 and was rated 

by Canstar Blue as Australia’s best accounting software four 

consecutive years, 2015-2018. 

‘Our focus is 
on teaching 

accountants how 
to use technology 

to understand their 
clients’ needs’

Brand recognition
The other challenge that he 

faced was that while the small 

business platform was already an 

established brand in Australia, it 

was less well known in Asia. Building 

brand recognition in the region 

has therefore been a priority for 

Fitzgerald. ‘In Australia, we’ve got 

600,000 small businesses using us, 

which is pretty much 25% of the 

market,’ Fitzgerald says. ‘When I 

walked down the street in my Xero 

t-shirt, people would say “hello” and 

that they loved the platform. Here, 

we are still trying to get people and small business to relate 

Xero to accounting.’

In spite of these challenges, Xero is already gaining ground, 

with a 49% growth in rest of world including South-East Asia 

for the year to 31 March 2018. This has led to the creation of a 

second office, in Hong Kong, in 2018.

Support, train, educate
While the growth of technology is currently transforming 

the finance function, Fitzgerald is adamant that businesses’ 

adoption of Xero will not lead to job losses. For a start, one of 

Xero’s main sales channels is through its accounting partners, 

who will often recommend the use of the platform to their 

clients. Fitzgerald points out that while it would be impossible 

for Xero to reach every small business globally, its key point of 

contact will always be finance professionals. ‘Our strategy has 

always been to win over the accountants and bookkeepers, with 

our teams set up to support, train and educate them,’ he says.

Furthermore, Fitzgerald believes that accountants need 

to play catch-up as the industry has evolved due to changing 

expectations of business owners. ‘Accounting businesses 

need to go digital,’ he says. ‘Our focus is on teaching 

accountants how to use technology to understand their 

clients’ needs and capture the opportunity that they’re leaving 

on the table.’

Besides accountants, Xero also works closely with technology 

partners. ‘We have an open API that we publish, so developers 

can go in and see what the end points are, and what they need 

to build,’ Fitzgerald explains. ‘If they can build something that a 

small business needs, they can connect to Xero and advertise in 

our marketplace. That’s advantageous for them, because Xero 

has nearly 1.4 million users.’

Fitzgerald’s passion for accountancy began as a child, when 

he observed the respect the local 

community had for his grandfather, 

who had been the treasurer of the 

local credit union. ‘When I got a bit 

older, I understood that he worked 

in accounting and that he helped 

local businesses when they needed 

more cash,’ he says. ‘That was when 

I realised that I wanted to be able to 

help people in that way.’

Fitzgerald has enjoyed the 

support of ACCA throughout his 

career. While at Moran and Partners 

he began studying part-time for 

his ACCA Qualification. Today, 

he offers his time to help mentor 

the next generation of finance professionals. He first began 

mentoring in Melbourne, through the Irish Australian Chamber 

of Commerce, and will soon be part of a new pilot ACCA 

mentoring programme in Singapore.

ACCA recently invited Fitzgerald to represent South-East 

Asia on its global technology panel, which enables shared 

thinking on key technology and data-related issues affecting 

the profession. ‘ACCA has opened so many doors for me. I’m 

grateful that since I’ve been in Singapore, the local team has 

been really supportive,’ he says.

As for his future plans, Fitzgerald says that while he’s 

currently excited about building up his team in Asia, he 

doesn’t rule out moving again in the future. ‘Who knows? I’ve 

been qualified as an accountant for 15 years, and worked in 

four different countries. It wasn’t that I wanted to leave Ireland; 

it’s that I wanted to explore the world. I don’t think Singapore 

will be my final destination.’ AB

Rufus Tan, journalist
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Time for a new playbook
Finance professionals face a challenging time forecasting, budgeting and planning 
next year as economic and business conditions turn volatile, warns Cesar Bacani

The IMF downgraded the 2019 growth 

forecast for the US to 2.5%, from 2.7% in 

April, in response to the US-China trade 

war. It also cut its forecast for China to 

6.2% (from 6.4%). Overall, the projected 

economic growth in 2018 and 2019 in 

advanced economies is 0.1 percentage 

point lower, including downgrades for 

the euro area, UK and Korea. 

The IMF is not expecting an economic 

recession but other prognosticators are 

pessimistic. Two-thirds of 51 economic 

forecasters in the US, for example, said 

in a recent survey by the US National 

Association for Business Economics that 

they expect a recession in the country 

by the end of 2020. The interconnected 

nature of the global economy means the 

rest of the world will also feel the pain.  

Where does this leave finance 

professionals in business? Out on the 

frontline, as usual. In Asia, businesses 

have survived the Asian financial crisis in 

1997 all the way to the global financial 

crisis of 2007-09 on the back of the CFO 

playbook, which is set around preserving 

cash, reducing liabilities, optimising 

working capital management, stringent 

cost management and so on. 

But there are new variables this 

time around, including President 

Donald Trump’s America First mantra, 

the central banks’ unwinding of the 

easy-money era, and rapid technology 

change around artificial intelligence, 

robotics, blockchain and cybersecurity. 

The traditional CFO playbook must 

now also focus on organisational agility, 

constant stakeholder communications 

and continued tech spending. AB 

Cesar Bacani is a freelance journalist.

The conventional wisdom is that the 
stock market is a key barometer of the 
health of businesses. Stock prices rise 
when corporate earnings increase; they 
fall when the opposite is the case. In 
these unpredictable times, however, 
valuations can fall even when actual 
profits meet or exceed expectations, as 
the numbers are swamped by fear over 
the US-China trade war, the Chinese 
economy’s slowdown, Brexit and 
other uncertainties.

I think 2019 will be a challenging 

year for finance professionals. The 

Conference Board Leading Economic 

Index (LEI) for the US rose by only 0.1% in 

October, after rising 0.6% in September 

and 0.5% in August. In September, the 

LEI increased 1.2% in China but fell in the 

UK (-0.4%), India (-0.2%), Japan (-0.2%) 

and Australia (-0.1%). The direction and 

magnitude of the index are significant. 

The LEI is calculated from variables that 

have historically fallen before a recession 

and risen before an expansion. In the 

US, they include the unemployment rate 

and average hourly earnings, building 

permits, money supply, the Institute 

for Supply Management’s index of 

manufacturing and changes in the value 

of the S&P 500. 

Already, the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) has walked back its forecast, 

made in April, that the global economy 

will grow 3.9% in 2019 and 2020. ‘That 

number now appears over-optimistic,’ 

Maurice Obstfeld, the then IMF chief 

economist, said in October. The revised 

forecast is a lower 3.7%. ‘There are 

clouds on the horizon,’ Obstfeld said. 

‘The likelihood of further negative 

shocks to our growth forecast has risen.’

Where does this 
leave finance 

professionals in 
business? Out 

on the frontline, 
as usual
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 A profession 
is in a position 
to excel when 
it has fair and 

consistent 
oversight

The year of enforcement
The Accountants Act has been static for almost two decades but the raft of 
changes planned for 2019 will finally impact the profession, says Errol Oh 

in his keynote address at the MIA 

International Accountants Conference 

last October, said the government 

wanted to strengthen the MIA’s powers 

and was looking into amending the 

act to further empower regulation and 

enforcement of the profession. 

At the same event, MIA president 

Salihin Abang said the institute had 

asked for stronger sanctions and 

investigative powers ‘in order to 

better enforce regulations and good 

governance in a more complex business 

environment’. And 10 days before 

that, at the institute’s AGM, Salihin had 

noted that the proposed revision would 

take MIA’s regulatory role to the same 

level as other regulators, and empower 

the organisation, while delays ‘could 

undermine the profession’s reputation 

and governance’.

In fact, news reports from as far back 

as 2007 quote MIA heads on moves 

to boost its enforcement powers. 

At times, it was revealed that the 

proposed amendments to the act had 

been submitted to the government 

for further action. And yet the statute 

remains unchanged.

Things may be different this time. For 

one thing, there is a bigger appetite 

for change. A profession is in a position 

to excel when it has fair and consistent 

oversight. As a regulator and a 

professional accountancy organisation, 

the MIA frequently has the difficult task 

of weighing the public interest against 

the development of the profession. It 

helps tremendously to have the right 

enforcement mechanisms and tools. AB

Errol Oh is executive editor of The Star.

Name any force that is reshaping 
our lives and you can be sure that 
accountants have been urged to adapt 
and play a role in how we deal with this 
sea change.

These forces are often business-

related – for example, globalisation, 

digitalisation, the move towards 

sustainability, and the increasing 

emphasis on regulation and governance 

– but the profession is also expected 

to respond to phenomena like cultural 

trends and climate change.

In other words, accountants ought 

to be agile, flexible, versatile and up-

to-date. And yet the Accountants Act 

1967 has been pretty much the same for 

17 years. 

Not counting the intermittent 

additions to its First Schedule, which 

lists the local universities whose 

accounting graduates are accepted 

as members of the Malaysian Institute 

of Accountants (MIA), the act was last 

amended in June 2001. That revamp 

included an expansion of the MIA 

council and the introduction of the 

chartered accountant designation. 

It also resulted in stiffer penalties for 

offences and a well-defined training role 

for the MIA.

This was the only time the act has 

been significantly altered since the 

institute’s activation in 1987, when it 

held its first annual general meeting. 

However, 2019 is set to be the year 

when we finally see another round of 

statutory enhancements, particularly 

in enforcement.

The firmest indication of this 

happening was when Deputy Finance 

Minister Dato’ Amiruddin Hamzah, 
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Location, location
While trade disputes such as the one between China and the US are damaging 
for Asia, silver linings could mitigate the damage, says Manu Bhaskaran

Governments across Asia are also 

planning policy reforms to strengthen 

their economies’ capacity to withstand 

potential shocks. The first set involves 

the supply side in a bid to improve the 

business environment. Such reforms 

have already led to striking improvement 

in the rankings of Asian economies such 

as Indonesia and India in the World 

Bank’s ease of doing business study. 

A big infrastructure push is also under 

way that will help cut logistics costs and 

improve competitiveness. 

A second set of moves is to accelerate 

negotiations for free trade agreements 

and regional economic partnerships 

so as to maintain the momentum 

of trade opening despite the rise in 

protectionism. The Comprehensive and 

Progressive Trans-Pacific Partnership 

(CPTPP) brings 11 countries in the Asia-

Pacific region together in a highly liberal 

trade arrangement that will significantly 

boost trade growth across the region. 

With South Korea and Thailand keen to 

join as well, the CPTPP could become 

a strong countervailing force against 

the harm caused by protectionism. 

A separate Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership embracing the 

South-East Asian nations, China, Japan, 

South Korea, India, Australia and New 

Zealand is also being negotiated. 

In short, the production relocation 

as well as the new trade agreements 

described above should help boost 

intra-regional trade and help contain a 

good part of the damage caused by the 

rise in protectionism. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO of Centennial 

Asia Advisors in Singapore.

The ups and downs of the dispute 
between the US and China will be a 
major determinant of Asian economic 
prospects in 2019 and beyond. Should 
the current negotiations fail, it is not 
just China that will lose out but the 
many Asian exporters that are part of 
the supply chain. 

Moreover, lower investor confidence 

would lead to a further outflow of capital 

from the region’s financial markets and 

place greater downward pressure on 

currencies. Foreign direct investment 

would also be diminished. However, 

this is not the entire picture; two sets of 

potential silver linings to this dark cloud 

could mitigate the damage: production 

relocation and regional responses.

Because of China’s rising costs, many 

firms had already started to move 

some production out of the country 

but US-China tariff risks appear to be 

accelerating this process. Some firms 

are relocating back to their home base 

such as the US, Japan or South Korea. 

Others are planning to move to low-cost 

production locations close to developed 

markets such as Mexico and Turkey. 

But the majority appear to be 

still committed to the offshoring of 

manufacturing in Asian locations. The 

biggest winners seem to be Vietnam, 

Thailand, Cambodia and Malaysia. 

These trends are likely to accelerate 

in 2019. Taiwan, for example, with 

100,000 firms with production facilities 

in China, is keen to reduce dependence 

on the Chinese economy, and its 

‘New Southbound Policy’ could see 

production relocate to South-East Asia. 

Similarly, South Korea has stepped up 

engagement with the region. 

Governments across 
Asia are planning 
policy reforms to 
strengthen their 

economies’ capacity 
to withstand 

potential shocks
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ACCA in Russia
My first formal engagement as president was to attend a member celebration in 

Moscow. It was fantastic to meet the members, key employers and stakeholders, 

and to support employers as our member numbers approach 3,000 in Russia. 

Lead by example
More than ever, finance professionals have a huge responsibility to help keep 
global economies on track, says new ACCA president Robert Stenhouse

is prioritised over short-termism. We 

need to set the ethical tone, challenge 

the way wealth is created, and lead by 

example by holding ourselves to the 

highest level of professional standards. 

I look forward to meeting as many 

of you as possible over the next 12 

months. There are exciting times ahead; 

together we can achieve some great 

things for the communities in which we 

live, as we develop the accountancy 

profession the world needs. AB

Robert Stenhouse is a director, national 

accounting and audit, at Deloitte in 

the UK. 

It was a huge honour, at the end of 
2018, to be appointed president of 
ACCA, and it’s a real pleasure to be 
writing my first column for you all. 

Over the next 12 months, I hope to 

be able to share with you some of my 

experiences and thoughts during what 

promises to be both an interesting and 

exciting year for me, ACCA and the 

accountancy profession as a whole.

In 2016, ACCA identified four 

drivers of change for the accountancy 

profession: increased regulation, 

digital technologies, globalisation and 

expanding public expectations. As 

we start 2019, these change drivers 

now have so much momentum that 

any business that believes they are 

immune from their impact should be 

considered reckless with regards to their 

own survival. 

This year, ACCA will not only be 

supporting members in dealing 

with these challenges; we’ll also be 

refreshing our strategy to 2025 to ensure 

ACCA remains fit for the future and 

continues to deliver outstanding value 

to members in rapidly changing times. 

All over the world, as our members 

develop and apply the skills and 

competencies they need to respond 

to the challenges and opportunities 

ahead, they continue to enhance their 

reputation and influence, and with it 

the reputation and influence of ACCA. 

In doing so, members make a tangible, 

positive difference to the organisations 

they work in, the people they work with 

and the economies they are part of.

With this increasing influence comes 

responsibility. As finance professionals 

we all have a huge responsibility to 

help global economies stay on track, 

and to ensure sustainable development 
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87% 
of executives around the 
world cite untrained 
staff as the greatest 
cyber risk to their 
business.
Source: ESI 
ThoughtLab 

E-commerce boost 
Chinese e-commerce giant Alibaba has 

launched Africa’s first electronic world 

trade platform. At the launch in Rwanda, 

Alibaba Group chairman Jack Ma said 

that entrepreneurs in Africa ‘are ready 

to seize the opportunities offered by the 

digital economy’. Alibaba will work with 

the Rwanda Development Board to help 

local enterprises sell their most popular 

products, which include coffee and 

handicrafts, to Chinese clients through 

its online marketplace. The platform 

will also help promote Rwanda as an 

attractive tourist destination.

Loyalty lacking  
Two-thirds of major brands surveyed 

in Asia Pacific do not understand 

why their customers are loyal to their 

organisations. This is because they 

lack a proper framework to measure 

loyalty in the context of overall business 

performance, according to Collinson, 

a global leader in loyalty and benefits. 

The study highlights the importance 

of collecting customer data to run 

deep analytics, informing predicting 

modelling to identify the right content 

based on customer behaviour. Of 

the markets studied, China had the 

highest percentage of effective loyalty 

programmes (47%).

The view from
Ilya Radchenko FCCA, senior manager – group internal 
audit, nbn, Australia, on a passion for learning

nbn is the largest 
telecommunication 
infrastructure company in 
Australia. I’m excited to be 

involved in every aspect 

of the business, as we 

design, build and operate 

the national broadband 

network. Most importantly, I enjoy a very 

collaborative and technology-driven 

way of working, which is quite different 

from traditional back-office functions. 

I’ve become more focused on business 

productivity, risk management and 

corporate governance as opposed to 

pure accounting; these are not just 

corporate activities but life skills.

While Australia is the most stable and 
prosperous country in the Asia-Pacific 
region, it is becoming more polarised. 
Trust between people is the most 

important Australian asset and we must 

keep it this way. 

We are fortunate to live in a connected 
world where you can shape your own 
career in a very unconventional way. 
You can achieve a high level of power, 

influence and earnings by being the 

best at what you do. Learning and 

teaching are among the other things 

I’m most passionate about and I have 

a secret plan to become a university 

lecturer at some later stage.

I finished a very strict Soviet music 
school and have been playing 
piano ever since. So, if robots do 

take over the accounting profession 

I am sure I will make a few bucks as a 

restaurant pianist. AB

Every accountant 
should put a 

designer’s hat 
on and look at 

their deliverables 
through a user-
experience lens

I started my career with 
EY St Petersburg in Russia, 
fresh out of university, 
where I graduated with 
a degree in economics. I 
joined the EY assurance 

department; the beauty of 

it was a broad exposure 

to industry and the opportunity to 

travel around the country. International 

business in Russia was still in its infancy 

and I had the opportunity to grow with 

the firm. However, early in my career 

I decided to challenge myself and 

relocate to Melbourne.

Business, regulations and the world 
itself have become very complex, 
resulting in the same level of 
complexity in accounting and auditing 
standards. Our job is to keep things 

simple. There have been some recent 

initiatives to simplify and declutter 

reporting and communication processes, 

but there’s still a long way to go. Every 

accountant should put a designer’s hat 

on and look at their deliverables through 

a user-experience lens.
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Shenzhen
22,438

Guangzhou
21,503

Dongguan
7,582

Foshan
9,550

Zhaoqing
2,201

Jiangmen
2,690

Zhuhai
2,565

Zhongshan
3,450

Huizhou
3,831

GDP of main cities in the Pearl River 
Delta in 2017 (100 million yuan)

Strength in numbers
Enterprises in China’s Guangdong province must ensure that they are ready to 
capitalise on the Belt and Road initiative, says a new ACCA report 

adopted by Guangdong to empower 

enterprises, and the positive 

dialogue that has ensued with 

countries including  Singapore, 

Thailand, Vietnam and Korea (along 

with another 180 regions). Meanwhile, 

the development of the Guangdong-

Hong Kong-Macau Bay Area, which 

includes nine cities in the Pearl 

River Delta, has emerged as a key 

supporting platform.

Distinct individual profile
The strengths and weaknesses of 

Guangdong’s enterprises are examined. 

Those with the courage to ‘go global’ 

necessarily require certain strengths, the 

report notes. As revealed by interviews 

conducted during the research, while 

enterprises share a cohort of evident 

strengths, they maintain a distinct 

individual profile. 

Strengths include superiority in 

technology, which can help Guangdong’s 

enterprises to win major infrastructure 

projects in power, ports, communications 

and more, while state-owned enterprises 

bring to the table the fundraising 

capacity of government backing. 

Brand value is another strength. The 

reputation Guangdong’s enterprises 

have established in the home appliance 

and smart electronics market will 

be seen as a positive by consumers, 

extending their domestic market to an 

international arena.

In supplying products of 

international standard, Guangdong 

enterprises have honed operational 

expertise that many of their peers are 

yet to achieve. This should expedite 

their entry into BRI markets. 

Since the ambitious Belt and Road 
initiative (BRI) was first mooted, 
China’s Guangdong province has 
been at the forefront in seizing the 
opportunities presented.

In May 2015, Guangdong became the 

first province to develop a BRI-aligned 

blueprint; since then, its implementation 

plan has progressed to include 

milestone developments such as the 

Guangdong Silk Road Fund, which 

received CNY20bn investment from 

the provincial government. This was 

followed by the Action Report 2017 for 

Guangdong Enterprises Going Global 

under the Belt and Road Initiative, the 

first indication of Chinese enterprises’ 

readiness for BRI. 

Now, a new ACCA report, Guangdong 
Enterprises and the Belt and Road 
Initiative, sets out to explore the next 

stage of the province’s journey. 

As ACCA chief executive Helen Brand 

notes in the foreword, the business 

prospects created by a project covering 

65 countries and an estimated US$4 

trillion of construction investment 

are unprecedented. Business leaders 

must be ready and able to seize these 

opportunities, and know how to manage 

and mitigate the associated risks.

The report details the measures 

Source: WIND
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There is concern, too, about inferior 

infrastructure support along the route, 

as well as technical and trade barriers. 

Some countries, for example, require 

a mandatory quota to be purchased or 

levy a discriminatory anti-dumping duty 

on Chinese products.

Political instability and economic 

volatility in certain countries are seen 

to pose financial risk, while compliance 

also needs to be understood. Some 

countries apply stringent standards or 

regulations; in others, religious beliefs 

or customs have led to special rules. 

Guangdong enterprises should also be 

mindful that tax regimes are not uniform. 

In their recruitment of a local labour 

workforce, companies may struggle to 

find talent. Specifically, a shortage of 

finance professionals with expertise in 

international accounting standards and 

tax policies is noted. 

Despite this impressive roll call 

of strengths, ACCA’s report has 

uncovered a number of weaknesses. 

For instance, certain core technologies 

deployed are actually owned by 

international competitors, inhibiting 

enterprises’ competitive strength. 

Some, in branding themselves as 

original equipment manufacturers, also 

lack the experience to compete with 

multinationals. In addition, for companies 

used to doing business on their home 

turf, a shortage of international talent 

may prove problematic. 

Yet Guangdong’s enterprises 

are renowned for conducting their 

business whenever a market or 

opportunity shows up. The report 

identified opportunities ‘in quite 

a sizable number’. Among these, 

companies engaged in labour- and 

capital- intensive sectors can transfer 

part of their capacity to BRI countries 

in order to enjoy a greater economy 

of scale.

By taking their business to BRI markets, 

Guangdong’s enterprises can upgrade 

their operation and management to 

international practice. And since BRI calls 

for ‘unimpeded trade’, local companies 

can be incentivised to improve product 

quality, drive R&D strength and build 

more proprietary brands. To that end, 

enterprises ‘must be aware of the 

necessity to partner with local enterprises 

to develop locally-fit products and 

improve customer stickiness’. 

Risky business
In terms of risk, Guangdong’s 

enterprises saw the largest roadblock as 

the enormous political risks associated 

with any foreign market – especially in 

the relatively poor, politically unstable 

countries along the Belt and Road.

Assets are also prone to confiscation 

or expropriation, requiring due diligence 

on the part of enterprises. Government 

support is eagerly called for.

As a leading province in economic 

development, Guangdong is 

answering the national call of BRI. 

Given its position as a first mover, 

ACCA recommends that the positive 

experiences of its enterprises in 

tapping  into BRI markets should be 

vigorously promoted through a variety 

of channels to lead, encourage and 

mobilise others.

Further, the report suggests that 

the knowledge and connections that 

enterprises have gained in global 

markets should be used to build an 

authoritative platform of information 

exchange, while the 30 million people 

from the province who now live outside 

China can help find suitable partners 

and lay the groundwork in local markets.

Companies are advised to learn 

more about the political, economic, 

cultural, religious and social settings 

of countries where they hope to do 

business, so as to manage challenges of 

all sorts with ease. 

For their part, finance professionals 

will require integration of competence-

driven and vocational education, 

and the adoption of an international 

approach to local operations. The report 

stresses that it is imperative for higher 

education institutions to partner with 

global bodies such as ACCA to produce 

internationalised finance professionals 

with expertise and professional ethics, 

international vision and strategic 

thinking. Similarly, Guangdong’s 

enterprises can turn to professional 

bodies to either train in-house 

internationalised finance professionals 

or recruit them from external sources.

At the same time, interviewees were 

optimistic about the development of the 

Guangdong-Hong Kong-Macau Greater 

Bay Area initiative. By thinking ahead, 

Guangdong’s enterprises are preparing 

themselves for an exciting future. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

Guangdong 
enterprises have 

honed operational 
expertise that 

many of their peers 
are yet to achieve
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At your service
For David Chan FCCA, director of special projects at Vistra, a flat management 
structure and the free flow of communication have been key to successful expansion

and financial reporting, company 

incorporation and overseas expansion, 

compliance, corporate secretarial 

services, escrow processes, intellectual 

property rights, recruitment and payroll 

administration, while private client 

wealth transition services cover estate, 

philanthropic, business and succession 

planning, using a variety of structures 

such as charities, corporate entities, 

family trusts and foundations. Vistra also 

provides a complete range of corporate, 

fiduciary and administrative services for 

alternative investment funds. 

Open line of communication
Key to this growth has been the 

emphasis on partnership, including 

the collaboration between Chan and 

David Chan FCCA has had a busy 
year. The director of special projects 
at global corporate services provider 
Vistra was involved in the completion 
of five mergers and acquisitions (M&A) 
transactions, two of which involved 
US-based international expansion 
services provider Radius and the 
global corporate services business of 
Deutsche Bank. 

‘As a group, Vistra has the ambition to 

triple its size in the coming years driven 

by M&As as well as organic growth,’ 

says Chan. 

M&A deals are only one part of Chan’s 

remit. ‘I look after effectively everything 

that is non-BAU [business as usual] 

within the traditional corporate finance 

function,’ he says. ‘Being project-

based, I am involved in M&A, process 

improvement, legal entity rationalisation, 

tax structuring and the rollout of ERP 

[enterprise resource planning].’ 

When Chan joined Vistra in 2012 he 

had over 14 years’ experience in Europe, 

including working for the French 

conglomerate Alcatel-Lucent (now part 

of Nokia). He played a pivotal role in 

facilitating the sale of Vistra to Barings 

Private Equity (Asia) in 2015, followed by 

the global integration and rebranding of 

Orangefield to Vistra in 2016.

Over the past decade, Vistra has 

grown from a company with 250 

employees across five jurisdictions 

to a 4,000-strong workforce in 46 

jurisdictions. The group’s specialist 

service teams manage accounting 
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ACCA and Vistra join forces
ACCA has signed a three-year agreement with Vistra, which will enable the group to 

recruit and develop key talent. ACCA will provide best practice and relevant learning 

resources for the group’s finance and accounting employees worldwide, as well as 

partnering on events. This builds on Vistra’s existing position as a Global Approved 

Employer with both trainee development (platinum) and professional development 

statuses – one of only 10 such employers globally – which has enabled Vistra to embed 

the best possible support for students and members, ultimately helping to raise its 

brand prestige. The agreement will drive activity throughout key regional hubs in the 

UK, Hong Kong, Singapore, Luxembourg, Poland and the Netherlands, with further 

co-operation planned for India (Delhi and Mumbai) and China (Shanghai).

BRI beckons
On the horizon is China’s Belt and Road 

initiative (BRI) – described by Chan as 

‘super exciting’ – and has led to many 

clients, particularly in Dubai in the 

United Arab Emirates, asking for help 

in setting up corporate structures. In 

order to facilitate such requests, the 

company has created Vistra Alliance, 

a global network of accountancy and 

professional firms.  

‘The level of sophistication of 

clients in these jurisdictions and 

China has gone up tremendously,’ 

Chan says. ‘They request setups, 

such as diverse investment structures, 

normally found in Western developed 

economies. Thanks to the BRI, clients 

now consider the multijurisdiction for 

corporate structures.’ 

One reason for Vistra’s success, 

the group CFO, also based in Hong 

Kong. This is, Chan says, thanks to the 

company’s flat management structure. 

‘It’s a short and open line of 

communication,’ Chan explains. ‘The 

group CFO can go directly to any 

member of my or other finance teams 

and get answers quickly. I can walk 

in any time and throw in a few ideas, 

and we can brainstorm together. 

This closeness allows us to make 

decisions quickly and decisively, and 

it’s particularly important when we 

need board decisions for time-sensitive 

projects such as M&A deals.’

As the only truly global trust, 

corporate services and fund 

administration specialist headquartered 

in Hong Kong, Vistra enjoys a strong  

strategic position. ‘Having group 

functions within Asia means we are able 

to adapt,’ Chan says. ‘Asia is the hotbed 

of major developments and China is 

where the main action will be over the 

next 10 years.’ 

The special projects team’s role in 

identifying opportunities for optimum 

synergy are prime examples of this.

‘The Deutsche Bank corporate 

services business acquisition gives us 

a strong footprint in the capital market 

sector,’ Chan says. ‘It considerably 

strengthens our corporate structure for 

investment funds.’ A key part of this is a 

Mauritius-based shared service centre, 

which will further expand these services.

Meanwhile, Radius is one of the 

largest international expansion service 

(IES) providers in the US, with a shared 

services centre in India with around 600 

employees. ‘Through this acquisition, 

Vistra has leapfrogged to become one of 

the top global IES providers,’ Chan says. 

‘We are looking at the ways to lever 

and integrate these acquisitions with 

our existing ones to further enhance 

our product offerings. By increasing our 

footprint in the US, we aim to further 

harness our global network. 

Chan believes, is that it thrives on 

the challenges of an ever-changing 

business environment. ‘We just have 

to evolve and adapt,’ he says. ‘Political 

uncertainties and changes can be 

positive. At Vistra, there are people 

with specialised knowledge, skill sets 

and expertise to help clients navigate 

through the changes in tax and legal 

process, among others. Without 

change, we will not get new clients who 

need to address new issues.’ 

A case in point is that Vistra has 

rolled out its pioneering enhanced 

incumbency certificate service 

globally. The group launched the value-

added service in response to banks’ 

stricter requirements for enhanced 

due diligence. 

‘We have the in-house knowhow to 

do this and we set up a special team 

for this service internally,’ Chan says. 

‘We met with leading banks to get 

an understanding of what was the 

additional information required by their 

compliance departments so that we 

could assure our clients that we know 

exactly what banks want.’

The global tax environment has 

also become more complicated 

with the implementation of the US 

Foreign Account Tax Compliance Act 

and the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development’s 

Common Reporting Standard. 

‘Asia is the 
hotbed of major 

developments and 
China is where the 

main action will 
be over the next 

10 years’
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ACCA and Vistra’s employees

Anna Poliszkiewicz FCCA, director at Vistra Warsaw, 

sees ACCA as a natural step to grow within finance. 

‘The broad scope of knowledge offered by ACCA is 

one of its key benefits,’ says Poliszkiewicz, who has 

responsibility for payroll and corporate secretarial 

services for the IES division in Poland as well as 

managing the finances in the Central and Eastern 

Europe region. ‘Apart from accounting, it was a 

great source of knowledge about business in general, such as the correlation 

between the different roles in an organisation, strategic planning, execution and 

risk management. I enjoyed studying business cases with practical examples of 

challenges that different organisations may face.’ 

Derren Busuttil FCCA, director at Vistra Malta, works 

in the corporate and private clients division where he 

plans, organises and manages the internal accounting 

function as well as preparing its annual budgets and 

execution of its financial strategies. Busuttil decided 

to study for the ACCA Qualification because of the 

work exposure opportunities students can benefit 

from during their studies. ‘It’s a great balance that 

enabled me to gradually build practical experiences 

fuelled by the knowledge gained through my studies,’ 

Busuttil says. ‘ACCA-approved employers, such as 

Vistra, can provide a perfect environment for on-going professional development.’

Tom McMahon FCCA, head of operations at Canyon 

CTS (acquired by Vistra in 2018), which specialises in 

corporate and trust services in capital markets, says 

that he has observed how the ACCA Qualification 

is valued around the world. ‘Having a globally 

recognised professional qualification allows team 

members to move between jurisdictions with relative 

ease,’ says McMahon, who is based in Ireland and 

works with the business development team on pricing 

for proposals and the client service team on delivery 

and recoverability for clients. ‘The ACCA Qualification 

has provided me with the ability to appreciate numbers, allowing me to understand 

how management decisions can affect both the bottom line and the long-term 

strategy of a business. ACCA is proactive in providing training courses and events 

allowing professionals to continue to develop as accountants and businesspeople.’ 

Spreading ACCA’s reach
Chan decided to study for the ACCA 

Qualification after experiencing first-

hand the impact of reorganisation. As 

one of the youngest European financial 

controllers, he found himself without 

a job when Alcatel-Lucent sold the 

division that he was working for. That 

prompted him to study for the ACCA 

Qualification.

‘I would not be here without studying 

for the qualification,’ he says, adding 

that ACCA membership has provided 

many opportunities. 

As a result, Chan is keen to spread 

ACCA’s reach within the company. 

‘Because my personal experience with 

ACCA has been positive, I want more 

Vistra’s employees to be part of it,’ he 

says. Chan has collaborated with Penny 

Borny, Vistra’s HR director of learning 

and development, to establish the 

Vistra University and other staff learning 

and development programmes; as a 

result, Vistra has become one of only 

10 Platinum Approved Employers, 

with employees globally enjoying the 

benefits (see opposite). 

‘It ensures that we meet ACCA’s 

stringent standards and provide 

quality training and time off for 

exams,’ says Chan. ‘Our Platinum 

status gives employees the scope for 

training and professional development 

that will ultimately help raise our status 

and prestige.’      

With the business landscape evolving 

rapidly, Vistra’s partnership with ACCA 

will, Chan points out, become even 

more crucial. 

‘Because a lot of transactional 

accounting will be automated, given 

the fast-developing technologies, it’s 

important that companies have internal 

training in partnership with ACCA to 

help young finance professionals to 

“level up” and be future-ready.’ AB

Wilson Lau, journalist 

Vistra is, Chan explains, able to help its 

clients navigate through the complex 

regulatory requirements and facilitate 

the submission of requested specific 

information to banks and tax authorities 

for their compliance.        
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Box headline
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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 
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Gitae magnima ximporr undenimilit 

prem culpa dolore prae estrum rerem 

aborrup turiantion culpa doluptus.
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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
Kimberley Kok ACCA, senior accountant, PwC Australia, 
on working in different cultures in Asia Pacific

I’m currently in the real 
estate group in financial 
services audit. The property 

investment business 

varies between states: in 

Perth houses are relatively 

cheap and investment is 

slowing, while Sydney is 

experiencing steady growth. Although 

housing prices increase every year or 

two, making loans harder to obtain, 

overseas investors are still driving 

steady growth.

Australia is a country where work-life 
balance is a priority, and at PwC we 
promote flexibility. Output is measured 

more than the time worked but quality 

is not compromised. Australia also 

promotes professions that are scarce, 

such as dentistry, surgeons and chefs, 

especially in rural areas like the Northern 

Territory. This is a good opportunity for 

small business to emerge.

I believe my greatest achievement 
is yet to be determined. I have many 

proud memories of good relationships 

with clients and colleagues, knowing the 

importance of teamwork and promoting 

work-life balance. 

I was a science student in high 
school before joining the corporate 
finance world and if I weren’t an 
accountant, I’d be a vet. I’d one 

day love to open a not-for-profit 

organisation for animals, especially 

dogs. As a dog lover, it would be 

an honour taking care of strays and 

giving them an opportunity to have a 

loving family. AB

Australia is a 
country where 

work-life balance 
is a priority, 

and at  PwC we 
promote flexibility

I started my audit career 
at EY in Sabah, East 
Malaysia, in 2012. Although 

audit can be tough, it has 

allowed me to see many 

business sectors, including 

construction, real estate, 

investment, insurance, 

banking, asset management and 

retail. Each business’s principal activity 

has broadened my views on their 

accounting and finance needs and 

processes. This means I understand 

that each business needs its own way 

of presenting financial statements while 

complying with accounting standards.

I have enjoyed various audit 
experiences working in the Big Four 
in Malaysia, Singapore and Australia, 
while getting the opportunity to better 
understand these cultures. I am now 

a senior on a skills hub programme 

at PwC Australia, where I lead nine 

auditors in low-risk areas of the financial 

statements audit. This helps each of 

the engagement team in achieving 

efficiency and effectiveness. 

28% 
of SMPs plan to 
allocate more 
than 10% of 
practice revenue 
over the next year to 
technology investment.
Source: IFAC

Accolade for BDO
BDO has received the 2018 Network of 
the Year Award from the International 
Accounting Bulletin. The award is 
presented to a multi-firm organisation 
that has demonstrated the most 
profitable growth strategies during the 
year. BDO, which won the same award 
in 2015, has been growing steadily 
for a decade, its 2017 results showing 
a year-on-year upturn in revenues of 
8% – one of the highest percentage 
increases in the profession. Operating in 
162 countries and territories, BDO grew 
to US$8.1bn in revenues in 2017, while 
headcount increased by 9.04%.

Making digital waves 
EY has strengthened its capability and 
resources in digital after acquiring 
Adelphi Digital Consulting Group, a 
consultancy with practices in Australia 
and Singapore. The Adelphi Digital 
team of more than 170 staff will join 
EY in Australia and Singapore, with 
the business now branded as EY. 
Adelphi Digital’s CEO, Margaret 
Manning, will join EY as a partner in the 
advisory practice, based in Singapore. 
The acquisition follows October’s 
announcement of the expansion to 
Singapore of EY’s wavespace network of 
global growth and innovation centres.
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MoU supports SMP development
ACCA and DFK International signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) last 

year to help build on the potential of SMP networks. Helen Brand, ACCA chief 

executive, said at the time: ‘By partnering with DFK our respective memberships can 

benefit from being a part of a truly global network with local expertise.’

Emma Tran, DFK International’s quality and business support manager, says the 

partnership is a commitment from both parties ‘to organise joint events and co-

operate across global markets on initiatives that will help attract accounting and 

finance talent’.

Part of the strength of a network is its ability to provide members with better 

insights into global development trends. ‘With this MOU our members will have the 

opportunity to access ACCA’s global network and research insights to develop talent 

needed to lead their evolving businesses,’ says Tran. 

The right connections
Accounting networks and associations can offer advantages that big firms can’t, and 
DFK International is seeking to expand its reach in order to better serve its clients

clients with the individual attention 

they need to help them develop their 

full potential.’

Maintaining independence
DFK International has 220 firms in 

its association in 93 countries. Each 

member is a separate legal, financial 

and administrative entity, practising 

under the laws in the country where it 

is based. ‘Being part of an international 

association allows member firms to 

benefit from global expertise and 

resources whilst maintaining their 

independence,’ says Tran.

Small and medium-sized accountancy 
practices (SMPs) have a global 
reputation as leaders in the delivery 
of professional advice. ACCA 
research, Growing globally: How 
SMPs can unlock international 
ambitions, has shown that they are 
uniquely positioned to deliver support 
to clients seeking to expand into 
international markets. 

But SMPs can’t be in every 

territory. And that is why firms join 

networks: to provide knowledge, 

support and expertise across borders. 

These networks are a considerable 

presence, with the top seven having 

total fee income of US$17.5bn in 2017.

With increasing emphasis on global 

trade and cooperation (such as the Belt 

and Road initiative), networks are set to 

play a more important role than ever. 

But that will only happen if networks 

work well, with clear structures, and are 

prepared to compete robustly. 

Global association DFK International 

is seeking potential association 

members in an effort to 

address this market need. Emma 

Tran FCCA, quality and business 

support manager at DFK International, 

says: ‘Our network is a great 

alternative to the large international 

firms because we have access to 

a pool of global specialists whilst 

still being small enough to provide 
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approach strong, independent firms 

that can provide these,’ Tran says. The 

association is particularly interested in 

expanding its presence in sub-Saharan 

Africa and Central Asia.

In assessing the suitability of potential 

member firms, DFK International 

considers structure, activities and 

approaches to issues including 

independence, ethics, regulation and 

succession. If the candidate firm passes 

the initial assessment, a member of the 

association’s standards review panel 

carries out an onsite pre-admittance 

check, and submits its findings to 

What makes these associations 

attractive to clients, Tran argues, is that 

the firms are all independent owner-

managed businesses, so the partners 

understand the pressures. While the 

firms, partners and staff are working 

daily with clients, the network is in 

the background providing services to 

members firms to support their practices 

in the fields of accounting, auditing, tax 

and management advisory services.

DFK International’s strategy is to 

focus on quality before numbers. ‘Our 

approach is to identify markets where 

clients are seeking services and to then 

‘We have access 
to a pool of global 
specialists whilst 

still being small 
enough to provide 

clients with the 
individual attention 

they need’ 

its regional and 

international boards for 

final approval. 

In 2018 DFK 

International joined 

forces with fellow 

association AGN 

International to create 

Global Connect, an 

initiative aimed at widening 

the resources available to 

members in areas where 

it does not have a physical presence. 

‘This allows us to expand our global 

connections with professionals, experts 

and referral sources while focusing on 

making sure our members get the right 

solutions for their firm and their clients,’ 

says Tran. AB

Peter Williams, journalist

31January 2019 Accounting and Business

AP_YPRAC_DFK.indd   31 04/12/2018   13:14



Northern delights
TMF Group, in association with ACCA, looks at the big issues facing companies 
planning to set up or expand into the business-friendly landscape of Scandinavia

The Scandinavian nations of Sweden, Denmark, 
Finland and Norway are magnets for international 
businesses. They are prosperous – Sweden and 

Norway ran 22nd and 25th, respectively, in the world in 
terms of GDP – with a solid regulatory environment, highly 
skilled workforce, widespread use of English as a business 
language, and a keen desire to attract foreign companies.

All four nations, as Gösta Lidén, managing director of TMF 

Group’s operations in Sweden, Finland and Denmark points 

out, are relatively small economies that are very dependent 

on international trade, in terms of both export and import of 

goods and services. ‘There is strong reliance on international 

companies, which often establish a local presence,’ he says. 

‘They are encouraged to set up businesses and are supported 

by chambers of commerce and government bodies, such as 

Business in Sweden.’

Good infrastructure and a strong commitment to R&D is an 

added draw (Sweden spends around 3% of its GDP annually 

on R&D): ‘The Nordics are often seen as good markets to test 

new products, systems and processes, as the populations 

are more IT-mature than in many other countries. The IT 

infrastructure is well developed, so leading-edge technology 

can readily be tested by large user bases,’ says Lidén. As a 

result, the fintech sector is particularly strong in the Nordic 

nations, and the proportion of ‘knowledge workers’ is higher 

than in most other countries.

This willingness to attract overseas businesses has led 

Nordic nations to maintain a 

friendly environment for overseas 

companies. According to TMF 

Group’s Financial Complexity Index 

for 2018, Sweden, Finland, Denmark 

and Norway rank 60th, 62nd, 80th 

and 87th in the world, respectively, 

out of the 94 countries in the Index, 

for the complexity for foreign 

businesses operating there. 

TMF Group’s Financial Complexity 

Index describes Norway’s regulatory 

environment, as ‘generally 

transparent with relatively low 

reporting requirements and little 

bureaucracy.’ Most accounting and tax filings can be done 

electronically, historically there have been few sudden or 

significant amendments to tax rates or legislation, and the 

processes of regulatory bodies tend to be streamlined. ‘All 

of this combines to make Norway a reliable, dependable and 

predicable market,’ the report concludes. One of the biggest 

challenges for overseas business is often finding the right 

skills, as there are low levels of unemployment across the 

Nordic region and high demand for skilled staff.

Lidén confirms that setting up a business in Nordic nations 

is relatively straightforward: ‘The procedures for registering a 

business are often web-based and easy, provided you have the 

standard electronic identification that is required.’ In Sweden, 

for example, there are several routes to setting up a business: 

establish a Swedish subsidiary, register as a foreign company, 

appoint an agent or distributor, or negotiate a joint venture.

Knowing the quirks
Where TMF Group clients most often need help in launching 

successful businesses in these nations, adds Lidén, is 

in making use of the opportunities that local processes 

provide. ‘Foreign companies don’t always know what is 

the most appropriate setup for their business in each 

country, which is where we come in.’ There are also specific 

quirks in each country that businesses need to be aware 

of, such as the Swedish Bookkeeping Act, which has strict 

requirements for archiving the documentation that supports 

company accounting.

While the regulatory and tax 

environments in Sweden, Denmark 

and Finland are relatively stable, 

they are not immune to change. 

The corporate tax rate in Sweden, 

for example, will be reduced from 

22% to 21.4% in 2019 and again to 

20.6% in 2021. The auditing process 

for companies of different sizes is 

also under ongoing discussion, with 

no final decision as yet. Mandatory 

electronic filing of financial 

statements will be introduced within 

the next two to three years.

‘The Nordics are 
often seen as good 

markets to test new 
products, systems 
and processes, as 

the populations are 
more IT-mature 

than in many 
other countries’ 
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The Financial Complexity Index
TMF Group’s Financial Complexity Index is a strong indicator 

of the friendliness of a business environment from a financial 

perspective – it ranks nations according to the ease with 

which companies can deal with taxes, adhere to reporting 

requirements, maintain company accounts and deal with 

cross-border transactions. The Index is based on a survey of 

74 detailed questions completed by TMF Group’s accounting 

and tax experts located in each jurisdiction, and analysis of 

the results focuses in particular on the accounting and tax 

rules that companies must apply, how relevant regulations are 

incorporated into a business, and the risks of non-compliance.

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

Sweden, Finland and Denmark, as full members of the 

European Union, reflect regulatory initiatives emanating 

from Brussels. Finland, for example, is working towards 

implementation of the EU Anti-Tax Avoidance Directive in 2019 

and will, as a result, introduce a limit on the right to corporate 

interest expense deductions.

Norway, of course, is not a member of the EU, which 

brings its own challenges. It operates within the European 

Economic Area (EEA); the EEA Treaty means that it is obliged 

to implement all EU regulation for the financial sector and 

comply with EU standards. ‘This adds a layer of complexity that 

can be hard to predict and needs expertise to manoeuvre,’ 

says the TMF Group report.

There is no doubt that the Nordic nations are an attractive 

prospect for overseas companies planning to extend their 

reach. ‘Scandinavia is generally a very business-friendly 

environment,’ says Abdul Goffar, ACCA’s head of Western 

Europe. ‘These markets are stable and therefore predictable 

and dependable and, as such, offer lots of potential to 

businesses looking to expand overseas.’ 

Ambitions are high across the region – Copenhagen, 

for example, hopes to be the world’s first carbon-neutral 

city by 2022 – and Nordic governments are keen to attract 

more foreign investment. Businesses hoping to extend their 

reach into prosperous and dynamic regions should seriously 

consider going Nordic. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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More information

Find IFAC’s Global SMP survey 2018 at bit.ly/IFAC-SMP2018

Ongoing onslaught
The big challenges for small and medium-sized practitioners, according to 
IFAC’s global survey, are competition, regulation and client attraction/retention 

Costs, competitors, clients and compliance
The four top challenges identifi ed by the survey’s 6,258 

SMP respondents from 150 countries are:

Keeping up with consulting 
The vast majority (86%) of SMPs offer some form of 

advisory service. The top four are:

Advisory is expected to be the fastest-growing 
revenue stream over the coming 12 months.

Pressure to lower fees

Corporate advisory 

Navigating new technology that will 
affect traditional accounting roles 

66%

48%

78%

68%

73%

57%

46%

44%

46%

41%

45%

27%

Using data to drive 
strategic decision-making

Managing cyber and IT risk

Differentiation from the competition 

Management accounting 

Attracting new and retaining existing clients

Restructuring, insolvency and liquidation

Keeping up with regulation

Human resources/employment regulation

51%

12
%

8%

39
%

37
%

45%

20
18

20
16

8%

7%

32
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%

40%
42%

20
16

20
18

5%

6%

32
%

38
%

36%

44%

20
16

20
18

6%

6%

32
%

30
%

36% 38%

20
16

20
18

Substantial increase
Moderate increase

Advisory/
consulting and 
other services

Tax planning 
and 

compliance

Audit and 
assurance 

New tech, new tasks
Major tech-driven change for the accountant’s role in SMEs 

is anticipated over the next fi ve years.

Talent pipeline pressures
Attracting next-generation talent is something 54% of 

SMPs have diffi culty with – for the following reasons:

Lack of candidates with 
the right mix of skills

Competition from 
larger practices 

Increased opportunities 
in other fi elds

Concern about work-life 
balance and fl exibility

Concern about 
technology impacting 
jobs and opportunities

66%
57%
44%
41%
27%

66%
57%
44%
41%
27%

53%
50%
31%
27%

Accounting and 
other non-

assurance services
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2020s vision
Trust and technology are some of the big issues to impact how the profession will 
look over the coming decade, as explored at the World Congress of Accountants

S everal weeks ago, over 5,000 accountants from around 
the world came together to discuss the issues and 
trends shaping the profession. By the time the World 

Congress of Accountants (WCOA) in Sydney concluded, a 
picture had emerged of what accounting might look like in 
the next decade. We explore some of the major themes.

Architects of rebuilding trust 
The decline of public trust in business has been well 

documented in surveys and media globally, but portrayals of 

the human cost of financial corruption really bring it home. 

WCOA delegates heard first-hand 

from whistleblowers Michael 

Woodford (the ex-Olympus CEO 

who in 2011 exposed accounting 

fraud totalling more than 100 billion 

yen) and Wendy Addison (the ex-

LeisureNet treasurer who in 2000 

uncovered the embezzlement of 

millions of rand). 

They provided a timely reminder 

that professional accountants have 

a huge role to play in rebuilding 

public trust in business institutions. 

‘Ethics sets us apart from every 

other profession,’ said Rachel 

Grimes, outgoing president of the 

International Federation of Accountants. ‘Trust is the most 

important asset a business can have – an intangible on the 

balance sheet that we know is priceless.’

Ethics consultant Clare Payne told attendees that 

accountants will have to go beyond compliance in order to 

earn public trust. Society’s expectations will keep changing, 

she said, often faster than standards are updated. Accountants 

will also need to weigh up the business advice they give by 

asking whether it’s moral. That means factoring in public 

attitudes to issues such as discrimination, human rights and 

income inequality, she added. 

It’s going to be emotional
‘To succeed in a fast-evolving digital age, professional 

accountants need a rounded set of skills that go beyond 

technical knowledge, and these skills include emotional 

intelligence,’ ACCA chief executive Helen Brand told the 

WCOA delegates as she unveiled new research into the topic.

While technology will be able to handle routine tasks in the 

future, only human beings will be able to identify and manage 

emotions in themselves and others, she added. ‘Many people 

have an intuitive sense of EQ [emotional quotient], often 

expressed as something to do with emotions and interacting 

effectively with people. But it is important also to critically 

reflect on the value embedded in emotions in today’s digital 

age. Effectively harnessing this value is vital for success.’

Delegates at WCOA were 

encouraged to proactively focus 

on their emotional intelligence by 

developing a range of competencies 

including a growth mindset, self-

knowledge, perspective-taking, 

empathy and influence. A good place 

to start here is to assess your EQ 

level by using ACCA’s diagnostic tool, 

available at accaglobal.com/EQ.

Planetary mission 
Blessed with the technical skills 

to measure and validate data, 

accountants will be uniquely equipped 

to help achieve a more sustainable 

future for the planet. That was the message at WCOA from 

both the Prince of Wales and Ban Ki-moon, former United 

Nations secretary-general.

‘Peace and justice can only be established when everybody’s 

activities are accountable and transparent,’ said Ban. ‘Expand 

your collective efforts and take the lead in support of the UN 

Sustainability Development Goals and climate change action 

to make this world much, much more accountable. You are 

accountants. This word comes from “accountability”. So let’s 

work together to make this world better.’

In a video address, Prince Charles said accountants must 

assist in taking ‘drastic action’ on climate change. He said 

finance leaders have the ability and the responsibility to create 

sustainable and commercially viable business models. For 

more details, visit accountingforsustainability.org.

‘Ethics sets us 
apart from every 
other profession. 
Trust is the most 

important asset a 
business can have’
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sessions discussing artificial intelligence, robotics, the internet 

of things, automated payments and blockchain.

‘When you’re looking after the financial wellbeing of a 

company, that’s a very big responsibility that accountants 

have, and many, many new innovations are happening all 

over the world,’ said Ayesha Khanna, co-founder and CEO 

of Singapore-based artificial intelligence solutions firm 

Addo AI. ‘I think it’s very exciting that there are more tools 

available for accountants.’

Grimes summed up the prevailing mood: ‘Through 

technological innovation and human ingenuity we can 

shed our most mundane tasks and expand our minds. We 

can also free up the world’s most precious non-renewable 

commodity: time. More time to provide high-value strategic 

advice. More time to advance sustainable prosperity. And 

more time to fulfil our public interest mission. Can we achieve 

it all? I know we can.’ AB

Andy McLean, journalist based in Sydney

More information

See also the articles ‘Start the revolution’ and ‘Convening 
Down Under’ in this edition

Assess your emotional intelligence using ACCA’s diagnostic 
tool, at accaglobal.com/EQ

Younger generation will rise (and rise)
If WCOA is anything to go by, the next generation of 

accountants will be bold, ambitious and ready to reimagine 

the profession. Delegates enjoyed several presentations from 

young achievers who are already applying their accounting 

skills to support business and social causes.

‘As the new generation of accountants joins the ranks, we 

have different visions of what accounting can be,’ said Shelley 

Cable from PwC Australia. While still in her mid-20s, Cable 

spoke at the UN in Geneva in 2017 about the human rights 

of indigenous peoples. ‘I would love to see new and young 

accountants take on more leadership roles and believe in 

themselves that they can make a difference – because we 

absolutely can,’ she said. ‘There is nothing holding us back 

except our own imagination.’

Cable emphasised that young accountants are eager to 

collaborate with established leaders in the profession. She 

said: ‘We want to walk alongside you. We want to learn from 

your experience. And we want to combine it with our own 

energy and our own vision for the future.’

Adding more value than ever
The accounting profession can free itself from repetitive, 

transactional tasks and concentrate instead on adding 

greater value for clients and employers. That sentiment was 

repeatedly heard throughout the four days of WCOA, in 
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Start the revolution
An exhilarating prospect, the robot revolution is also a potentially frightening 
one that few have embarked on. Here’s how to begin your robot journey

The majority of accountants say that robotic process 
automation (RPA) offers incredible opportunities for 
their organisations, but only a minority have found 

a way to begin implementing the technology. 
This is the major finding from a global survey of 

more than 2,700 accountants, conducted jointly 

by KPMG and ACCA with strategic alliance 

partner CA ANZ. The survey’s finding was 

mirrored by an audience poll that was 

taken at the World Congress 

of Accountants in Sydney 

in November.

Jamie Lyon, interim director of professional insights at 

ACCA, says: ‘The common assumption is that this technology 

is all about getting cost out of the 

finance team, but it’s really about 

how to improve control, how to 

speed up processing.’

RPA offers 24/7 operational 

capability, data accuracy and 

improved visibility of business 

performance. ‘It can really 

change the game, particularly for 

transactional finance work,’ says 

Lyon. ‘You can start to free up 

finance teams from repetitive work. 

And then when that is combined 

with the front end – particularly 

around analytical tools in the face 

of exploding data in the corporate 

environment – automation can transform the way accountants 

and finance professionals bring real value to the organisation.’

Love your robot
When seeking to deploy RPA, one of the most common 

barriers experienced by finance leaders is fear and resistance 

from the workforce. That’s hardly surprising given media 

speculation that robots will steal human jobs. A 2013 

Oxford University study, which found a 93% probability that 

‘Accountants have 
the skillset and the 

framework on which 
to build RPA. It’s a 

massive opportunity 
for the profession – 

we should get out 
there and own it’

‘I believe that 

accountants have the 

skillset and the framework 

on which to build RPA and I 

think it’s a massive opportunity for 

the accounting profession – we 

should get out there and own 

it,’ says Rachel Grimes, outgoing 

president of the global organisation 

for the accountancy profession 

the International Federation of Accountants (IFAC), who has 

personal experience of deploying RPA with her employer in 

Australia, the banking group Westpac Bank. 

RPA is not as complicated or as daunting as it might first 

appear. It is simply software that is programmed or instructed 

by end users to perform high-volume, standardised, rules-

based tasks. It automates the logical transfer of data within 

processes quickly and accurately, reducing the amount of time 

that accountants need to spend on mundane tasks.
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Keeping up with the robots
Singapore-based Ayesha Khanna, CEO of artificial intelligence 

advisory firm Addo AI, says it’s essential for accountants to 

keep constantly up to date on how others in the profession 

are harnessing technology. Speaking at the World Congress 

of Accountants in Sydney, Khanna recommended setting up 

a Google alert for online articles about how AI and RPA are 

being applied in the accounting world and subscribing to 

publications such as MIT Technology Review and Wired. 

She also suggested viewing relevant online conferences. 

ACCA members can watch on-demand the Accounting for the 

Future global virtual conference sessions on robotics and the 

finance function (go to accaglobal.com/AFF2018).

computerisation would lead to job losses for accountants and 

auditors during the next two decades, is commonly quoted.

But the reality of introducing RPA runs contrary to the media 

hype. Ali Mehfooz, global head of fund technical and finance 

services at AMP Capital, says staff engagement in a finance 

team in his organisation shot up after RPA was introduced. 

‘Once we work with them and show them the benefits, people 

are quite excited about getting involved,’ he says.

Nikki McAllen, financial management partner at KPMG 

Australia, says staff engagement is the key to successful RPA 

implementation. ‘It’s about how you manage it and involve 

your teams from the very start,’ 

she says. ‘There is initially fear 

when you start talking about 

automating – not necessarily 

among qualified accountants, but 

certainly among team members who 

are doing transactional jobs; they are 

concerned about losing their jobs. 

But what we’ve seen, especially 

among some of the younger 

generation, is teams 

embracing the opportunity 

of robotics, and moving on 

to become programmers 

and controllers. You’re 

getting more involved in 

solving the organisation’s 

problems, and actually feeling 

like a valued member of the team rather than just 

processing transactions. So I don’t think it’s something to be 

scared of. It’s a real opportunity to reinvent yourself.’

Proof of concept
A prudent approach to RPA adoption is to trial discrete 

business processes or projects before seeking a broader 

rollout. Identifying the right area of the business for trial can 

be critical. McAllen says: ‘We have seen clients start too big 

and choose the most complex problems, which often takes 

an awful lot of time to unpick, and sometimes you are having 

to fix the process before you automate it. That can derail your 

automation journey.’

On the other hand, selecting a business process that is 

too easy to solve can fail to deliver substantial benefits to 

the business. ‘That can leave the organisation relatively 

disengaged on the automation journey,’ McAllen adds.

RPA consultant Matt Kearney from NTT Data recommends 

thinking about what the impact could be outside the finance 

function. ‘You should look at what the opportunity is across 

the business, not just the finance area. You really need 

to be making your plans around where the best process 

opportunities are for all the business functions. Finance can be 

the leader and the evangelist in this process.’ AB

Andy McLean, journalist, Sydney

More information

Read the ACCA, CA ANZ and KPMG joint publication 
Embracing robotic automation during the evolution of 
finance at bit.ly/ACCA-robo-embrace
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Secrets of SME success
As a recent ACCA report shows, a clear vision and strategy, robust processes and the 
right people are as vital for SMEs to succeed as they are for larger organisations

Owner-managers of small businesses are generally 
brave, ambitious people with a good grasp of 
their sector and a quiet confidence in the product 

or service they are offering. But a stellar idea does not 
necessarily translate into a star company. So why not?

In every country, the majority of 

businesses are small. SMEs and 

micro-firms account for 95% of all 

enterprises in OECD (Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and 

Development) countries and 93% 

of those in non-high income, 

non-OECD nations. The long-term 

success of a smaller business, 

though, depends as much on the 

nuts and bolts of an organisation – 

solid processes and governance – as 

it does on a money-spinning idea.

No one understands this more 

than professional accountants, which 

is why ACCA has embarked on a detailed research project 

to better understand how SMEs can grow successfully. The 

second report in its three-part research project, How vision 
and strategy helps small businesses succeed: Governance 
needs of SMEs, focuses on how a business can build an 

internally robust organisation. It 

follows Growing globally: How SMPs 
can unlock international ambitions, 

published in July 2018, which 

discussed how small businesses can 

be better supported to participate 

in international trade; the final report 

will examine how SMEs can adopt 

best practice from high-growth firms.

SMEs come in all shapes, sizes and 

sectors but, the report argues, there 

are some good ideas that can be 

applied to most of them, with some 

inspiration. It defines governance in 

the context of SMEs as being ‘about 

The long-term 
success of a small 
business depends 

as much on the 
nuts and bolts of an 

organisation as it 
does on a money-

spinning idea
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Critical factors for long-term prosperity
ACCA’s report asked 368 SMEs what they felt were the critical 

factors enabling businesses to prosper over the long term.

leadership directing the organisation to long-term prosperity’. 

In practice, this requires four vital elements:

* introducing oversight mechanisms

* aligning processes with the organisation’s purpose

* demonstrating a commitment to stakeholders

* ensuring that resources are used for maximum impact.

These objectives may appear a lot to ask from SMEs, says the 

report. ‘Governance requirements may, at times, appear to 

involve a balancing act with the pursuance of the business’ 

purpose.’ But, it adds, if the way in which a business is run is 

aligned with what it aims to achieve, the organisation will be as 

effi cient as it is effective.

The research, which is based on a survey of 500 SMEs and 

not-for-profi t bodies worldwide, as well as insights from 

business leaders, academics and business advisers, identifi es a 

number of drivers that build a robust organisation.

Having vision
It begins with vision. ‘Any organisation needs to picture how 

it wants to look, what it delivers, and how people external to 

the organisation would see it in the future,’ says the report. If 

a vision is about where the organisation wants to go, strategy 

and processes are what will take it there – breaking down the 

vision into manageable steps, setting achievable goals for 

execution, and monitoring and reporting on outcomes.

In all of the organisations questioned, the owner-manager 

or CEO played a key role in strategy-setting, although senior 

management and the executive team tend to become more 

involved as the organisation grows. And it is an ongoing 

process; 78% of respondents said that strategy is discussed at 

least four times a year in their organisation. 

Just under half of those questioned said they never involve 

a third party in strategy discussions. This is an area where 

changes could be made, according to the report. It may not 

always be a palatable idea to bring in external parties to 

review strategy, but it can be helpful to receive a different 

perspective: ‘Even on an ad hoc basis, by having contacts to 

consult with, leaders can benefi t from different experience and 

expertise – or just have someone to bounce ideas off.’

The third essential driver of SME success is people, and that 

will continue even in an automated world: ‘In high-growth, 

high-tech and niche industries, the innovation and creativity of 

people is fundamental,’ says the report.

Added to these are the external factors that a resilient 

SME must withstand. ‘The organisation must understand and 

interact appropriately with its stakeholders – from its workforce 

to trade partners, from funders to the community in which it 

operates – and win their support,’ says the report. ‘This can 

make or break the business as it goes through the economic 

Staff/team work 39%

30%

22%

20%

20%

15%

14%

13%

Strategy

Treat stakeholders well

Leadership

Business process

Resilience/competitiveness

Mission/vision

Liquidity

cycle, circumvents threats and explores opportunities.’ It 

adds that if an SME is to be successful, it must nurture its 

relationship with external stakeholders, align rewards and 

opportunities for employees with its strategy, and stay fl exible, 

adaptable and resilient.

Vital leadership
The report acknowledges the vital role that leadership plays 

in creating and maintaining these drivers of success. Most of 

those taking part in the survey said that their own leadership 

team had a process in place to make sure that its members 

had a broad range of skills to meet these challenges, although 

almost half of micro-entities questioned said they did not 

evaluate individual leaders.

The report suggests that a regular review of leadership skills 

and performance should not be confi ned to larger companies 

and could be benefi cial to businesses of any size.

The research team concluded its survey by asking those 

SMEs taking part what critical factors helped them to prosper 

over the long term. For most, the answer was good people – 

the importance of attracting, retaining and investing in people 

to create a strong team. In other words, whatever business you 

are in, it is essential to be in the business of people. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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More on mindfulness

Try a mindfulness exercise with Rob 
Yeung at bit.ly/ACCA-playlist.

The mindfulness remedy
Training the mind to focus on the here and now rather than wandering off here and 
there can improve your decision-making and your stress levels, says Rob Yeung

the University of California, Santa 

Barbara, found that only eight minutes 

of performing mindfulness resulted in 

psychological benefits that were greater 

than from the same time spent either 

reading or relaxing quietly.

However, the most impressive benefits 

of mindfulness have typically been 

observed after many hours of practice. 

Investigators led by the University of 

Melbourne’s Richard Chambers found 

that people who completed an intensive 

10-day programme (around 110 hours) 

of mindfulness training experienced 

improved memory and attention, and 

psychological well-being. Other studies 

that reported benefits such as reduced 

stress and greater job satisfaction have 

typically asked participants to perform 

mindfulness for up to 30 minutes daily 

for around eight to 10 weeks.

There is likely to be a dose-response 

relationship between mindfulness and 

its benefits, much as there is between 

physical exercise and its positive effects. 

Run, swim or play tennis for an hour a 

month and you will likely get some but 

limited benefits; engage in a bigger 

‘dose’ of physical activity for perhaps 

several hours a week and you almost 

certainly get greater benefits. Similarly, 

occasional mindfulness likely accrues 

only certain benefits; more frequent 

and/or longer mindfulness may lead to 

greater gains.

The benefits of mindfulness are not 

purely subjective, either. Scientists 

led by Harvard Medical School’s Britta 

Would you like to feel less stressed at 
work or make better decisions? Would 
you like to feel less exhausted, have 
more control over your emotions or 
derive more satisfaction from your job?

All these positive outcomes are linked 

to a mental state known as mindfulness. 

In simple terms, mindfulness is defined 

as being consciously aware of our 

moment-to-moment experience, which 

includes not only the information we 

perceive through our physical senses 

but also the thoughts and feelings we 

are having.

Contrast that with states of mind that 

are not mindful: if you find yourself 

caught up in irrelevant thoughts, unlikely 

daydreams or past regrets perhaps, or if 

you rush around busily doing activities 

while running on automatic mental pilot.

To experience mindfulness, try a brief 

exercise: close your eyes for a minute 

and just focus on the sensations of your 

breathing. Breathe normally through 

your nose and simply pay attention 

to the feeling of the air entering and 

exiting your nostrils. Soon you may 

notice your mind wandering, as you 

think about tasks you need to complete 

at work or home. Many people also 

get distracted by thoughts about past 

mistakes or current problems. When 

your mind wanders, gently bring your 

awareness back to your breathing. 

Perhaps set a quiet timer to go off when 

you want to finish.

Training the mind
Studies have detected benefits 

from mindfulness training almost 

immediately. One research investigation 

led by scientist Michael Mrazek at 

Mindfulness 
training is able to 

change the very 
structure of the 

human brain
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business is a profi t-making entity that makes very 

little difference to the world. I want to work in a more 

meaningful sector, but would have to take a signifi cant 

pay cut to do so. I feel stuck and unsure what to do.

A Take a moment to think about what you would like your life – not 

just your career – to look like in, say, 10 or 15 years. How do you 

want to be spending your time? How do you want to feel about your life, your work, 

and, indeed, yourself? If you can’t bear the idea of still being in the same industry a 

decade or so from now, then it’s time to start planning your way out.

Consider this: a business building a new manufacturing plant (which would require 

inputs of time, effort and money – just as most career changes would) will likely look 

for a return on its investment in years rather than just months. Try thinking about your 

career decision in the same way that a company will take a business decision: there 

will be fi nancial and emotional costs before any eventual payback.

But don’t imagine that you have only two options: either to stay in your unfulfi lling 

job or to do something more meaningful but poorly paid. Consider ways of dabbling 

in the new sector while staying involved in your current role. Could you take a 

sabbatical for a few months? Could you volunteer to do something in the different 

sector for a few hours a week to begin with?

To move forwards, get in touch with people who are doing what you want to do. 

Approach them respectfully and seek their advice – face to face, over the telephone 

or simply by email. You may be surprised at how willing people are to help so long as 

you show you have researched their line of work and are committed. 

Tips for the top
Smartphones allow us to do so much. However, a study led by Adrian Ward at 

the University of Texas at Austin suggests that even the physical presence of 

smartphones may be detrimental to their owners’ performance. Ward and colleagues 

gave 520 participants 10 puzzles to solve from an intelligence test. Some participants 

were instructed to put their phones in another room, others put their phones in 

either a pocket or bag, and a fi nal group put their phones on 

a desk next to them. Participants with their phones in 

a separate room answered, on average, 8.3 puzzles 

correctly; those with phones in a pocket or bag scored 

around 8.2; and those with phones on the desk 

scored 7.8. In other words, people were measurably 

distracted by the mere presence of their phones. 

Even without checking their phones, they suffered 

a loss of cognitive capacity. The lesson: to work at 

optimal productivity, do not simply keep your phone to 

one side – put it entirely out of sight.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I have achieved what many 

would consider a successful 

career. However, for years I have 

been feeling distinctly unfulfi lled 

by the industry in which I work. Our 

Hölzel used magnetic resonance 

imaging to examine the brains of 

participants after an eight-week 

mindfulness programme and 

found increased grey matter 

concentration in the brain regions 

involved in learning and memory, 

among others. In other words, 

mindfulness training is able to 

change the very structure of the 

human brain.

Modern mindfulness is an entirely 

secular training exercise unrelated to 

religion. Just as physical exercise hones 

the body, mindfulness strengthens the 

mind and our ability to focus on what 

we want to focus on. You can practise 

mindfulness in its most basic form 

simply by focusing on your breathing, as 

I suggested earlier. 

If you fi nd it diffi cult to practise 

mindfulness for 10 to 20 minutes in one 

go, aim for smaller chunks throughout 

the day. When clients tell me that 

they are too busy, I advise them to try 

practising mindfulness only on certain 

days of the week. Practising mindfulness 

occasionally will still likely deliver more 

benefi ts than never doing it. 

If you would like more formal 

guidance, download two instructional 

audio tracks that I have recorded at 

bit.do/mindful-audio. These are available 

for free, but the site requires email 

registration. Alternatively, follow the link 

to the accompanying ACCA video. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.

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
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Trust ratings

Source: Roy Morgan Image of 
Professions Survey 2017
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as both warm and competent. People 

who come across as warm are inspiring.

Accountants sit in a group with 

engineers and lawyers, who are viewed 

as cold and competent. Apparently, 

professionals who come across as cold 

are mistrusted, and viewed as self-

serving and calculating. The lesson from 

Fiske’s research is that if accountants 

want to become a high-trust profession, 

they need to become more skilful at 

generating and communicating warmth.

Empathy and self-persuasion
There are two practical, proven and 

easy steps that accountants can take 

to improve their warmth and trust 

scores. First, they need to become 

much more skilful at generating and 

projecting empathic concern – the 

emotional intelligence quotient referred 

to in ACCA’s research Professional 
accountants – the future and follow-up 

report Emotional quotient in a digital 
age – Emotions and the future of 
accountancy.

Empathy has three complementary 

components:

* emotional, where we share the 

feelings of other people

* cognitive, where we demonstrate 

that we understand a client’s goals, 

desires and motives, and can see 

the world through their eyes

* concern, the attribute most highly 

valued by clients, where they 

believe their accountant genuinely 

cares about their long-term 

wellbeing and always acts with their 

interests in mind – a trusted helper, 

in other words. Clients reward 

trusted helpers by following their 

Asurvey from Australia about 
trust in the professions ranks 
accountants ahead of lawyers 

– but with a score of just 50% (see 
box). Why is this?

Accountants know that a low level of 

trust is bad for business. ‘Trust is a hard-

edged economic driver,’ says Stephen 

Covey, author of The Speed of Trust. 
He argues that trust always affects two 

outcomes – speed and cost. When trust 

dwindles, speed (the time it takes to 

do business) also falls while costs rise. 

Likewise, when trust goes up, speed 

increases and costs fall.

Trust is also a strong predictor of 

whether a client will follow an adviser’s 

recommendations. Research from the 

medical profession shows that patients 

who trust their doctors are more likely 

Perhaps the 
greatest benefit of 
self-persuasion is 

discovering that, as 
trust deepens, the 

quality of the work 
you win improves

to follow treatment plans. Accountants 

can rebuild trust by softening their 

approach to appear more accessible, 

consultative and empathetic. Research 

by Susan Fiske at Princeton University 

on warmth and competence found that 

80% of the social judgments humans 

make about other people are based 

on the answers they get to the two 

questions they unconsciously ask when 

meeting someone for the first time. 

These questions are hardwired into our 

brains and evolved in Stone Age times, 

when it was vital to rapidly determine 

whether a stranger was a friend or 

foe. The first question is ‘do I like this 

person?’, which is an assessment of their 

warmth and trustworthiness. The second 

is ‘do I respect this person?’, which is 

a judgment of their effectiveness and 

competence, and how capable they are 

of carrying out their intentions.

Fiske asked adults in the US to 

appraise and compare professions for 

warmth and competence. They rated 

the professions that come across as 

caring – nurses, doctors and teachers – 

Warm and fuzzy
If accountancy is to become a highly trusted profession, accountants need to 
become more skilled at generating and communicating warmth, says Harry Mills
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recommendations and, over time, 

buying more services from them.

Second, accountants need to change 

the way they influence others. There are 

two ways to influence someone: direct 

persuasion, which generates mistrust; 

and self-persuasion, which creates trust.

When influencers use direct 

persuasion, they use arguments, 

numbers and reasons to convince 

people why they need to change. 

Direct persuasion is the default form of 

influence for many accountants, whose 

persuasive communications primarily 

consist of statements packaged as 

presentations, status reports and 

managed discussions. 

When influencers use self-persuasion, 

they help people discover their own 

reasons for following a course of action. 

Accountants who have been trained 

to use self-persuasion techniques 

consciously seek to minimise the 

number of statements they deploy. Their 

primary form of influencing behaviour 

is to ask questions. They use tools such 

as the ‘why, what if, how might we…’ 

questioning sequence to get clients to 

generate their own insights.

When accountants become expert 

at self-persuasion, they marvel at how 

motivated clients can be when they 

come up with their own reasons. They 

discover it’s not what you sell but how 

you sell it that matters most to clients. 

Research by social psychologists 

shows that self-persuasion is nearly 

always more powerful than direct 

persuasion because we don’t argue with 

our own reasons. We trust the person 

who has come up with the reasons – 

ourselves. Self-persuasion doesn’t just 

change minds; it changes behaviour.

The bottom-line benefits for 

professionals who master how to build 

fast trust with empathetic concern and 

self-persuasion can be substantial. 

Perhaps the greatest benefit is 

discovering that, as trust deepens, 

the quality of the work you win 

improves. Great clients and challenging, 

cutting-edge work – what more can you 

ask for? AB

Harry Mills is the expert on persuasion 

for the Harvard ManageMentor 

programme.
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of cultural resistance to the idea of 

predicting the worst possible scenario. 

That is partly to do with executives 

having a cognitive bias towards positive 

assumptions about the future, says 

Patrick Roberts, director of consultancy 

Cambridge Risk Solutions. ‘We need 

people to be open to the idea that 

something bad will happen; they are 

then more likely to develop a mindset 

prepared for a crisis and a more resilient 

organisation as a result,’ he says.

But Tara Swart, an executive 

leadership coach who teaches 

Business leaders are fully aware of the 
issues they are facing in an increasingly 
challenging environment where 
disruption has become the norm. If you 
add to that the growing uncertainty of 
trade wars (and in the UK, Brexit), then 
the prospect of rapid value destruction 
or even the demise of a company is a 
very real prospect.

As a result, more and more 

organisations are starting to perform a 

pre-mortem. Defi ned as a managerial 

strategy in which a project team 

imagines that a project or organisation 

has failed, a pre-mortem team 

works backwards to determine what 

potentially could lead to the failure of 

the project or organisation.

The phrase is often attributed to US 

research psychologist Gary Klein, who 

said: ‘A pre-mortem in a business setting 

comes at the beginning of a project 

rather than the end, so that the project 

can be improved rather than autopsied.’

Prepare for the worst
Despite the logic of conducting such 

an exercise, there exists a degree 

Predicting an organisation’s demise could prove the key to ensuring its survival 
and ability to prosper in an increasingly uncertain business world

Life after death
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might be, and how the failure could 

be mitigated. 

 ‘There is an important distinction, 

however, as FMEAs are generally 

more applicable when the risks are 

identifi able. In other words, they 

are related to what we would refer 

to as a known unknown. FMEAs do 

not really apply when it comes to 

unknown unknowns, or the risks that 

often emerge in highly complex and 

interdependent projects. So the fi rst 

step is often quantifying what sort of 

risks are evident in the project itself.’

Follow-ups
Do management teams follow up on 

the fi ndings generated by such an 

exercise? Swart says in her experience 

companies most commonly do follow 

up pre-mortems with strategies to avoid 

the potential pitfalls, and in some cases 

generate new ideas and alternatives, 

and action these. ‘This is a powerful 

exercise with specifi c takeaways, so they 

can follow up with radical proposals. 

These take about 12 to 18 months to 

fully action,’ she suggests.

Although Swart says she has not 

observed a scenario where a company 

does not follow up on a pre-mortem, 

she believes there might well be 

situations where it might prove diffi cult 

because of cultural or other challenges. 

‘It is still considered progressive for 

teams to work with neuroscience, ‘ 

she says. ‘However, the rise of artifi cial 

intelligence and the massive changes 

it will bring to the future of work mean 

more teams are looking for solutions.’

Hutchison-Krupat says the type of 

follow-up and degree of radicalism 

involved depend on the different 

scenarios, or failure modes, identifi ed. 

‘If disruption is seen as a threat in 

certain parts of the business, then the 

response very often depends on the 

overall position and strategy of the 

organisation,’ he says, ‘the key being 

neuroscience in leadership at 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 

(MIT), says the concept can be a 

powerful focus for management teams. 

‘I use the pre-mortem exercise with top 

teams that I work with in the bio-tech, 

retail, food and beverage, and fi nancial 

services sectors,’ she says. ‘In applying 

neuroscience to their leadership 

development, I explain that loss 

aversion is one of the strongest gearings 

of the brain, and so we will look out for 

potential obstacles more than we will 

seek the reward. By raising awareness 

of the potential barriers to success, we 

are more likely to pre-empt them and 

reach the goal. 

‘The exercise is also important 

because it gives everyone a voice. 

Some people dominate verbal 

communication, and there are things 

people are not willing to say openly. 

Introverts write a lot in these sessions. 

I ask the teams to write anonymously 

then I collect up the paper and read it 

out loud for them to discuss.’

Cultural challenges
In some markets, the concept of 

the pre-mortem has been slower to 

gain traction, although some of its 

characteristics are to be found in earlier 

management theory. Jeremy Hutchison-

Krupat, senior lecturer in operations and 

technology management at Cambridge 

University’s Judge Business School, says 

pre-mortems sound like a reframing of 

relatively old project management and 

continuous improvement tools. 

‘An example would be a tool known 

as FMEA [failure modes effects analysis], 

which mainly gained its fame in six 

sigma projects,’ he says. ‘An FMEA is 

aimed at doing exactly the sort of thing 

a pre-mortem seems to do. In other 

words, it asks managers to imagine what 

the failure modes could be, what the 

impact of these failures would be, what 

the potential causes of such a failure 

that a successful organisation will 

have an honest conversation about 

the what-ifs.

‘Then the response needs to be 

tailored to the risk. Some companies 

have created entire organisations to 

try and disrupt themselves. But this 

does not mean that this is the correct 

response for everyone. The fi rst step 

is to have an honest conversation 

regarding events or scenarios that could 

happen, which would have a signifi cant 

impact on the strategic objective of a 

project or initiative.’

In the meantime, something slightly 

akin to a pre-mortem is the concept of 

the living will that UK banks are required 

to put in place. These are plans that 

enable lenders to stipulate in advance 

how they would raise funds in a crisis 

and how their operations could be 

dismantled after a collapse.

Regulators imposed the plans to 

avoid a repeat of the chaotic events 

that unfolded in the fi nancial crisis – 

especially after investment bank Lehman 

Brothers collapsed in 2008. 

The fact that it was the regulator 

imposing the living will on banks 

rather than the institutions voluntarily 

undertaking the exercise suggests 

how culturally challenging any such 

approach can be. 

Predicting the demise of a company 

may seem an unpalatable prospect for 

management teams. But the rapidly 

changing environment, in which 

disruption can bring sudden existential 

threats, may see the pre-mortem 

becoming standard practice – especially 

if shareholders start demanding it as 

part of wider management practice. AB

Lawrie Holmes, journalist
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Analogue dinosaur
The accounting for intangibles is rooted in a pre-digital world, with valuations refl ecting 
neither the development costs nor expected value of tech assets. Adam Deller explains

Let’s go back to 1998. In many ways, 
the world wasn’t so very different from 
now. Many of the famous bands and 
celebrities 20 years ago are still in the 
public eye, and nostalgia has played its 
part in keeping many of these things 
front and centre. Yet in some ways, the 
world has changed enormously. 

In September 1998 the Diamond Rio 

PMP300 was launched. It may not be a 

product that immediately rings any bells 

for many people, but it was the fi rst 

subject to tweaks ever since, particularly 

with the introduction of new standards 

for consolidated fi nancial statements 

such as IFRS 3, Business Combinations, 

in 2004. While there have been minor 

adaptations, the core principles of 

IAS 38 remain the same, in particular its 

defi nition and recognition criteria.

The rules
According to IAS 38, an intangible asset 

is ‘an identifi able, non-monetary asset 

without physical substance’. Or, U Can’t 

commercially successful portable MP3 

player. It cost US$200 and could hold up 

to an hour of music. It’s fair to say the 

technology has moved on since then.

In the very same month, a far more 

exciting breakthrough was made, which 

I’m sure all readers are aware of. That’s 

right: IAS 38, Intangible Assets, was 

published. Doubtless, many readers will 

have celebrated the 20-year anniversary 

in style, so let’s take a time machine to 

back then. Imagine that we’re standing, 

in our shell suits, at the launch of the 

standard, with Britney Spears playing 

in the background. The surrounding 

computer screens run Windows 98 

and we dream of a brave new world, 

knowing that as technology develops, 

so will the accounting for it.

Only that hasn’t quite happened with 

the accounting for technological items. 

Most of the accounting for tech-based 

items falls under IAS 38, or IAS 16, 

Property, Plant and Equipment, which 

was fi rst issued in 1982. IAS 38 has been 

While there 
have been minor 

adaptations to 
IAS 38 since 1998, 
its core principles 
remain the same
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production quotas) do not get to the 

heart of the modern world of intangible 

items. As there is no market for unique 

items, this essentially prevents most 

technology businesses from recognising 

their assets at market value. 

In practice
The reality is that some of the largest 

entities in the world have a market 

capitalisation that far outweighs their 

balance sheet value. In itself, that is 

nothing new, but it does highlight the 

problem of how to recognise the assets 

of these entities. 

For example, at the time of writing, 

Alphabet, the parent company of 

Google, has a market capitalisation of 

US$714bn compared with total assets 

of just US$197bn on its statement of 

fi nancial position; recognised intangible 

assets make up less than US$3bn of 

that total. This is Google, a famous 

hub of innovation and development, 

at the very forefront of technology. 

Instinctively we know that the true value 

of the technology, the algorithms and 

the customer data is huge, which is 

what makes Google so valuable. Yet the 

accounting world struggles to fi nd an 

accurate way to capture that value.

Similarly, Airbnb has a vast network 

of home owners and contacts it has 

utilised to create its brand, but none of 

this will be recognised in the fi nancial 

statements. The hardware and servers 

will be recorded there, but there will be 

nothing on the intangible network itself, 

where the real value is generated.

This value often arises in consolidated 

fi nancial statements when a company 

is acquired. In these cases, it is 

recognised at fair value, as it then 

becomes part of the acquired assets 

of the subsidiary entity. The accepted 

wisdom is that its intangibles form part 

of the acquisition price, so a value is 

allocated to them at acquisition. This 

provides better information than simply 

Touch This, as the era’s great rapper, 

MC Hammer, put it in another context. 

Some of the items covered by IAS 38 

may have some physical substance, such 

as patents and trademarks with their 

physical legal document, but the words 

of the man who gave us ‘Hammer time!’ 
remain largely true.

A key part of the defi nition is the word 

‘identifi able’. The standard goes on to 

state that an asset is identifi able if it is 

separable (ie it can be sold separately 

from the underlying business itself) 

or arises from legal or contractual 

rights. If the item meets either of these 

conditions, then it is capitalised as a 

non-current asset.

From there we get into the 

measurement criteria. The asset is 

recognised initially at cost, and most 

intangible assets remain held under this 

model, as we will see. In one sense this 

helps preparers, as the use of the cost 

model is simple and straightforward, 

just amortising the cost over the asset’s 

expected useful life.

Safety first
While the cost model may be easy to 

apply, it is not necessarily a refl ection of 

the true value of the item, particularly 

in the modern business world. A 

company may capitalise costs in the 

development of a new technology, but 

the true value of the technology is likely 

to far outweigh the cost of the inputs in 

developing it to completion. There is a 

remedy to this in that IAS 38 states that 

entities can choose to hold intangible 

assets under the revaluation model.

At this point, everything sounds 

reasonable, and the framework seems 

perfectly adequate. The issue arises in 

that the application of the revaluation 

model is unlikely in practice, as IAS 38 

states that this can be done only with 

reference to an active market.

The standard itself recognises that 

an active market for intangible assets 

is rare, and even the examples it 

gives (fi shing licences, taxi licences, 

The accounting 
world struggles to 

find an accurate 
way to capture 

the vast value of 
the tech giants’ 

intangible assets
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This realistically results in costs 

only being eligible for capitalisation 

towards the end of the project. As a 

consequence, the value of the asset in 

the statement of financial position is not 

a reflection of either the costs incurred 

on the project nor the expected value to 

be derived from it. In short, it feels like 

the worst of both worlds.

The road ahead 
In a recent conference, Hans 

Hoogervorst, chairman of the 

International Accounting Standards 

Board (IASB), acknowledged that the 

standard-setter should consider looking 

at the accounting for intangible assets. 

We have a situation where it is widely 

acknowledged that a large amount of 

value in certain entities is not captured 

in statements of financial position. This 

state of affairs surely cannot continue.

The accounting rules for intangible 

assets have been stable for a long time, 

and they lead to sensible recording 

of items at cost. They are good at 

lowering the risk of vastly inflated asset 

values. These are very good reasons 

for keeping the status quo. However, in 

an age of innovation, where ideas and 

development underpin many of the 

largest elements of the global economy, 

it can all feel a bit safe and a bit dated. 

The IASB may not want to embark on 

another process of redrafting a major 

accounting standard, but if financial 

statements are going to continue to be 

the mainstay of financial reporting, it’s 

time for a rethink of this area. Otherwise 

we could be left with a set of analogue 

standards in a digital age. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

subsuming everything into goodwill, 

which is already the subject of scrutiny 

and concern over whether excessive 

amounts are being recognised, and 

more work is needed on impairment. 

The argument is that if a fair value can 

be assigned in the acquisition case, why 

can it not be assigned in an individual 

set of financial statements? This loops 

back to the revaluation question, and 

currently is where the discussion ends, 

as revaluation is not permitted.

Internally generated assets
A long held principle of IAS 38 is that 

the majority of internally generated 

intangible assets cannot be capitalised. 

Internally generated brands are 

often cited as the big example here, 

prohibiting entities from recognising 

items, due to their subjective and 

fluctuating nature. The fear that 

companies can manipulate their 

financial statements by recognising an 

inflated brand strength has brought 

us to a situation where almost no 

internally generated intangibles can be 

recognised. The big question is how 

long this can continue. 

We live in an information age, where 

innovation and ideas are rightly seen 

as the heart of many of the global 

businesses but cannot actually be 

recognised in the financial statements.

At this point, some readers may be 

screaming ‘research and development!’. 

And, of course, they would be right. 

Development costs for new projects can 

indeed be capitalised, but only when 

the capitalisation criteria are met. 

Some R&D criteria are easy to 

demonstrate – for example, identifying 

the expenditure on the project and 

demonstrating an intention and 

resources to complete the project. 

Other R&D criteria, though, are more 

difficult to capitalise, such as the project 

being technically feasible and having a 

probable economic benefit. 
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of amounts receivable arising from 

securities transactions. 

AML extends
The SFC has expanded politically 

exposed person additional anti-

money laundering controls to cover 

senior officials within international 

organisations. The SFC said these would 

also apply to customers of a licensed 

corporation in Hong Kong entrusted 

with a prominent public function by a 

foreign government and an international 

organisation simultaneously. The new 

rules also facilitate corporations wanting 

to use new technology to conduct 

customer due diligence identification. 

More protection planned
The SFC has released conclusions on 

plans to better regulate the offline 

sale of complex financial products. It 

wants to impose additional protective 

measures, such as when a sale is 

concluded face-to-face, by telephone 

or through other digital communication 

channels. Clients will need to be 

provided with product information and 

warning statements. 

eWallet guidance
The Hong Kong Monetary Authority 

(HKMA) has issued guidance on 

electronic wallet users setting up direct 

debit authorisation (eDDA) through 

the territory’s Faster Payment System. 

The HKMA wants stored-value facility 

operators and banks to ensure users 

receive a bank SMS notification to 

confirm the setting up of eDDA; users 

to make a one-time credit transfer 

from the relevant bank account to an 

Mainland China

Export rebates rise
China has raised export tax rebates by 

1% on 1,172 products, according to the 

state administration of taxation. Products 

include plastic products, bamboo 

flooring, stainless steel tableware, frozen 

or fresh beef offal and tile and glass fibre. 

Meanwhile, China has eliminated export 

rebates for soybean meal. The new rates 

took effect on 1 November. 

Encouraging innovation
Favourable tax policies are being 

introduced to encourage government-

approved incubators, hackerspaces and 

university technology parks to invest 

in innovation, according to China’s 

tax office. The state administration of 

taxation says that new exemptions will 

be in effect between 1 January 2019 and 

31 December 2021.  

Hong Kong

Reforms announced
A Hong Kong Inland Revenue 

(Amendment) (No. 7) Bill 2018 

(Amendment Bill) has been gazetted, 

including widespread reforms of 

accounting and related tax rules. It aligns 

the tax treatment of financial instruments 

with their accounting treatment; allows 

the tax deduction of interest expenses 

payable to overseas export credit 

agencies; refines automatic exchange 

of financial account information in tax 

matters; prevents double non-taxation 

of income of visiting teachers and 

researchers; and revises the meaning of 

the sibling relationships. 

New rules on R&D 
Hong Kong’s Legislative Council has 

also approved an Inland Revenue 

(Amendment) (No 7) Ordinance 2018 

to provide enhanced tax deduction 

for research and development (R&D) 

spending in Hong Kong from 1 

April 2018. The new law splits R&D 

expenditures into type A, attracting 

a 100% deduction, or type B, with a 

300% deduction for the first HK$2m 

of payments to Hong Kong research 

institutions and in-house spending and 

200% for the remaining amount. 

Healthy move
A new Hong Kong Inland Revenue 

(Amendment) (No 4) Bill 2018 has been 

approved, granting tax deductions 

of up to HK$8,000 (US$1,020) per 

person under salaries tax and personal 

assessments to residents who purchase 

Voluntary Health Insurance Scheme 

policies for themselves and/or residents, 

from 1 April 2019. 

FRR updates confirmed 
The Hong Kong Securities and 

Futures Commission (SFC) has 

released final conclusions on planned 

updates to the Securities and Futures 

(Financial Resources) Rules (FRR). 

The SFC will now implement plans to 

reform the computation of financial 

resources requirements for licensed 

corporations; relax rules on using 

foreign currencies subject to exchange 

control; clarify the treatment of non-

freely floating foreign currencies; 

change haircut percentages for 

certain types of securities and 

investments; and refine the treatment 

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

52 Accounting and Business January 2019

AP_T_update.indd   52 04/12/2018   17:45



New Malaysian government releases Budget 
The new Malaysian government has released its first Budget – for 2019 – reducing 

corporation tax for small-and-medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) from 18% to 17% 

on their first RM500,000 (US$119,484) of taxable income. It has also tightened 

rules on companies transferring up to 70% of their losses to the balance sheet of a 

related company – limiting such transfers to three years’ contiguous tax returns. The 

government has also proposed that corporate income tax deductions be allowed for 

charitable donations, up to 10% of income (with up to 7% of income for individuals). 

Meanwhile, from 1 January, imported services will attract Malaysian services tax, 

while foreign digital services providers will pay service tax from January 2020, having 

to register to pay this tax if they want to sell into Malaysia.

fairness, ethics, accountability 

and transparency in using artificial 

intelligence and data analytics in 

finance. These ‘FEAT Principles’ advise 

businesses to strengthen internal 

governance around data management, 

boosting trust. 

Token reform
The MAS and the Singapore stock 

exchange have developed Delivery 

versus Payment (DvP) capabilities for 

the settlement of tokenised assets 

across different blockchain platforms, 

simplifying post-trade processes. 

The system allows simultaneous 

exchange and final settlement 

of tokenised digital currencies 

and securities assets on different 

blockchain platforms. Also, blockchain 

solutions can deliver DvP settlement 

finality, interledger interoperability 

electronic wallet; and banks to use two-

factor authentication. 

Malaysia

Liberalising Labuan
Malaysia is planning to liberalise its 

offshore regime covering its special 

low-tax federal territory of Labuan. 

In its 2019 Budget, the government 

said that to benefit from low 3% tax 

rates associated with the territory, 

Labuan-incorporated companies would 

no longer have to trade in foreign 

currencies and with non-Malaysians 

(except Labuans); trades in ringgit and 

with other Malaysian residents would 

also be permitted. However, an optional 

flat-rate tax of RM20,000 (US$4,781) 

would be scrapped. 

Recognised markets review
Securities Commission Malaysia 

(SC) is reviewing its guidelines on 

recognised markets so that they 

can facilitate the establishment of 

property development crowdfunding 

platforms. The SC said it would balance 

promoting innovation with ensuring 

proper safeguards to protect schemes’ 

integrity and the interest of investors. 

The SC added that it would establish 

regulations in the first quarter of 2019 

to regulate digital asset exchanges and 

initial coin offerings in Malaysia.  

Sweet boost
A sugar tax will be introduced in 

Malaysia, with sweetened beverages 

attracting excise duty of RM0.40 

(US$0.09) per litre from 1 April 2019, 

where drinks contain sugar exceeding 

certain set levels. 

Singapore

AI ethics guidance
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) has released guidance promoting 

and investor protection, the project 

has demonstrated. 

New settlement framework
The SGX launched a new securities 

settlement and depository framework 

and system on 10 December 2018, 

enabling a shorter securities settlement 

cycle of two days (down from three) 

and simultaneous settlement of money 

and securities. 

Top marks for compliance
Singapore’s exchange of information 

upon request regime has been rated 

compliant with international tax 

transparency standards by the Global 

Forum on Transparency and Exchange 

of Information for Tax Purposes. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists 
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The fact is that most businesses 

appreciate the importance of being 

online and will more than likely have 

a website. But is it doing its job? 

Before answering that question, it’s 

important to define what makes an 

effective website.

It is vitally important for businesses 
to have an online presence. Close to 
3.8 billion people – almost half of the 
world’s population – use the internet, 
with Google alone processing more 
than 40,000 search queries every 
second, adding up to more than 

3.5 billion searches a day. Failure to 
appreciate the importance of your 
website can lead to you quickly falling 
behind your competitors in the market 
space, especially if your competition 
is investing time and money in actively 
improving their online presence. 

Substance over style
When it comes to creating an effective website, it’s what it says rather than what it 
looks like that will be the key to generating business, says Tim Butler
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search results. Even if your developer 

says that they are aware of SEO, unless 

you are charged specifically for this then 

you have to expect that this has not 

been done. 

There are a number of factors that 

must be considered to make sure 

your website is optimised to rank in 

Google and Bing search results. This 

is where consulting an expert digital 

marketing agency can be a good idea, 

but there are still things you can do 

yourself to improve the effectiveness of 

your website.

Identify your services
Does your firm specialise in business 

recovery, corporate tax or R&D tax 

relief? Your website should have 

specific landing pages dedicated to 

particular services, optimised for related 

search terms.

Understanding what to optimise 

for comes through keyword research. 

There are a number of tools available 

to do this, which an accredited digital 

marketing agency will have access to. 

After identifying the terms you would 

like to rank for, you can then create 

content to target them.  

Ideally, SEO should be considered 

before you build your website. If 

not, do not despair because there is 

still the opportunity to improve it. In 

For an accountancy firm, this is 

one that attracts search traffic for 

accountancy-related search queries 

for the services you provide and want 

to be found for. It must then engage 

the user and result in them completing 

a defined goal, which could be filling in 

a contact form, downloading a guide 

or calling you directly. The ultimate 

aim of your website should be to 

work as an asset for your business, 

generating and nurturing leads and 

delivering results in line with your 

business goals. 

To create an effective website takes 

planning and consideration of your 

customer journey, but unfortunately this 

is often overlooked.

What do you want?
Before creating a website, think 

about your objectives: what do 

you want your website to achieve? 

The likelihood is that it needs to 

generate leads, and this means 

ensuring that it ranks for search 

terms related to the accountancy 

services your firm provides. Search 

engine optimisation (SEO) should 

therefore be a pivotal aspect of that 

development, otherwise you may 

well end up with a good-looking 

website that doesn’t do anything for 

improving your search visibility and 

attracting leads.

Beware of beauty
One of the common problems with 

websites is that the focus in the 

development phase comes down to 

how the website looks. Of course, 

this is important – you certainly want 

it to be aesthetically pleasing – but 

this should not be the sole focus. A 

landing page full of pretty pictures and 

buzzwords like ‘real insights’ and ‘expert 

knowledge’ says nothing about the 

services you provide. Not only that, a 

pretty website may not actually rank in 

fact, you should never consider your 

website to be ‘finished’; it should be 

constantly evolving.

Content is key
If you want your website to rank for 

key industry search terms, you need to 

provide quality content. The better your 

content, the more likely your website is 

to rank. 

It is important for content to 

identify your business as accountancy 

specialists. Think about the accountancy 

services you provide and create high-

quality content targeted at ranking for 

key search terms around them.

Who is going to create this content? 

Ideally, industry experts, so make the 

most of your team. If your firm has 

a specialist in corporate finance 

services, then it makes sense for 

them to write the content for your 

‘corporate finance services’ page, 

making sure you provide them with 

the keywords they need to target. 

In tems of producing ongoing new 

content, your employees should be 

considered an asset. Incentivising and 

encouraging them to produce content 

will help the search visibility of your 

website, especially if you invest time 

in creating a blog or insights section. 

A blog can be used to create articles 

about current industry trends and 

address frequently asked questions; the 

likelihood is that people are searching 

online for answers. 

In marketing there is a saying that 

‘content is king’. When it comes to 

ranking in Google search results, this 

saying could not be more true. Without 

quality, targeted content, you can never 

expect your website to rank well or 

convert users. Invest time in creating 

content targeting key search terms and 

you will see the benefits. AB

Tim Butler is founder of Innovation 

Visual, a digital marketing consultancy

A landing page full 
of pretty pictures 

and buzzwords like 
‘real insights’ and 

‘expert knowledge’ 
says nothing 

about the services 
you provide
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ACCA INternary: towards 2025 
The ACCA INternary programme supports the ministry of 

higher education’s effort to strengthen work-based flexible 

learning through its 2u2i mode of learning. This enables the 

blending of classroom and internship, as envisioned by the 

Malaysia Education Blueprint 2015-2025. 

At the programme’s launch, ACCA chief executive Helen 

Brand highlighted that ACCA’s research into the future 

of the profession found the younger generation places a 

high premium on experiential learning. ‘In surveying this 

generation, we found that they prefer on-the-job learning and 

other personalised training interventions such as mentoring 

and coaching, finding these most effective,’ she said.

Students will study on campus for three years and undertake 

one year of industry internship while also pursuing the ACCA 

Qualification. Selection will begin after year two and will require 

a CGPA of no less than 3.5 and a level of English proficiency. 

Students will spend six semesters on campus, with the first four 

following a standard course. Year three comprises an express 

programme with embedded ACCA papers while year four will 

combine internship with more papers.

Professor Dr Noor Azizi Ismail spoke at the launch of the 
ACCA INternary programme.

New opportunities
The launch of two groundbreaking initiatives – ACCA INternary and ACCA ExpertLink – 
highlight ACCA’s commitment to strengthening the profession through partnership

University boost
Accountancy students at 

Malaysia’s public universities 

now have the opportunity 

to fast-track their journey 

with the launch of the ACCA 

INternary programme.

The first-of-its-kind scheme 

is a collaboration between 

ACCA, public universities 

and ACCA Approved 

Employers. It provides 

accountancy undergraduates 

with an accelerated pathway 

to attain a professional 

qualification while acquiring 

the industrial experience 

required to qualify as an 

ACCA member, all within two 

years of graduation.

‘ACCA is honoured to 

play a key role in creating 

partnerships with educators 

and employers to support 

undergraduates towards a 

fast-track path to becoming 

future-ready professional 

accountants,’ ACCA chief 

executive Helen Brand said 

at the launch in Putrajaya.

‘Malaysia’s vision for the 

future is predicated on 

having 60,000 professional 

accountants in the market by 

2020. This ambitious target 

will only be met if all parts of 

the accountancy ecosystem 

work together in concert 

to support the creation 

of rounded, ethical 21st-

century professionals.’

The participating 

universities are Universiti 

Teknologi MARA (UiTM) 

and Universiti Malaysia 

Terengganu (UMT), with 

more expected to join. 

The ACCA Approved 

Employers are Maybank, 

PwC, Deloitte, EY, KPMG, 

Baker Tilly Monteiro Heng, 

Grant Thornton Malaysia 

and Paramount.

Brand said that ACCA 

INternary will develop well-

rounded graduates who 

are well prepared for the 

accountancy sector. 

‘The universities’ 

commitment to teaching 

ACCA papers in the degree 

programme will ensure 

students are well supported 

in their ACCA journey,’ 

she said. ‘Meanwhile, the 

employers’ commitment 

to support the year-long 

internship provides the 

students with the relevant 

experience needed 

towards qualifying as ACCA 

member and also potential 

future employability.’

The programme was 

launched by Professor Dr 

Noor Azizi Ismail, deputy 

director general in the 

ministry of higher education. 

Also present were UMT 

deputy vice chancellor 
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ACCA ExpertLink: who’s who?
Jeffrey Chew, group CEO, Paramount 

Datuk Amiruddin Abdul Satar, president and managing 

director, KPJ Healthcare 

Datuk Wan Selamah Wan Sulaiman, former accountant-

general Malaysia 

Datuk Lock Peng Kuan, partner, Baker Tilly Malaysia  

Datuk Seri Garry Chua, president, Malaysia Retail Chain 

Association

Puan Sharifah Najwa, senior director, SME Corp

Dr Ng Boon Beng, finance director, Oracle 

Thillai Raj T Ramanathan, chief technology officer, MIMOS 

Kevin Mitchell D’Cruz, regional IT head, Lazada, Alibaba

Thenesh Kannaa, partner, TraTax

Dr Choong Kwai Fatt, tax specialist, Kwai Fatt & Associates 

Ng Sue Lynn, executive director, KPMG Malaysia

At the launch of ExpertLink, Helen Brand described how 
the initiative would support the development of ACCA.

and credibility, helping 

reflect back the global 

professional and economic 

picture to our membership 

and beyond.’

Brand cited ACCA’s Global 

Economic Conditions Survey, 

carried out with the Institute 

of Management Accountants, 

which is the largest regular 

economic survey of 

accountants in the world. 

‘ACCA ExpertLink in 

Malaysia is the latest 

important example of us 

drawing on the unparalleled 

expertise of ACCA 

professional accountants 

and other valued experts,’ 

she said.

Brand outlined ACCA 

ExpertLink’s objectives: to 

bring together experts to 

advise and guide ACCA on 

its thinking on current and 

future trends and issues in 

Malaysia and globally; and 

to be a key part of ACCA’s 

thought leadership voice 

through ambassadors who 

will help propel the growth 

of ACCA in the region. The 

focus areas of the forum are 

tax, the public sector, digital 

and technology, market and 

business trends, and SMEs.

‘As our technical experts in 

market, our forum members 

will influence the direction 

of ACCA Malaysia’s policy 

positions on key issues, 

including consultation 

exercises from national 

and international standard-

setting and regulatory 

bodies, and advise on 

initiatives such as events, 

publications, training 

and professional insights 

projects,’ Brand said.

‘In doing all this, ACCA 

ExpertLink will fulfil its most 

important role: preparing 

ACCA members for 

tomorrow’s challenges and 

helping future proof the 

next generation of ACCA 

professionals.’ AB

MK Lee, journalist

Professor Dr Noor Azuan 

Abu Osman, UiTM assistant 

vice chancellor Professor 

Datuk Dr Mustaffa Mohamed 

Zain, Brand and ACCA 
Malaysia head Edward Ling. 

ExpertLink launches
ACCA ExpertLink was 

launched by Helen Brand 

and Edward Ling in Kuala 

Lumpur in October. The first 

of its kind in the region, the 

12-member panel brings 

together a select group of 

industry experts to advise 

ACCA on its thinking on 

current and future trends 

affecting the profession and 

business in Malaysia.

‘As the Malaysia landscape 

evolves hand in hand with 

our accounting profession, 

there is a need to support 

our ACCA professionals 

with the latest information 

and best practices,’ Ling 

said. ‘That has opened up 

an opportunity for ACCA 

to form a platform made 

up of experts in their 

respective fields to help our 

people to stay on top of 

their businesses.

Brand added that 

members’ input is important 

in the delivery of ACCA’s 

research and insights into 

the profession. ‘One of 

ACCA’s enduring strengths 

is its ability to offer the 

profession and our members 

a compelling global and 

local perspective,’ she said. 

‘The fact we can call on input 

from the largest global family 

of professional accountants 

– 208,000 members across 

179 countries – enables us to 

explore issues with unrivalled 

insight and scope.

‘As we’ve developed our 

insights, we’ve also drawn 

in more and more member 

perspectives. This gives what 

we produce added relevance 
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Dato’ Merina Abu Tahir told guests that ‘upholding 
good ethics is the responsibility of all’.

Pledge for change
Learning to do the right thing was on the menu at ACCA Malaysia’s breakfast event 
on Global Ethics Day, which launched a month-long i-Pledge campaign

To celebrate Global Ethics 
Day 2018 on 17 October, 
ACCA Malaysia held a 
breakfast event at the 
Grand Hyatt Kuala Lumpur 
that also saw the launch of 
its month-long nationwide 
‘Doing the Right Thing’ 
i-Pledge Campaign to 
create awareness among 
Malaysians and encourage 
good practice. 

The campaign, the first 

of its kind, encouraged 

Malaysians from all walks 

of life – the public, ACCA 

members and students, 

learning partners and 

employers – to sign an online 

pledge to commit to more 

ethical behaviour. Participants 

were invited to choose from 

six categories: environment, 

business, human rights, 

classroom, personal values 

and democracy. 

In her welcome, Dato’ 

Merina Abu Tahir, chair of 

the ACCA Malaysia Advisory 

Committee and head of 

group internal audit at 

Malaysia Airlines, said: ‘Being 

ethical is about doing the 

right thing even when no one 

is watching. Upholding good 

ethics is the responsibility 

of all, and together we can 

make a difference in the 

world, starting with ourselves 

and our country.’ 

The event also featured 

a thought-provoking 

panel discussion on the 

topic ‘What it means to be 

ethical and professional’, 

moderated by Aaron Saw, 

head of policy and technical, 

ACCA Malaysia.

Sharath Martin, ACCA’s 

Professional Insights regional 

consultant for ASEAN and 

ANZ, defined it as ‘doing 

the right thing even when it 

is unpopular, even when it 

doesn’t do you any favours 

with those who are in power 

and asking you to turn the 

other way’. 

However, Devanesan 

Evanson, CEO at Minority 

Shareholders Watch Group, 

argued that morality 

supersedes ‘static and rigid’ 

codes of ethics, especially 

when facing dilemmas 

where your codes of ethics 

might be in conflict with 

your morals. ‘Sometimes the 

moral thing is to go against 

the rule of law,’ he said. ‘The 

challenge to do the right 

thing might not be to follow 

the codes of ethics.’

Global flexibility
Martin said that global 

organisations could balance 

codified ethics with flexibility 

in their ethical frameworks 

to accommodate cultural 

differences. For example, 

an organisation could have 

a universal rule against 

accepting gifts and bribes 

but this ‘could be nuanced 

in certain markets’ where 

it might be customary to 

exchange gifts, perhaps 

during festivals, by setting 

limits on monetary value. 

‘Technology doesn’t 

change ethical principles, 

but it narrows the window 

and timeframe that you have 

to respond to an issue,’ he 

said. ‘Say negative news 

emerges on social media, 

the organisation must move 

very quickly and balance 

speed and due diligence 

to respond.’ He noted that 

social media users also have 

a personal responsibility 

to exercise more ‘healthy 

scepticism. Don’t just believe 

what is circulating on social 

media; take a pause before 

you respond.’

Dato’ Merina said that 

emerging technologies such 

as robotics and artificial 

intelligence add another 

dimension to the ethical 

debate. ‘But if we remain 

true to the basics of the 

ethical code we can also 

address the ethical dilemmas 

arising from these.’

Concurring that technology 

is only an enabler, Evanson 

added that ‘tech is the best 

guardian of our morality and 

our ethical values. It keeps 

us on our toes because if 

we do something wrong 

it’s going to be viralised 

and it’s going to shape and 

influence opinions.’ 
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The i-Pledge campaign, which ran for a month, made it 
simple for members to commit to behaving ethically.

Under pressure
Noting that all three 

panellists had experienced 

both the Asian and global 

financial crises, Saw asked 

about the challenges of 

doing the right thing under 

pressure and the impacts 

of unethical behaviour. 

Evanson noted that ethical 

dilemmas don’t necessarily 

have to be large – such as 

document theft and collusion 

to commit fraud – but could 

be as mundane as validating 

your boss’s mediocre pet 

project to keep superiors 

happy and protect one’s 

rice bowl. ‘Leaders in power 

can control us in two ways: 

through fear or favour and 

incentives or disincentives.’

Where accountants 

and finance professionals 

are concerned, Martin 

pointed out two common 

unethical practices. The first 

is underreporting actual 

hours worked, eg ‘eating 

hours’ or ‘kitchen tabling’. 

‘When people think of 

ethics, it usually involves 

money. But when a person 

underreports, it creates a 

culture where people coming 

in after them are squeezed,’ 

he said. Repercussions of 

these include stressed staff 

and undervalued audits, 

for example. The second 

is earnings management 

that is misleading 

and misrepresents an 

organisation’s actual financial 

performance, with broader 

impacts on market returns 

and investors, for example.  

To strengthen their ethical 

backbone, Dato’ Merina 

said that it is essential for 

accountants to behave 

ethically from the get-go to 

‘build an ethical inventory’ 

and ‘ethical reservoir’. 

Regardless of their role and 

level in the profession and 

organisation, accountants 

have to ask themselves: 

‘Can I take that power and 

challenge ethically and walk 

away when pushed to take 

certain decisions? Kitchen 

table practices start when 

you are in a very junior 

role, so it is important that 

we always start to build an 

ethical reservoir so we don’t 

have that cancer eating at 

us and we have the courage 

to walk away even when we 

have reached the c-suite.’

To really change the ethical 

culture, Evanson said that 

we all have a collective 

responsibility to act. He 

urged Malaysians to stand 

up and speak out when they 

see wrongdoing instead of 

being apathetic. ‘When it 

comes to ethics, we don’t 

do anything wrong, but we 

don’t stand up when we 

see something wrong. We 

are not commissioners but 

omissioners. The culture of 

our organisations and the 

country must be such that we 

encourage people to stand 

up and say that it’s wrong.’ 

This culture also needs 

to be embedded earlier 

for genuine change. ‘The 

education process to instil 

ethics and values needs to 

start earlier, even before we 

sit for professional modules 

or exams,’ Martin said.   

In addition, accountants 

must refrain from using the 

law as a shield and rationale 

to behave unethically.

Concluding the discussion, 

Saw asked the panellists 

about managing ethical 

dilemmas in practice. All 

three advised accountants 

to initiate discourse and 

conversation about their 

conflicts rather than 

operating in silos.  

More specifically, Dato’ 

Merina felt that it would 

be useful to establish a 

‘platform for accountants 

to leverage on and seek 

assistance when facing 

ethical dilemmas – and that 

may be something that 

MSWG can think about.’

Sharath recommended 

‘building a consultative 

culture because you cannot 

be the only reservoir of what 

is right and wrong’. Tone 

from the top is another 

absolute. ‘Demonstrated 

behaviour at the c-level 

is absolutely key and we, 

the ordinary people in 

organisations and society, 

must also speak up to 

hold people accountable,’ 

he added. 

Evanson warned of the 

dangers of groupthink 

in rationalising unethical 

behaviour. ‘Don’t surround 

yourself with people who 

think like you. Surround 

yourself with good people 

who are bold enough to tell 

you that you are wrong. And 

don’t shoot the messenger!’

The breakfast culminated 

with participants being asked 

to make their i-Pledges 

at accaethicspledge.com. 

ACCA Malaysia aimed to 

collect 5,000 pledges; at 

the close of the campaign 

on 16 November 2018, 

more than 10,000 had been 

posted online. AB

Nazatul Izma Abdullah, 

journalist
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Over 5,000 finance and business leaders, policymakers 
and accountants from 130 countries attended the event.

ACCA’s vice president Mark Millar delivered one 
of the short ‘10Talks’.

The four-yearly WCOA 
event was held at 
the International 
Convention Centre in 
Sydney, Australia.

ACCA-hosted fringe events included one on the 
development of the accountancy profession in Rwanda. 

Convening Down Under
Accountants from around the world gathered at the World Congress of Accountants 
in Sydney, Australia, to discuss key issues affecting professional accountants

More than 150 speakers, 
including ACCA’s chief 
executive Helen Brand, 
shared their passion and 
their insights at the World 
Congress of Accountants 
(WCOA) in Sydney 
in November.

The theme of the event, 

which attracted more than 

5,000 delegates from 131 

countries, was Global 

Challenges: Global Leaders. 

Sessions included the 

ethics and applications of 

artificial intelligence, and 

how curiosity, creativity and 

collaboration are the keys to 

future success.

With a Quotients Quest 

competition and a range 

of short ‘10Talks’ on topical 

issues for professional 

accountants (which you 

can view on-demand 

at the Accounting for 

the Future conference – 

accaglobal.com/AFF2018), 

ACCA’s stand at WCOA was 

a hub of activity. 

The next WCOA, in 2022, 

will be in Mumbai, India. AB
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An expanded ACCA partnership with Vietnamese 
accountants’ body VACPA was announced at WCOA.

Hacker-turned-cybersecurity expert Keren Elazari 
addressed a session on data and digital currency risk.

Incoming IFAC president Dr In-Ki Joo addressed 
the ACCA reception.

The member wall, created to celebrate ACCA’s 
200,000-member landmark, had its last outing at WCOA.

ACCA president Leo Lee hosted the ACCA reception, 
greeting members and guests from around the world.
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Resolution 2
To receive the report of the ballot for 
the election of members of Council
The scrutineer’s report and the 

number of votes received by each 

candidate in the ballot and the election 

of members to Council were reported 

as follows.

1. Susan Allan

2. Marta Rejman

3. Orla Collins

4. Ben Catlin

5. Cristina Gutu

6. Dato’ Lock Peng Kuan

7. Dinusha H Weerawardane

8. Kayode Yusuf

9. Teresa Pui SzeTso

10. Taiwo Oyedele

11. Daniel Chou

12. Japheth Katto

13. Amos Ng

14. Paul Chan Wan Siew

15. Brigitte Nangoyi Muyenga

16. Matt Dolphin

17. Joseph Opeyemi Owalabi

18. Dato’ Seri Raymond Liew

19. Shepherd Chimutanda

20. Aamer Allaudin

21. Edith Yembra

22. Akin Akinbode

23. Krishna Prasad Dahal

24. Thomas Mensah Abobi

25. David Kabika

26. Ravindran Balakrishnan

27. Jayapal Ramasamy

28. Emmanuel Kapizionis

29. Mubashir Dagia

30. Adrian Perera

31. Mohammad Nawaz

The president therefore declared the 

following members to be elected or 

re-elected to Council:

* Susan Allan

* Marta Rejman

* Orla Collins

* Ben Catlin

* Cristina Gutu

* Dato’ Lock Peng Kuan

* Dinusha H Weerawardane

5,573

5,107

3,944

3,770

3,569

3,459

3,289

2,987 

2,763

2,662

2,580

2,557

2,480

2,274

2,271

2,195

1,991

1,829

1,760

1,758

1,690

1,638

1,445

1,280

1,111

1,070

984 

982

970

926

814

Notice and the 
auditor’s report
The notice of meeting and 

the auditor’s report on the 

accounts for the period 

1 April 2017 to 31 March 2018 

were taken as read.

Minutes
It was agreed that the 

minutes of the AGM held 

on 30 November 2017 and 

update published in the 

January 2018 issue of AB 

should be taken as read and 

signed as correct.

Resolution 1
To receive and adopt the 
report of Council and the 
accounts for the period 1 
April 2017 to 31 March 2018

ACCA president Leo Lee 

gave his address and asked 

ACCA chief executive Helen 

Brand to give a presentation. 

He then invited questions 

and comments on the report 

and the accounts. The 

president called for a poll 

and declared the resolution 

carried, the votes being cast 

as follows:

For 10,286   Against 118 

Resolution 3
To re-appoint as auditor 
Grant Thornton UK LLP 
The president reported 

that Council recommended 

Grant Thornton UK be 

re-appointed as ACCA’s 

auditor. He then invited 

questions on Resolution 3. 

The president called 

for a poll and declared 

the resolution carried, 

with the votes being cast 

as follows: 

For 9,253   Against 1,149

The president thanked 

members for their attendance 

and participation in the AGM 

and voting process. 

  He declared the meeting 

closed at 2.20pm. AB

113th ACCA AGM
Minutes of the 113th ACCA AGM, held at the Adelphi, London, on 15 November 2018. 
ACCA president Leo Lee FCCA took the chair, and 65 members were present
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Council highlights
At the annual Council meeting on 15 November 2018, new Council members 
were welcomed and Robert Stenhouse was elected as ACCA’s new president

ACCA’s annual Council 
meeting took place on 
15 November 2018 at the 
Adelphi in London following 
ACCA’s 113th annual general 
meeting (AGM). 

Council elected ACCA’s 

officers for the coming year. 

ACCA’s new president is 

Robert Stenhouse, and he will 

be supported by Jenny Gu 

(deputy president) and Mark 

Millar (vice president).

Council welcomed four new 

members, whose election 

had been declared at the 

AGM: Ben Catlin, Cristina 

Gutu, Dato’ Lock Peng Kuan 

and Dinusha Weerawardane. 

Council also welcomed the 

three re-elected members: 

Susan Allan, Orla Collins and 

Marta Rejman. 

Council received a number 

of reports and took a number 

of other decisions at the 

meeting, including:

* approving Council’s 

standing orders for  

2018/19, in accordance 

with the bye-laws

* approving Council 

regulations for 2019

* electing three Council 

members to serve on the 

Nominating Committee 

in 2018/19, along with 

the officers

* appointing lay members 

to serve on the 

Regulatory Board for 

2018 and 2019 

* agreeing Council’s 

workplan and objectives 

for the year ahead

* noting a report from the 

Qualifications Board, 

including the ratification 

of the September 2018 

examination results

* receiving reports from 

the Market Oversight 

Committee and 

Resource Oversight 

Committee meetings 

held in September, 

and the Governance 

Design Committee, 

Remuneration 

Committee and Audit 

Committee meetings 

held in October

*   noting the standing 

committee annual reports 

for 2017/18.

Council’s next meeting 

will be held in London on 

16 March 2019. AB
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Rulebook changes
Changes in the ACCA Rulebook 2019 include the implementation of a restructured 
ACCA Code of Ethics and Conduct, and regulatory and disciplinary process clarifications

The ACCA Rulebook 
2019 incorporates the 
restructured IESBA 
International Code of 
Ethics for Professional 
Accountants (including 
International Independence 
Standards) within section A 
of the ACCA Code of Ethics 
and Conduct. 

Key revisions include 

enhancements to safeguards, 

long association of personnel 

with audits, professional 

accountants in business 

and pressure to breach the 

fundamental principles, 

and offering and accepting 

inducements. Other 

significant changes are 

outlined below.

Changes to the 

Membership Regulations 

have been made to reflect 

the Ethics and Professional 

Skills module, and to ensure 

compliance with the General 

Data Protection Regulation.

Changes to the Global 

Practising Regulations (GPRs) 

have been made to: 

* simplify the honorary 

reporting exemption 

provisions and 

enable members to 

undertake independent 

examinations for a charity 

whose gross income does 

not exceed £250,000

* remove the requirement 

to hold an ACCA 

practising certificate for 

South African members, 

although specific 

requirements regarding 

tax practitioners are 

retained in accordance 

with the requirements 

of the South African 

Revenue Service.

Other changes to the GPRs 

include clarification that trust 

or company services do not 

constitute public practice 

and do not give rise to the 

need to hold a practising 

certificate. 

However, trust 

or company 

service 

providers not 

supervised 

by ACCA for 

anti-money 

laundering are 

required to 

register with 

HMRC.

Sometimes 

the Rulebook 

is amended for greater 

transparency, consistency 

and clarity, and to allow 

enhancements to regulatory 

and disciplinary processes, 

or to reflect changes in 

legislation. In 2019, such 

changes include:

* new provisions relating 

to the service of notices 

and documents, 

including emails

* referring to notices 

or documents being 

‘served’, rather than 

‘received’

* extending the period 

for notification and 

submission of documents 

for the relevant person to 

21 days.

Other practical changes are:

* removing from the 

Complaints and 

Disciplinary Regulations 

the requirement to have 

a differently constituted 

Health Committee 

where the Disciplinary 

Committee orders referral 

to a health hearing

* where an application 

to appeal has been 

refused by the chairman, 

removing the person’s 

right to request that 

their application be 

considered by an Appeal 

Committee; instead, 

permission to appeal 

may be considered by a 

second chairman

* allowing concessions 

to be made by the 

respondent at any 

time during the 

appeal process

* permitting the 

relevant person (as 

well as other parties) 

to request their 

fitness to participate 

in the proceedings 

be considered by the 

Health Committee.

Clarifications to the 

Authorisation Regulations 

include:

* making the consideration 

of applications by a 

chairman alone on the 

papers the norm

* bringing together all the 

publicity requirements, 

and requiring post-

hearing publicity (with 

reasons), subject to a 

hearing (or part of a 

hearing) being held 

in private

* an improved explanation 

of the limited 

circumstances in which 

a regulatory assessor’s 

decision would not 

be published

* adding the requirements 

of the Statutory Auditors 

and Third Country 

Auditors Regulations 

2016 with regard to 

sanctions and orders.

More details are available at 

accaglobal.com/rulebook. AB

Sometimes the 
ACCA Rulebook 

is amended 
for greater 

transparency, 
consistency  
and clarity
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From left: Andrew Lim, head of business development, 
ACCA Malaysia; Datuk Alexandra Chin, ACCA Malaysia 
Advisory Committee; Dato’ Merina Abu Tahir; Tan Sri 
Rafidah Aziz; and Edward Ling, country head, and Vilashini 
Ganespathy, head of members, ACCA Malaysia.

Tan Sri Rafidah Aziz gave her keynote address on 
business transformation.

Engines for growth
Experts gathered to share knowledge and experience on the growth of small and 
medium-sized enterprises in Malaysia at the inaugural ACCA SME Workminar

ACCA Malaysia recently 
organised the inaugural 
ACCA SME Workminar 
2018. Entitled ‘Lead the 
Transformation, Own the 
Disruption’, the one-day 
conference acknowledged 
the importance of small and 
medium-sized enterprises 
as an important engine 
room for the creation of 
jobs and enhancement of 
economic growth. 

AirAsia X chairman 

Tan Sri Rafidah Aziz gave 

the keynote address on 

business transformation 

and disruption, while YB 

Datuk Seri Mohd Redzuan, 

Minister of Entrepreneur 

Development, was 

present for an open-

dialogue session on the 

entrepreneur’s role within 

the economy, implications 

of Budget 2019 and the 

transformative initiatives 

that will give the Malaysian 

economy a competitive 

edge within Asia and around 

the world.

Welcoming participants, 

Dato’ Merina Abu Tahir, 

chair of the ACCA Malaysia 
Advisory Committee 

discussed two recent 

ACCA global research 

reports supporting small 

businesses’ growth: How 
vision and strategy helps 
small businesses succeed: 
Governance needs of SMEs 

and Growing Globally: 
How SMPs can unlock 
international ambitions. 

‘ACCA’s research revealed 

that too many SMEs fail 

to plan more than a year 

ahead,’ she said.

’Also, 45% of SMEs 

either don’t have a 

strategy or have one that 

covers only the next 12 

months or less. Most SMEs 

are aware of the benefits 

of good governance but, 

faced with 

limited time 

and resources, 

many still fail 

to put it into 

practice – 

which could be 

costly to long-

term success.

‘It is our 

hope that the 

ACCA SME 

Workminar 

2018 will 

be most beneficial not 

only to SMEs but to all 

business as a whole, and 

the sharings will help 

them to be more informed 

and confident in leading 

the transformation and 

owning the distruption 

in their companies and 

businesses,’ concluded 

Dato’ Merina. 

The event was supported 

by the Malaysia Retail Chain 

Association, the Malaysian 

Institute of Accountants 

and 6Biz. AB

‘Most SMEs are 
aware of the 

benefits of good 
governance 

but many still 
fail to put it 

into practice’
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More information

See ACCA’s emotional intelligence video and measure your 
emotional quotient at accaglobal.com/EQ

ACCA’s Quotients Quest challenge at the World Congress 
of Accountants proved a big hit with delegates.

Global launchpad
The World Congress of Accountants’ 5,000-plus attendees were 
the ideal audience for ACCA’s latest research and partnerships

ACCA made a splash at 
the World Congress of 
Accountants in Sydney in 
November, showcasing 
cutting-edge research 
and announcing new 
partnership agreements. 

Chief executive Helen 

Brand was among those 

taking centre stage at the 

event. At a panel session 

on ways of working in the 

digital age, she talked about 

the changing skills mix that 

professional accountants 

will need and highlighted 

new research from ACCA on 

emotional intelligence for 

finance professionals. 

‘Our latest research report 

explores what is meant by 

the emotional intelligence 

quotient in the digital 

context and how professional 

accountants can best nurture 

it,’ she said.

Emotional intelligence is 

one of seven key professional 

quotients that ACCA 

research has identified as 

vital for accountants. ‘These 

cover areas that have long 

been associated with the 

professional accountant, such 

as technical skills and ethics, 

and the ability to acquire 

and use knowledge through 

thinking, reasoning and 

solving problems,’ Brand said.

ACCA also announced the 

signing of two significant 

partnership agreements 

during the event – one with 

business and accounting 

software specialist Xero, and 

the other with the Vietnam 

Association of Certified 

Public Accountants (VACPA).

 The Xero agreement 

highlights the importance of 

the cloud-based economy to 

the accountancy profession. 

It builds on ACCA’s existing 

strong relationship with Xero 

in the UK, Singapore and 

Australia, and will support 

members, particularly those 

in small and medium-sized 

practices, in preparing for 

the digital advances ahead.

ACCA and VACPA 

originally signed an 

agreement in 2005, which 

is updated every five years. 

The new agreement cements 

the relationship further, with 

a commitment to support 

the development of the 

accountancy profession 

in Vietnam. AB
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New year, new challenges
Is your business ready?

New year’s resolution? Now is the 
perfect time to take a moment and 
assess just how ready your business 
is for the year ahead.

Technology, the global economy, 
politics, legislation, cyber security, 
risk, climate – all of these factors 
are forcing reappraisal of business 
processes, people and services. The 
fi nance and accounting function 
sits at the very centre of these 
transformative challenges, and how it 
adapts to them will be critical.

At ACCA, we have always looked 
ahead to anticipate change and 
understand its impact on business, 
fi nance and accountancy. Now we 
are starting to work in partnership 
with businesses around the world 
to support them in preparing for 
that change.

We have looked at 10 major drivers 
of change and asked members 
and employers to explore just how 
ready their businesses are to cope 
with them.

Use our interactive tool to assess your 
readiness for the challenges below:

• blockchain and its impact
on audit

• the great AI takeover

• the new skills gap

• the rising importance of ethics

• China’s Belt & Road initiative

• the impending talent crisis

• coping with unmet 
training needs

• cross-border business and a
global economy

2019 heralds another 12 months in which change 
will only accelerate. The speed of change and 
the impact it’s having on how businesses operate 
are increasing. 

MARKETING P3

accaglobal.com/readiness

Pick a number...
To help you assess your readiness to any 
of the 10 key drivers of change, we have 
analysed key indicators of preparedness – 
just pick a number 0-100% and see if your 
organisation matches up.

• 0% ready – totally unprepared? 
Don’t worry, others are too. We show 
you what to do fi rst.

• 50% ready – half way there? 
What else should you be thinking 
about and doing to get ahead?

• 100% ready – really? How about 
sharing some of your wisdom with the 
rest of the ACCA member network?

50% 75% 100%25%0%

www.accaglobal.com/readiness

Is your business ready?
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Leading 
by example
Norman Sze, northern region 
managing partner at Deloitte China

World Congress 2018
Experts convene to discuss hot 
topics impacting the profession

CFOs’ 2019 playbook
A challenging year awaits the 
decision-makers

Going for growth
Corporate services provider 
Vistra aims high

China January 2019
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Is your business
ready?

Yes Maybe No

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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