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Welcome
The digital space offers opportunities for finance professionals who are willing to 
broaden their skills, enabling them to become a bridge between business and tech

journey. Our feature on page 28 offers 

hints and tips on how to help. 

On page 58, we continue our data 

analytics series, this time focusing 

on realising measurable value from 

investments in infrastructure and data 

assets. We also take a look at how 

artificial intelligence is transforming 

the way information is presented to 

investors, in an article on page 20.

It’s important to ensure that greater 

use of technology does not result in 

less transparency. There have been 

several recent examples of individuals 

using data – from the Panama Papers 

to the Lux Leaks – to find evidence 

of corporate wrongdoing, and on 

page 18 we look at new regulations to 

protect whistleblowers.  

You can find more technology-related 

articles, CPD resources and ACCA 

research at accaglobal.com/digital, 

along with details of how to join ACCA’s 

‘Power of Digital’ virtual conference, 

which takes place this month. AB

Pat Sweet, Ireland editor

pat.sweet@accaglobal.com

It used to be said that accountants 
were the masters of looking 
backwards, following where the 
money has gone, but technology is 
dramatically reshaping that traditional 
role. Innovations like cloud computing 
and data analytics mean finance 
professionals have instant access to the 
latest data trends, and increasingly find 
themselves at the forefront of driving 
the business strategy forwards. 

Continuing the digital theme this 

issue, we have in-depth coverage of 

ACCA’s latest report, The passionate 
practitioner: developing the digitalised 
small and medium practice, which sets 

out the benefit of digitalisation as well as 

an implementation roadmap (page 36).

Our main interview is with Dermot 

Igoe FCCA, Microsoft EMEA Operations 

FD, who explains how the company 

– an ACCA-accredited employer – is 

embracing innovation to add value to 

what it does. Read more on page 12. 

Many businesses inevitably struggle 

with new concepts such as moving 

to the cloud, and are looking to their 

accountant as a trusted partner on the 
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The wreck of the liner 
Lusitania, which in 1915 
was torpedoed by a 
German U-boat off the 
Cork coast (pictured) with 
the loss of 1,201 lives, 
has been given to a local 
museum by its US owner, 
opening up tourism 
opportunities in the area. 

Following the devastating 
fire at Notre Dame 
Cathedral in Paris in 
April, France’s leading 
billionaires and companies 
led a fundraising 
campaign to rebuild the 
historic landmark. The 
fund reached €880m 
within 48 hours.

Canadian aerospace 
firm Bombardier has put 
its Belfast wing-making 
plant up for sale, putting 
4,000 jobs at risk. The 
company is one of the 
last manufacturing giants 
in east Belfast, an area 
that has suffered from 
industrial decline.

An Post has produced 
a set of four stamps 
featuring the lyrics 
of Irish musicians 
who have achieved 
global recognition, 
including rock band The 
Cranberries, which sold 
more than 40 million 
albums during the 1990s.
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Latest AF is here!
In the 18th edition of twice-

yearly magazine Accountancy 
Futures, jointly published 

with ACCA’s strategic alliance 

partner CA ANZ, we focus on 

how cutting-edge technology 

is impacting the work of 

professional accountants. 

The cover feature looks at 

machine learning, taking 

as its basis the latest ACCA 

research. For this and more, 

visit bit.ly/ACCA-AF.

Discover our global research at: 
future.accaglobal.com

charteredaccountantsanz.com/news-and-analysis/insights

Future 
thinking
What does the digital 
future hold for professional 
accountants? Research from 
the ACCA and CA ANZ alliance 
covers key areas ranging from 
ethics and tax to technology, 
future skills and prosperity.
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As artifi cial intelligence becomes more science than fi ction, 

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

Hospital cost pain
The main reason for the 

€450m overspend on the 

Dublin children’s hospital was 

the initial underestimation 

of the real cost of the 

project, a review by PwC 

has concluded. Additional 

consequential costs 

included VAT, delays, and 

changes to regulation and 

building standards. PwC has 

recommended overhauling 

the control environment 

and implementation of an 

assurance strategy for the 

remainder of the project. 

Taoiseach Leo Varadkar said: 

‘The PwC report makes grim 

reading… Our priority now 

must be to finish the job 

on time to meet the 2023 

opening date, contain further 

cost increases and learn from 

the mistakes in advance of 

other major projects like 

the metro and the national 

broadband plan.’

FAI reported to CRO
Deloitte has reported 

the Football Association 

of Ireland (FAI) to the 

Companies Registration 

Office for alleged breaches 

of the Companies Act. 

This follows a previous 

admission by the FAI that 

it had borrowed €100,000 

from its chief executive John 

Delaney without notifying 

funder Sport Ireland. The rest 

of the FAI board has agreed 

to resign before the annual 

general meeting in July. 

Grant Thornton has been 

appointed to review the FAI’s 

accounts, while Mazars will 

review events. Neither the 

FAI nor Deloitte responded 

to requests for comment.

Carbon tax call
Ireland should automatically 

increase carbon tax every 

year to help it meet its 

greenhouse gas emissions 

targets, the International 

Energy Agency has advised. 

In its latest review of Ireland’s 

energy usage, the IEA 

reported that the country 

is missing its targets in 

the residential, transport, 

agriculture and heat sectors, 

but making above-average 

progress in using wind 

turbines to shift to renewable 

electricity. Climate action 

minister Richard Bruton said 

the government is keen to 

adopt a uniform approach 

to carbon taxation but was 

open to sector-specific taxes. 

Tax relief review
The Oireachtas budgetary 

oversight committee has 

recommended greater 

oversight of tax reliefs 

and deductions, which are 

costing Ireland between 

€5bn and €15bn in revenue. 

‘Despite their scale, cost tax 

expenditures, once enacted, 

are not generally subjected 

to regular scrutiny by 

parliament,’ the committee 

pointed out, adding that 

while tax revenue projections 

are regularly published and 

closely followed, there is less 

examination of the potential 

revenue forgone through 

reliefs and deductions. 

Separately, figures from 

Savills show that following 

the increase in stamp duty 

on commercial property from 

2% to 6% in the 2018 Budget, 

the higher level of stamp 

duty brought in only €289m 

last year compared with a 

projected €376m. 

Bank fined C1.2m
The Bank of Montreal Ireland 

has been fined €1.2m by the 

Central Bank of Ireland and 

reprimanded for breaching 

its banking licence by not 

submitting three operational 

risk returns and by failing 

to establish and maintain 

effective processes and 

internal controls. It is the 

bank’s second fine and 

reprimand for deficiencies 

in regulatory reporting. A 

Central Bank investigation 

found that the Irish division 

over-relied on group policies 

and used an informal process 

to submit risk returns. The 

Bank of Montreal admitted 

the failures.

US tax change gain 
The sweeping changes 

made to US tax policy in 

2017 might actually benefit 

Ireland, according to a study 

– Changing Global Foreign 
Direct Investment – by Frank 

Berry of Trinity College. He 

concluded: ‘The positive 
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effects for Ireland are likely 

to outweigh the negatives. 

Whether Ireland will remain 

as attractive a location for 

US MNCs [multinational 

corporations] over the longer 

term depends on its ability 

to retain its sovereignty on 

the issue of corporation tax. 

The greatest challenge here 

is likely to come from the 

increasing recognition of the 

stability benefits of enhanced 

eurozone fiscal integration.’

Whistleblower law
The European Parliament 

has approved the new EU 

directive on whistleblowing, 

already agreed by EU 

ministers. The new laws 

set EU-wide standards to 

protect those who reveal 

Office has reported. It 

follows an overspend of 

£19.1m in 2016/17. Kieran 

Donnelly, the comptroller 

and auditor general, said: 

‘I am concerned that once 

again the EA has overspent 

on its budget and that 

the DE [Department of 

Education] and EA were 

unable to agree the 2017/18 

budget until January 2018. 

In my [2018] report on the 

financial health of schools, I 

highlighted an environment 

where there is pressure on 

school budgets, increasing 

pupil numbers, and schools 

with sustainability issues. I 

welcome the EA and DE’s 

recognition of the need to 

reform the education sector, 

which I consider urgent.’

breaches of EU law in public 

procurement, financial 

services, money laundering, 

product and transport 

safety, nuclear safety, 

public health, consumer 

and data protection. The 

law prohibits reprisals and 

introduces safeguards 

against suspension, 

demotion or intimidation of 

whistleblowers. Facilitators, 

colleagues and relatives 

of whistleblowers are also 

protected. Member states 

have two years to enact the 

legislation. (See page 18.)

NI EA reform urgent 
Northern Ireland’s Education 

Authority overspent its 

£1.88bn budget for 2017/18 

by £16.6m, the NI Audit 

Locum costs soar
The cost of locum doctors 

and clinical negligence 

claims is ‘soaring’ and 

‘putting Northern Ireland’s 

health system under serious 

financial pressure,’ says the 

NI Audit Office. In 2017/18, 

two regional health trusts 

spent more than 22% of their 

total medical staff pay bill on 

locums. The spend on agency 

medical staff has escalated 

from £23.1m in 2011/12 to 

£73.5m in 2017/18. Kieran 

Donnelly, the comptroller 

and auditor general, said: 

‘The health and social care 

sector’s heavy reliance on 

locum doctors is becoming 

unsustainable, with rising 

costs placing local health 

budgets under huge strain.’

Digital power
In a series of videos looking at the power of digital, we explore how machine learning and 
artifi cial intelligence are set to revolutionise the world of fi nance professionals

You can fi nd the videos 
and other resources at 
accaglobal.com/digital.

More information

As ACCA Professional 
Insights publishes a 
report on machine 
learning, watch the 
videos to see how digital 
technology is impacting 
the operations as well as 
the strategic ambitions of 
organisations.

Machine power
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Ireland’s growth slows
Ireland’s economy grew strongly last year, according to 

Eurostat data, well above the eurozone average, although the 

headline figure was distorted by the activities of multinational 

companies operating in Ireland. GDP growth is expected to 

moderate this year and next, on the back of a less benign 

external environment, including greater uncertainty.

Ireland GDP
in 2018

(actual) (forecast) (forecast)

Ireland GDP
in 2019

Ireland GDP 
in 2020

NI grant clawback
Payments made to farmers 

and other businesses 

under Northern Ireland’s 

Renewable Heat Incentive 

that breached EU state aid 

rules will probably have to 

be repaid, even if it results in 

insolvency and closure. The 

warning came from barrister 

George Peretz as he gave 

evidence to the House of 

Commons select committee 

on Northern Ireland affairs. 

If payments are deemed to 

have breached the rules, 

government departments 

must by law act as ‘hard-

nosed creditors’ and not 

take into account the impact 

on a business or the wider 

economy, said Peretz.

Full-tilt construction
More than half of Irish 

construction companies are 

working at full capacity, up 

from 17% last year, according 

to PwC’s latest construction 

market survey. Almost 60% 

reported greater workloads 

in 2018, although activity 

in the private sector fell, 

probably as a result of 

capacity constraints. It added 

that sustained investment 

across all sectors is vital for 

Ireland’s competitiveness and 

ability to attract multinational 

foreign direct investment.

Ethics prize
Young finance professionals 

can win a share of a 

US$20,000 prize in this year’s 

Ethics and Trust in Finance 

Award. Candidates aged 35 

or younger should submit 

previously unpublished 

papers examining the role 

of ethics and integrity in 

finance. The award’s strategic 

partners include the OECD 

and ACCA. Closing date 

for entries is 30 June. 

Further information at 

ethicsinfinance.org.

Charity VAT refunds
A new tax relief scheme 

allows charities to claim part 

of the VAT they incur on 

privately raised income from 

1 January 2018. Revenue 

Online Service (ROS) is 

managing the process, full 

details of which can be found 

at bit.ly/VAT-compensation. 

Liz Hughes, CEO of Charities 

Institute Ireland, is urging 

accountants to encourage 

their charity clients to submit 

a claim. The scheme is 

currently capped at €5m a 

year, take-up will be reviewed 

after three years, and any 

unforeseen operational 

issues in the rollout will 

be reviewed at the end of 

this year. The deadline for 

submissions is 30 June 2019 

for all 2018 claims, although 

Revenue recommends 

putting in claims at least two 

weeks before the deadline. 

More details are available at 

bit.ly/CII-VAT.

UK audit reform
The Competition and 

Markets Authority has 

proposed major reforms 

to the UK audit market, 

including separation of audit 

from consulting services, 

and mandatory joint audits 

for the largest and most 

complex companies to 

enable challenger firms to 

develop their capacity. A 

new regulator should hold 

adut committees to account 

‘more vigorously’. Maggie 

McGhee, ACCA executive 

director – governance, said 

ACCA had ‘highlighted the 

risks to audit quality of the 

CMA’s proposed remedies’. 

She added: ‘We maintain 

that other measures, such 

as a cooling-off period after 

rotating off the audit and a 

prohibition on management 

dismissing an audit firm, 

would be more effective in 

increasing audit quality in the 

short term.’

Partnership renewal
A partnership agreement 

between ACCA and DFK 

has been renewed. The 

revised agreement seeks to 

forge stronger connections 

between ACCA and the 

global network (along with 

its member firms). Helen 

Brand, chief executive of 

ACCA, said: ‘Our refreshed 

MoU builds on the firm 

foundations established 

between our organisations 

and which have helped 

to open doors to new 

opportunities worldwide for 

both of us.’ Martin Sharp, 

DFK executive director, 

said: ‘We have a practical 

and effective relationship 

that is firmly based on 

collaboration.’ AB

Paul Gosling, journalist
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CVi

2016
Appointed senior finance 

director, Microsoft EMEA and 

Skype operations 

2011
Finance director, Microsoft 

EMEA Operations and FP&A 

2007
Finance director, Microsoft 

EMEA Operations, controls 

and compliance

2001
Takes on first finance role 

in Microsoft as financial 

controller, EMEA

1995
Joins Microsoft Ireland as 

chief of staff, European 

operations

Fire rekindled
Dermot Igoe FCCA, Microsoft EMEA Operations FD, reflects on how the technology 
giant has found a new purpose by embracing innovation-driven empowerment

Dublin’s economic reboot has 
come with a fresh surge in office 
construction, and while some 

may cast doubt on the sustainability of the 
current crane count over the city’s skyline, 
few have any criticism to make of the 
quality of the buildings themselves. 

So high has the benchmark been set that 

it takes something truly special for a new 

building in Dublin to capture headlines and 

public interest now. And that’s just what 

One Microsoft Place, Microsoft’s new EMEA 

Operations HQ, which opened in early 2018, 

has done. Themed around the concept of an 

island, the €134m campus in Leopardstown 

features a harbour-themed entrance area 

and a mountain area with a digital lake and 

waterfall created by blue LED floor lighting. 

Sitting on the cusp of a new wave of Irish 

architecture, Microsoft’s EMEA Operations 

HQ also represents the latest chapter in 

the long relationship between Ireland and 

one of the world’s most formidable tech 

companies. Indeed, the investment in the 

building strongly suggests the company 

sees the most exciting part of this 34-year 

relationship as lying ahead.

New HQ, new culture
‘One Microsoft Place has been designed to represent the 

way we now work and our culture transformation,’ Dermot 

Igoe FCCA, FD of Microsoft EMEA Operations, says. ‘It’s 

about giving physical manifestation to the new One Microsoft 

culture, which pivots fundamentally around a growth mindset. 

This means creating a diverse and inclusive environment where 

people can grow and develop, where we can attract and 

maintain the best talent, and where everything we do is driven 

by our passion to deliver value to our customers.’ 

Home to 2,000 staff and 72 nationalities, the HQ comfortably 

ticks the wish list boxes of the most demanding of modern 

employees, with 165 meeting and focus rooms, five restaurants, 

a bakery, gym, yoga studio and wellbeing centre. A dedicated 

education space – the Dreamspace –

provides visiting primary and second-level 

pupils with the opportunity to learn 

digital skills and interact with the new 

developments in science and technology 

that are playing a part in shaping their future.

Among the HQ’s many innovations, the 

decision to have no individual offices is 

particularly emblematic of change. The 

building is divided into ‘neighbourhoods’, 

each occupied by an operational division 

such as finance, sales and marketing, 

engineering and operations. Hot desking is 

the norm at every level of the organisation. 

It’s an approach, Igoe admits, that ‘was very 

different from what I had previously been 

used to. However, it’s been a really positive 

experience for everyone. In my case, it has 

enabled me to feel much more connected 

with my team on a social and human level, 

and overall it’s driving a more collaborative 

and agile way of doing business.’

One Microsoft Place is the third building 

Microsoft, an ACCA-accredited employer, 

has occupied in Dublin since 1985. In the 

unforgiving world of technology, it’s easy 

to forget that the company’s position at 

the forefront of global computing over four 

decades is a remarkable story in its own right. The beginning 

of this most recent renaissance is widely seen as heralded by 

the arrival of Satya Nadella as CEO in 2014. Microsoft’s new 

mission statement is now: ‘to empower every person and every 

organisation on the planet to achieve more’.

‘While Microsoft had a strong track record of growth, there 

was a feeling that the time had come to redefine what our sense 

of purpose was,’ Igoe says of this period. ‘The new mission 

statement captured our belief that, if we can help people and 

organisations to achieve more in their personal and work life, 

then we are fulfilling our purpose as an organisation. It’s about 

our determination to provide the best-in-class platforms and 

productivity services for developers and customers.’

The new mission statement also reflects some major shifts 

13June 2019 Accounting and Business

IE_INTER_Igoe.indd   13 15/05/2019   14:20



in the industry that Microsoft has been well positioned 

to capitalise on. ‘The most significant of these trends are 

undoubtedly the cloud and artificial intelligence,’ Igoe says. 

‘Key to our new sense of purpose has been to look at how we 

can develop both to enable value for our customers. That has 

really played to a sweet spot for Microsoft. It’s also brought 

about a realisation among the wider public that a lot of what 

the company is doing now is really cool.’

With recent PwC analysis suggesting that up to 14% of 

global GDP will be affected by artificial intelligence (AI) in 

the coming decade, Igoe says Microsoft is clear about the 

opportunity it is going after. As a member of the ACCA Ireland 

technology committee, he is also keen to stress the relevance 

of these developments to accounting. ‘It’s a critical time for 
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Basicsi

2018
New EMEA Operations HQ, One Microsoft Place,  

opens in Dublin

2014
Satya Nadella succeeds Steve Ballmer as CEO

1995 
Microsoft launches Windows 95

1985
Microsoft commences operations in Ireland

1975
Bill Gates and Paul Allen found Microsoft, moving the HQ 

from New Mexico to Washington state four years later

as with Microsoft itself, it is the future 

that he is focused on. ‘It’s by virtue 

of what we do and what we deliver 

in value to our customers, in terms 

of products and services, that we 

measure ourselves. The finance 

function’s priority will be to continue 

to enable that. We will support the 

interests of our business partners and 

their future market opportunities, 

maintaining fiscal responsibility and 

controlling vital functions such as 

budgeting and compliance . We will 

embrace the new technology that’s 

being developed around us in our own operations as we do so.’

Ireland’s place in this story will also remain significant, he 

believes. ‘There continues to be something unique about 

Ireland and its offering. With the concentration of tech and 

world-class companies in general, there is something very 

special about the vibrant network this creates here. I would 

say that ACCA Ireland very much contributes to that in terms 

of the connectivity of finance leaders that it promotes through 

its networks. We see our success and the success of our peer 

companies as making Ireland a place where people want to 

live and work in, and a place that companies like Microsoft will 

continue to invest in.’ AB

Donal Nugent, journalist

our profession. Technology is disrupting how business is being 

conducted and creating a very significant opportunity for 

accountants. To capitalise on that, we have to understand how 

to go after it.’

He believes that data analytics and AI will be particular drivers 

of change. ‘In the past, the finance profession proved itself by 

being the master of looking backwards. Now, new technology 

not only allows us to understand what has happened better 

and why but, increasingly, using machine learning can help to 

predict what will happen. Also, the combination of machine 

learning and robotic process automation – bots – can provide 

decision support and even decision automation answering 

the question what do we do about it? So we, as finance 

professionals, have the opportunity to be the masters of the 

data that provides this insight to our clients.’

The cloud will also have an important part to play in this. ‘It 

plays its role by providing us with the one version of the truth. 

You can then apply the advanced data analysis and AI to do 

some very exciting things with that information that will help 

the business going forward.’

Future challenge
Igoe completed his ACCA studies 

in the early 1990s while working 

in London, and honed his skills 

in organisations such as Bechtel, 

McDonnell Douglas (which 

later merged with Boeing) and 

Chesterfield International Financial 

Services. ‘I’ve always felt ACCA has 

been a critically important part of my 

professional career. It has enabled 

me to do so much, by virtue of what 

the professional body represents. 

Its sense of purpose, values and 

credibility in the business market have allowed me to pursue 

my career opportunities.’ 

On returning to Ireland, he joined Microsoft as chief of staff 

for European Operations in 1995, taking on responsibility for 

areas such as business management, project management in 

EMEA Operations. ‘It tested my skills in areas I hadn’t been 

involved in before. In fact, I decided to stay in operations 

for another couple of years to ensure I fully understood how 

everything operationally in the company worked,’ he recalls. In 

2001, he took the opportunity to focus more purely on finance 

with the role of financial controller, EMEA Operations. His 

most recent appointment as senior finance director caps what 

is now 24 years with the organisation. 

While there may be a lot to take pride in, Igoe is clear that, 

‘New technology 
not only allows us 

to understand what 
has happened better 

but, increasingly, 
to predict what 

will happen’
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VC investment slump
Venture capital investment in Ireland, 

and globally, fell sharply in the first 

quarter of 2019, KPMG has reported. 

Irish companies raised US$69m in Q1 

compared with US$188m in Q4 of 2018 

(the global figures were US$53bn and 

US$71bn respectively). Galway-based 

Atlantic Therapeutics’ US$32m deal 

accounted for almost half of Ireland’s 

Q1 deal total. KPMG predicted a boost 

this year from Enterprise Ireland’s 

€175m Seed and Venture Capital 

scheme for high-growth companies that 

can start and scale their businesses from 

Ireland. ‘This scheme will offer fantastic 

support for young, innovative Irish 

companies,’ said Anna Scally, KPMG’s 

head of technology and media.

Women win board roles
There was a big rise in the proportion 

of female directors on the boards of 

Irish companies – from 26% to 31% – 

during the course of 2018, according 

to EY research. Olivia McEvoy, director 

of diversity and inclusion at EY, said 

proposed legislation is likely to speed 

up the process further. ‘The legislation 

is already at the forefront of people’s 

minds. We know it is coming down the 

tracks, and people want to be ahead of 

the game,’ she explained.

The view from
Conor O’Reilly FCCA, CFO, Magnet Networks, Dublin, 
on his role as a key decision-maker

between being competitive 

and remaining profitable. 

There is also mounting 

pressure on salary costs.

I’m looking forward to 
being involved in the 
international expansion 

of the business. The company is 

growing in markets outside of Europe 

and I have to ensure we stay one step 

ahead in terms of tax, accounting and 

compliance planning.

I recently completed a diploma in law, 
which was an area outside my comfort 
zone but very rewarding. The more 

strings you have to your bow, the more 

valuable you will be as a trusted adviser 

in the workplace. Longer-term, my goal 

is to become involved in the ownership 

of a business directly, whether through 

equity participation in an existing 

business or starting something up.

One of the ways we try to connect with 
our community is to give something 
back. We helped buy and fit out a 

sensory room at a nearby school to 

offer therapy to children with limited 

communication skills. Our staff have 

also engaged with some students at 

the school who have a troubled or 

challenged background. 

 
A previous boss told me to get up and 
talk to people in other departments 
and learn about the business. He said 

too many accountants hide behind 

spreadsheets and don’t understand how 

the business actually works. That advice 

has served me well in my career. AB

Too many 
accountants 
hide behind 

spreadsheets and 
don’t understand 
how the business 

actually works

Magnet Networks provides 
telecoms, data connectivity 
and IT support services 
to homes, businesses and 
enterprise customers in 
Ireland and internationally. 
As CFO, I am a key decision-

maker on the company’s 

executive team. I am involved in 

analysing and completing acquisitions, 

business budgeting and forecasting, and 

product and price planning. I also look 

after legal, procurement and stores.

Stakeholders increasingly expect 
finance professionals to add value 
above and beyond the day job. 
Financial reporting is still key, 

but in-depth analysis of business 

performance and, most importantly, 

recommendations for changes and 

improvements are also necessary.

One of the big challenges has been 
maintaining margins in a more 
competitive marketplace. There is 

much more pressure on pricing in the 

telecoms market, so it’s a fine line 

71% 
of mid-market 
companies 
globally plan 
to develop and 
deploy AI solutions this year
Source: EY Global Capital Confidence 
Barometer
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Kenny points to her findings from 

interviews with people who had all 

reported unethical and illegal conduct 

at major corporations ahead of the 

2008 financial crisis, only to see their 

own behaviour called into question 

rather than that of the institution. One 

example is the allegations of bullying 

Ireland’s whistleblowing regime is set 
to be strengthened to comply with a 
new EU whistleblowing directive that 
was approved in April by the European 
Parliament. Reforms must be in place 
by 2021 and will build on Ireland’s 
Protected Disclosures Act 2014, which 
itself marked a step forward legally 

for Irish whistleblowing, according to 
Kate Kenny, professor of business and 
society at the National University of 
Ireland, Galway (NUI).

Despite the substantial contribution to 

society of whistleblowers, they are more 

often punished or ignored rather than 

considered heroes.

Warning siren
Whistleblowers are critical in uncovering corporate financial wrongdoings, and  
EU member states must now offer greater protection for those who speak out
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More information

Find the EU directive on the protection of persons reporting breaches of Union law 
at bit.ly/reporting-breaches. Find details of Whistleblowing: Toward a New Theory 
by Kate Kenny at bit.ly/Toward-a-new-theory.

Speaking out 
The EU directive requirements differ from Ireland’s regulations in the following ways:

* Private entities with more than 50 employees or an annual turnover of more than 

€10m (and financial services firms of any headcount) must establish ‘confidential 

whistleblower channels’ and clear reporting processes. 

* Protection is extended to trainees, volunteers, self-employed and employees.

* Member states will have to decide their own sanctions and enforcement 

mechanisms, but whistleblowers (and their supporters or family members) will 

benefit from special legal protection against all forms of retaliation, such as 

dismissal, ‘degradation or intimidation’.

* Whistleblowers are entitled to access legal, financial, and psychological support.

* Protection is extended to whistleblowers who approach the public and the 

media if no appropriate action has been taken after their initial report to the 

company or the authorities and the public interest is at stake.

faced by former Irish Nationwide 

Building Society executive Olivia 

Greene after she highlighted irregular 

practices at the now defunct lender.

‘Genuine whistleblowers are often 

poorly served and supported by society. 

I wanted to explore why this is so. 

Through hearing from those who have 

spoken out, I hope we might begin to 

reframe accepted attitudes towards 

whistleblowers,’ Kenny says.

The 2014 Act was a response to such 

concerns, and protects employees 

in the public sector and state-owned 

or directed companies who report 

authentic concerns about misconduct 

and malpractice from being dismissed 

or denied promotion. Whistleblowing 

employees who can prove unfair 

dismissal can be awarded compensation 

of up to five years’ pay, rather than the 

usual maximum of two years.

The EU directive, which offers more 

protection than Irish law, was also 

sparked by past failures to protect 

and/or listen to whistleblowers. A key 

inspiration was the case of Antoine 

Deltour, a former PwC auditor who 

disclosed to French documentary 

makers the tax arrangements of 

corporations in Luxembourg that 

allowed them avoid tax on earnings 

in other states. He and fellow auditor 

Raphaël Halet were both given jail 

sentences following their revelations.

According to Kenny, whistleblowers 

expose more cases of serious economic 

crime than all other detection measures 

– corporate security, internal audits and 

law enforcement – combined, while the 

European Commission calculated that 

up to €10bn annually could be saved 

in public procurement costs across the 

EU through a protection regime that 

encourages whistleblowers.

In the US, whistleblowers are 

also central to the Sarbanes-Oxley 

Act (Corporate and Criminal Fraud 

Accountability Act) 2002, which has 

a disclosure requirement, and the 

Dodd-Frank Wall Street Reform and 

Consumer Protection Act 2010. The 

Securities and Exchange Commission 

has awarded approximately $376m to 61 

individuals since issuing its first award in 

2012, describing whistleblowers as ‘the 

source of “smoking gun” evidence and 

indispensable assistance’.

Wider scope
Following implementation of the EU 

directive, a key change in Ireland is that 

whistleblowing protections will affect 

the private sector. The EU legislation 

also widens the scope of whistleblowing 

protection to cover disclosures on other 

breaches of EU law, such as on money 

laundering and data protection.

Another important difference is 

that the EU directive puts the burden 

of proof on employers in cases 

where employees sue for what they 

claim was retaliation in the event of 

whistleblowing. In contrast, the burden 

of proof is on the employee in Irish 

legislation. While Irish law currently 

allows for up to five years’ remuneration 

for an employee dismissed for making 

a protected disclosure, the directive 

leaves the level of compensation 

in the hands of member states – 

although it says damages suffered by 

whistleblowers should be ‘compensated 

in full in accordance with national law’.

Kenny says regulatory bodies in 

Ireland lack the necessary powers, 

pointing to ‘the relatively small 

sanctions for transgressions highlighted 

by whistleblowers’. Such fines that have 

been handed down are ‘insignificant’ 

compared to the annual incomes of 

the financial executive or institution 

sanctioned, she adds, and there 

need to be more positive stories 

of disclosures being acted on to 

encourage whistleblowing. For example, 

Luxembourg’s courts have reduced 

the sentences originally imposed on 

Deltour and Halet in moves widely 

held to usher in a new approach to 

corporate revelations. AB

Mark Godfrey, journalist
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AI and the investor
Alison Thomas investigates how investors use technology to analyse information 
about companies and what management can do to make their reports easier to use

data feeds. Now it can be up to 100,’ 

explains David Wright, head of product 

strategy in BlackRock’s Systematic 

Active Equity team. 

Examples of these non-traditional 

sources include: 

* text and multimedia (including social 

media, blogs and photos)

* transactions (such as shipment 

records, point-of-sale records and 

credit card processing)

* sensors (including satellite 

information, GPS devices and 

crop sensors).

The way in which this data is used is 

limited only by the imagination. Some, 

for example, use mobile phone activity to 

monitor store traffic; others buy satellite 

data to track delivery trucks or e-invoice 

data to monitor product sales – 

anything that gives insight 

into companies’ 

performance. 

The world of corporate 
communications evolves slowly. Partly 
due to restrictive reporting regulations, 
companies continue to report on 
their performance primarily using 
PDFs and PowerPoint presentations. 
Videos, the occasional interactive 
Excel spreadsheet and Twitter feeds 
have crept in. But, in essence, little has 
changed since the turn of this century.

In contrast, shareholders have long 

embraced the digital age. Faced with 

a mountain of data to sift through and 

analyse, they are early adopters of any 

technology that expedites a seemingly 

impossible task. They use data 

intermediaries to provide a one-stop 

shop on financials. Economic data series 

are on tap. Analytical and visualisation 

tools abound. So there is little surprise 

that the investment community has 

been quick to experiment with machine-

based learning.

Examples of the use of advanced 

data analytics by investment 

professionals grow by the 

day. The UK’s Financial 

Reporting Lab’s 

recently 

issued report, Artificial intelligence 
and corporate reporting: How does 
it measure up?, classifies the various 

uses of artificial intelligence (AI) by 

market analysts into three categories: 

finding data sources, reading and 

structuring reports, and using 

algorithms to analyse data. Let’s look 

at each in turn.

Data sources
The data sources that investment 

professionals use are expanding. 

According to a 2018 survey by 

Greenwich Associates published in 

Seismic Shifts: The Future of Investment 
Research, 70% of CIOs use non-

traditional data sources or expect to do 

so in the next 12 months. ‘Two decades 

ago, we might have used 10 
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respondents, 52% think that technology 

will replace many traditional investment 

jobs, with 40% predicting that AI will 

allow them to create portfolios without 

the need for asset managers. Nearly 

70% think that technology will handle 

asset allocation, and almost half think 

that AI will be able to judge when to 

buy and sell shares. But few predict the 

end of the professional investor. 

‘I don’t see myself retiring anytime 

soon,’ says Ben Peters, fund manager 

and director at Evenlode Investments. 

‘Computers are good at spotting short-

terms shifts in sentiment or pricing 

anomalies. But investing for the long-

term takes a more nuanced approach, 

and computers don’t do nuance.’

Even in BlackRock’s quant-driven 

team, humans appear to be here to 

stay. ‘Computers can find spurious 

relationships between all sorts of 

unrelated things,’ says Wright. ‘That’s 

why our process is driven by humans; it’s 

our researchers that come up with the 

economic hypotheses that we test, not 

machines.’

The impact of the investment 

community’s commitment to digital data 

on corporate reporting is likely to be a 

slow burn. There is much discussion in 

the media about AI’s ability to handle 

unstructured data. Some speculate that 

this negates the need to move to digital 

Reports and databases
As for reading reports and structuring 

them into databases, a decade ago 

text analysis was a clunky affair, but not 

anymore. ‘Natural language processing 

has transformed the value of the written 

word,’ says Wright.

Text readers add meta-tags to 

unstructured prose to allow investors 

to tease out insight in a range of ways. 

‘The earnings call is a goldmine,’ 

Wright adds. ‘We look at a wide range 

of indicators, including the tone of the 

presentation and how it differs from 

that used in formal filings. We consider 

the tense that they use and whether the 

language differs from that typically used 

by the company. It has become a really 

interesting way to spot companies that 

might outperform.’

Analysing data
The investment community has used 

algorithms to analyse data for decades. 

The difference today is one of degree. 

In the old days, models were relatively 

crude and based on a limited universe 

of data. Today they are non-linear, 

analysing the interdependencies 

between many disparate streams 

of data. This allows them to spot 

relationships that humans wouldn’t 

intuitively identify. Moreover, AI uses 

the results of previous analyses to refine 

models. This reduces the inherent bias 

and subjectivity of earlier approaches.

Today’s models allow analysts to more 

quickly identify investments that match 

their values, ethical standards or specific 

risk/return objectives. They can look for 

short-term trading opportunities and 

signals of unrecognised value creation. 

The number of applications developed 

in recent years is extraordinary.

So does this mean the end of 

professional investors? In 2018, 

Fidelity International surveyed 905 

asset owners about the impact of AI 

on the investment profession. Of the 

reporting, such as tagging financial data 

using XBRL. At some point, the need to 

structure data may evaporate, but that 

remains a distant goal. 

Need for structure
For now, machine-learning algorithms 

require clean and well-labelled data. 

For the very largest investment 

management companies, the process of 

adding structure to data is part of their 

competitive advantage. But for the rest, 

poorly structured corporate data is hard 

to find and consequently hard to use. 

‘We need structured data,’ explains 

Peters. ‘In particular, we need globally 

consistent, comparable financial data. 

The standard setters have made some 

progress in that regard, but there is still 

some way to go.’ 

As for the narrative report, Peters 

sees plenty of scope to make that more 

digitally accessible too. ‘I’m torn. The 

structure of the 10-K [US annual report] 

lends itself better to the world of AI than 

the UK or European style of reporting. 

But the narrative in a UK report is far 

richer than that in the 10-K. Having said 

that, I see no reason why we can’t have 

the best of both worlds – good narrative 

that is well-structured.’

The message to the corporate 

community is clear: the more you can 

add structure to the information that you 

report to the investment community the 

better. The move to XBRL is a start. But 

it is only a small step forward. The data 

used in an AI world has been created 

with digital in mind; corporate reporting 

has not. It is largely paper-based and not 

comparable between companies. This is 

not sustainable and will change. 

So companies have two choices. They 

can be proactive in creating a digital 

framework for reporting, or they can 

wait for others to dictate how they tell 

their story. AB

Alison Thomas is a consultant.

The data used in an 
AI world has been 

created with digital 
in mind; corporate 
reporting has not
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Michael Jackson trial
Digital forensics was used in the trial 

of singer Michael Jackson’s doctor 

Conrad Murray. After Jackson died in 

2009, the autopsy concluded his death 

was from acute Propofol intoxication. 

Investigators discovered authorisation 

on Murray’s computer and iPhone of 

lethal amounts of the drug, and he 

was convicted in 2011 of involuntary 

manslaughter for Jackson’s death.

On the digital trail
Mariam Absar ACCA offers an overview of the challenges and complexities involved in 
corporate forensic analysis, and looks at how investigators go about their work

Digital forensics is divided into 

two broad categories, based on the 

evidence source:

* Networks. This covers the 

assessment of incoming and 

outgoing network traffic to ascertain 

how an event was carried out and to 

determine internal/external threats.

* Devices. This covers the assessment 

and collection of evidence from IT 

devices such as laptops, tablets and 

external drives. 

Digital evidence needs to be gathered 

and treated carefully to ensure its 

integrity and usability. Evidence 

presented in the report and investigation 

should be admissible, authentic, 

complete, reliable and believable. 

The investigating team’s primary 

concern is to determine the validity of 

the types of forensic tool used for data 

and evidence collection. For example, 

using unlicensed software or following 

inadequate procedures may result in 

the evidence gathered being ruled 

inadmissible. If the software is open 

source, the forensic team should ensure 

it is the authorised and verified version.

It is important to maintain the record 

of collected evidence as required by the 

local jurisdiction. There must also be 

adequate facilities for safe storage and 

easy retrieval of data and devices – they 

may need to be produced in court. 

Key guiding principles for forensic 

investigators include: do not surf the 

internet, check emails or perform 

general IT duties from a forensic 

workstation; and never allow peer-to-

peer file-sharing applications to be 

run across the same network as the 

forensic workstation.

The massive intrusion into everyday 
life and business operations alike by 
technology shows little sign of coming 
to an end. One byproduct of this 
phenomenon is that the true history of 
events or incidents can increasingly be 
teased out through the careful analysis 
of digital activity. 

Digital footprints, if captured properly, 

can be turned into digital evidence, 

which can lead to the indictment 

or vindication of an individual or 

organisation in civil or criminal cases. 

And with some 20 billion internet-

enabled devices expected to be in 

existence by 2020, digital’s scope for 

supporting investigations is huge.

This work is called digital forensics 

– the collection and analysis of data 

from computers and other electronic 

devices with the purpose of obtaining 

evidence that can be used in courts 

of law as admissible and acceptable 

evidence. Any failure to observe 

adequate search and seizure process 

can ruin an investigation, regardless of 

how incriminating the evidence is, so 

it is particularly important that forensic 

The main goal 
of any forensic 
investigation is 

to reconstruct 
the truth of an 

event by finding 
residual facts on 

an IT system 

investigations in the digital sphere 

comply fully with the law.

Examples of investigations that 

may turn to digital forensics include 

hacking, unauthorised use of corporate 

computers and any physical crime 

committed by a suspect in possession of 

a computer or any other IT device. 

Digital forensics can help companies 

unravel the chain of events and collect 

material evidence. Examples include 

when corporate information is disclosed 

without permission – for example, when 

an employee steals intellectual property 

from their employer and passes it 

on to a competitor or uses it to set 

up a competing company – or other 

non-violent and financially motivated 

crimes that are committed by business 

professionals or governments. 

Reconstructing the truth
The main goal of any forensic 

investigation is to reconstruct the truth 

of an event by discovering residual facts 

(‘remnants’) on an IT system. These 

remnants can subsequently be used in 

court as evidence.

C
PD
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How digital forensics works
The overall process of performing digital forensics involves three main steps: 

* Acquisition. Data and physical evidence relating to the incident under 

investigation is identified and collected while the integrity of the collected data 

and evidence is maintained through chain-of-custody procedures. During this 

phase, data is copied from the suspect storage device to a trusted device using 

forensic tools designed to ensure that the suspect device is modified as little as 

possible and that all the data is copied.

* Analysis. Relevant information from the data and evidence collected during the 

acquisition phase is extracted using forensic tools that maintain the integrity of 

the evidence. During analysis, the information is generally divided into three 

categories: evidence that supports the investigation; evidence that contradicts it; 

and evidence that neither supports nor contradicts the investigation, but merely 

proves whether systems were tampered with or not. 

* Presentation. Depending on the type of investigation, the conclusion and 

corresponding evidence from the investigation will be presented in a report to 

the board of the company and/or the judge or jury in a court of law.

More information

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

Given the spread of digital technology 

in the workplace, and the large amounts 

of digital data created, digital forensics 

is set to be a significant growth area. 

Digital forensic procedures may be 

time-consuming and disruptive, but 

the potential costs of not conducting a 

proper digital forensic examination may 

be substantial – if not disastrous. AB

Mariam Absar ACCA is director of 

advisory services at Limitless Consulting 

in United Arab Emirates.
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Bite is right
The failure of investor scrutiny over executive pay makes the appearance of an 
unmuzzled audit committee watchdog a welcome development, says Jane Fuller

Governance Authority (Arga). Audit 

committees falling short of the required 

standards will be subject to public 

reprimands and nudge letters from 

the regulator to shareholders, who will 

have votes on both the auditor and the 

members of the audit committee. So, 

they need to step up to the plate too.

There is a good chance that these 

measures will be more effective in 

upping the audit committees’ game 

than ‘say on pay’ has been for executive 

pay. Remuneration committees deal 

with employment contracts between 

the company and individuals, while 

audit committees scrutinise information 

that enables investors’ savings to be 

allocated efficiently and corporate 

behaviour to be judged. Both serve 

the wider economy. In short, the public 

interest (as opposed to interesting to the 

public) role of audit committees is clear. 

Another difference is that audit 

committee members should really want 

the auditor to be tough on management 

and to warn of financial risks, whereas 

remuneration committees consist of 

highly paid people passing judgment 

on other highly paid people. And the 

regulator will have more sanctions at its 

disposal than for executive pay, which it 

cannot cut unilaterally.

High executive pay, often unmatched 

by corporate performance, has 

poisoned the public’s view of business. 

Let’s hope progress on audit quality 

over the next five years helps to restore 

trust in the system. AB

Jane Fuller is a fellow of CFA Society of 

the UK and co-director of the Centre for 

the Study of Financial Innovation.

Just when you thought investors 
were taking their stewardship duties 
more seriously, their influence on top 
people’s pay has been condemned by 
an influential UK thinktank.

Executive pay levels are ‘provocatively 

high’, according to the High Pay Centre 

(HPC), with the ratio of average CEO 

pay to that of employees standing at 

145:1. The HPC found that the average 

level of shareholder dissent in votes 

on FTSE 100 companies’ remuneration 

reports was less than 10% between 

2014 and 2018. Its report, The myth of 
shareholder stewardship, declares that 

‘shareholder say on pay has failed’.

What lessons does this hold for 

audit committees? They have joined 

remuneration committees in the public 

spotlight, yet they are comparative 

novices in the field of shareholder 

engagement. From that lagging 

position, they will need to respond with 

urgency to the concern about audit 

quality at public interest companies. 

A roadmap is being drawn up by 

various heavy-hitting reviews and 

the government. The latest salvo 

comes from the Competition and 

Markets Authority’s final report on 

the statutory audit services market, 

published on 18 April. Its number one 

recommendation is greater scrutiny to 

improve audit committees’ pursuit of 

audit quality (see also page 18).

Crucially, the CMA wants to increase 

the accountability of these board 

committees. But while shareholder 

engagement is part of the furniture, the 

chief scrutineer will be the regulator 

– the Financial Reporting Council and 

its successor, the Audit, Reporting and 

The regulator 
will have more 
sanctions at its 

disposal for audit 
committees than 
for executive pay, 

which it cannot 
cut unilaterally
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Labour of love 
ACCA president Robert Stenhouse celebrates the relationship between SMPs 
and SMEs, and applauds that so many modern practitioners love their jobs

As the report says: ‘One word has 

come up a lot in these discussions: 

“love”. Digital accountants have told 

us that they love the digital technology 

that can make their lives easier; they 

love the like-minded clients they work 

with; they love accountancy itself; they 

love their jobs – and their lives.’ 

It’s not often these days that we hear 

that people love their work, so it’s truly 

inspirational to read these words. I hope 

you love your work too. AB

Robert Stenhouse is ACCA president 

and a director, national accounting and 

audit, at Deloitte in the UK.

Small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs) are the lifeblood of global 
economies, with the World Trade 
Report 2016 estimating that they make 
up 90% of the business population.

The work accountants do to support 

and encourage the growth of SMEs 

is a vital component of both parties’ 

success. The links between an SME and 

their small or medium-sized practitioner 

(SMP) are strong and mutually 

supportive – the business relationship is 

built on trust and understanding.

When I meet members who are 

advisers to SMEs, what I hear time and 

again is how much they enjoy their 

work. I also hear about the challenges 

and the opportunities ahead – from 

skills development to the need to 

embrace new technology. The latter is 

transforming SMPs and SMEs alike.

Handling such a transformation is 

the central premise of a recent ACCA 

report The passionate practitioner: 
developing the digitalised small and 
medium practice (see page 36). It 

examines how digitalisation is changing 

the SME and accountancy communities, 

and how accounting technology for 

the SME sector is providing significant 

opportunities for accountants to 

remodel their practices and offer 

increased, relevant services.

The report explores what lies ahead, 

setting out the required business case 

and how to implement change. Both 

practical and thought-provoking, its 

sensible advice and guidance comes at 

a time when many SMEs and SMPs have 

to embrace digital for commercial and 

compliance reasons, with tax authorities 

now increasingly online. 

Change can sometimes be daunting, 

however, and that’s why the report 

includes inspiring interviews with early 

adopters of technology and leading 

practitioners, who discuss the various 

stages of their journey to digitalisation.

These accountants have taken steps 

that mean they are now reaping the 

benefits. From their insights and the 

lessons they’ve learned, the report 

includes a roadmap that guides those 

embarking on their own journey. 

What also comes out loud and clear 

in The passionate practitioner is the 

enthusiasm the interviewees have for 

their own and their clients’ businesses.
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Time to grow up
The tech sector has long been a home for mavericks, but with increasing influence 
comes the need for greater responsibility and a more open culture, argues Ian Guider

of finance it has changed for the better, 

and I believe the tech industry is about 

to follow the same path. 

Last November, hundreds of staff 

at Google in Dublin, the company’s 

European headquarters, walked out 

of their jobs for an hour as a sign of 

support for colleagues who had been 

victims of alleged sexual harassment 

and inappropriate behaviour on the part 

of some senior managers. The walkout 

was prompted by revelations of huge 

payoffs to dozens of top executives 

to prevent details of these matters 

emerging. It was a seminal moment. 

More recently, Google workers have 

begun objecting to the company’s 

growing involvement in reviewing 

drone footage for the US government. 

A number of staff in Ireland who have 

been drawn into this project have 

objected to their involvement. 

Quite possibly such dissent would not 

have been tolerated a couple of years 

ago. But the MeToo movement and 

the wider backlash about the power of 

social media companies have forced a 

shift. Those employees who were once 

more than happy to accept a top-down 

organisation in the belief they were 

really changing the world have changed 

their minds. It’s a recognition that the 

‘tech bro’ culture is coming to an end. 

Perhaps that is the best outcome for 

the tech sector: culture change from 

within. No fine, no regulation and no 

new rules can have a greater impact on 

an organisation than the sight of its own 

employees rejecting it. AB

Ian Guider is markets editor of 

The Sunday Business Post.

Not so long ago in these pages I 
wrote about attempts to regulate the 
seemingly endless power of the major 
tech and social media giants. The 
need is not to curb their influence or 
activities but to change how toxic some 
of the sector has become.

Some great myths have been spun 

about the tech industry. The all-night 

hackathons. The inspiring ideas. The 

visionaries who wouldn’t give up and 

went on not only to become enormously 

wealthy but also to change the world 

in the process. Some of those myths 

are true, while others have become 

embellished over the years. 

Silicon Valley is populated with 

outsized personalities whose creative 

genius does not allow for alternative 

points of view or dissent. Chaos 
Monkeys, by Antonio Garcia Martinez, is 

an insider’s look at the ups and downs of 

Silicon Valley life, where those who don’t 

fit in with the culture are quickly moved 

out. In Martinez’ case it was Facebook 

and battles over product development. 

He lost, of course, left and went on to 

write a great book. 

The way Facebook has handled its 

problems over the use (or misuse) of 

data shows a culture that concentrates 

decision-making among a few people. 

Senior executives locked themselves 

away from staff while they devised 

schemes to deal with the fallout of the 

data issues, coming up with some hare-

brained ideas to deflect attention.

A culture has developed that doesn’t 

value the input of staff. That culture 

permeated the banking world more 

than a decade ago and we know how 

that ended up. Thankfully, in the world 

Silicon Valley 
is populated 

with outsized 
personalities whose 

creative genius 
does not allow for 
alternative points 
of view or dissent
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Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omni lorem ipsum.

Boxout crosshead: doluptur, sequamust 

magni bera coribusdam et re nobist la 

dolore con re volorer spercit autem as 

rerum volut volorun.

Boxout crosshead: moditat urehend 

isciae. Gitae magnima ximporr 

undenimilit prem culpa dolore prae 

estrum rerem aborrup turiantion culpa 

doluptus lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.

Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omnoditat urehend isciae. 

Gitae magnima ximporr undenimilit 

prem culpa dolore prae estrum rerem 

aborrup turiantion culpa doluptus.

Ur, nihitiis mollaut rerum atum, core 

saerae cus aut que pos ex exerepe 

rroviducias es venet odit, simporum 

dolo el eaquidis corro blatios qui 

volupta quique dit estemperum 

doluptas et, vollam re que sus eum hit 

aut occusaecus essi omnihiciis et lorem 

ipsum dolor sit amet nunc.

New partners at Mazars
Mazars Ireland has announced five new 

partners, reflecting business growth 

across the firm. The five are: Aedin 

Morkan (not-for-profit sector), Emer 

O’Riordan (mid-sized privately owned 

businesses and the retail sector), Patrick 

Gorry (audit and assurance for financial 

sector), Hilary Larkin (financial advisory 

and restructuring) and Graham Love 

(higher education and health sectors). 

Mark Kennedy, managing partner of 

Mazars Ireland, said: ‘The past year has 

seen the firm extend its service portfolio 

and increase revenue by 11.2%. These 

appointments are an important mark of 

our success to date, and future ambition 

in our core business areas.’

Limerick expansion
BDO has increased staffing in its 

Limerick office to 105 people, and 

moved from Michael Street to 

O’Connell Street to cope with the 

headcount expansion. Michael Costello, 

BDO Ireland managing partner, 

said: ‘BDO has four offices in Ireland – 

Dublin, Cork, Belfast and Limerick – and 

Limerick has certainly made a huge 

impact on our overall national footprint. 

It’s a significant contributor and we’ve 

been delighted to see it grow at pace 

over the years.’

70% 
of US Big Four consulting  
projects for companies  
with revenues exceeding  
US$1bn cost more than  
the initial estimate.
Source: Global Research

The view from
Louise Cawley ACCA, manager, Leonard & Co, Dublin, 
on specialising in the charity sector

Longer term, my goal is to 
develop my career in the 
tax area. It’s a rewarding 

field and I enjoy engaging 

with clients, particularly in 

tax planning. As you get to 

understand a business, you 

can provide a better service.

One of our biggest challenges last year 
was PAYE modernisation. I introduced 

new payroll software and worked closely 

with our clients so that they understood 

their new obligations. Everything 

worked out well in the end but there 

will always be teething problems when 

change and technology come together.

I’m looking forward to introducing our 
new accounting automation solutions 
to clients later this year, which should 
result in time and financial savings 
for them. I’m also eagerly anticipating 

the new mandatory financial reporting 

standard for Irish charities later this year. 

I played basketball all through school 
and college and was a member of the 
Tribes basketball team in Galway for 
a number of years. Recently, I joined a 

mixed social league in Dublin and aim 

to get back into competitive playing. 

One of the lessons I’ve learned is 
the value of staying objective and 
impartial. It’s important to build strong 

relationships with clients, but you also 

have to recognise that your role won’t 

always involve delivering good news. It’s 

important to have an open and honest 

dialogue with people as you provide 

support and services to them. AB

It’s important 
to build strong 

relationships with 
clients, but you 

have to recognise 
you won’t always 

be delivering 
good news

We have 10 staff including 
partners, and a full 
spectrum of clients.
Leonard & Co was set up 

in 1947 by Noel Leonard, 

whose son, David, is a 

former worldwide president 

of ACCA. We recently 

moved office to Rathfarnham, Dublin, 

after 50 years in Dundrum. 

I have a broad range of responsibilities, 
from accounts to income tax to audit. 
I am also responsible for the charity 

sector, which has become a much more 

specialised area in recent years. 

The not-for-profit sector is an 
extremely interesting area to work 
in. You see a different side of people 

when they act in a voluntary capacity 

and work for the good of others. You 

also recognise that there are multiple 

stakeholders in every charity, from the 

government, to boards and directors, 

to the general public. You have to see 

things from everyone’s perspective yet 

remain independent and impartial. 
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Peak performance
Business owners are increasingly asking their accountant for support in going digital. 
Alan Shaughnessy offers advice on how to get clients to maximise the benefits

Ireland has established itself as a global 
technology hub. In 2018, it moved up 
three places to sixth in the EU Digital 
Economy and Society Index, one 
place above the UK, and plays host to 
technology giants such as Apple and 
Facebook. And it’s not just home to 
the major players – last year, 1,000 new 
tech companies launched in Dublin 
alone, including many in the agri-food 
and enterprise technology industries.

However, Ireland’s thriving tech 

scene hasn’t necessarily transcended 

across the wider corporate sphere. 

Research commissioned by Microsoft 

into 300 Irish organisations found 80% 

overestimate their digital readiness, 

with nearly half struggling to keep up 

with customers, and a quarter unsure 

which direction to take. The report 

indicates that many organisations lack 

the skills required for an evolving digital 

economy, and SMEs need to step up 

their staff training to make better use of 

the latest digital technology.

It’s understandable that SME owners 

drag their heels when it comes to digital 

transformation – the process can be 

daunting and it’s hard to know where to 

start. That’s why many business owners 

will turn to their accountant as a trusted 

adviser for help. Accountants need to 

be ready to guide clients on how to best 

use technology to help manage their 

finances more efficiently.

If you’re one of them, here’s what you 

need to know. 

Customers expect more from 

businesses. They want a website that’s 

easy to use and optimised for mobile, 

one that offers multiple ways to pay and 

has an easy-to-reach customer service 

C
PD
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More information

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

Where to begin
Starter questions for companies looking 

to incorporate more technology tend 

to focus on where to begin, what 

technology will help achieve their goals 

and generally what direction is best 

to take. 

Other more specific concerns include 

how the cloud works, how information 

is protected, how data is accessed, and 

what costs are involved.

Naturally, the business owner will 

need to be the one who spearheads the 

strategy. But they shouldn’t have to go 

it alone. Instead, the first thing to advise 

business owners to do is to get a team 

together and on board. If it’s a family-

run business, it’s a good idea to get 

younger generations involved. 

If the aims are finance-related, make 

sure you can offer guidance on the best 

accountancy tech tools that suit their 

business needs. This can normally be 

judged by asking what their company 

priorities are, what problems they’re 

encountering and how the business 

operates at the moment.

The starting point of the digital 

transformation process will depend on 

the business priorities. But the main 

team. If businesses want to keep up with 

customer demands, they need to invest 

in the right technology. 

In recent years, there has been an 

unprecedented change in the tech 

tools available to small businesses to 

help them work smarter, speed up 

processes and generally make life easier. 

Collaborative work management tools 

help teams work together, messaging 

platforms keep everyone connected and, 

of course, cloud-based accounting tools 

help businesses keep an eye on their 

finances and their cashflow in real time.

Yet, despite the obvious benefits 

available, a recent survey by Ricoh 

and Coleman Parkes suggests 61% of 

organisations in Ireland are not in a 

good position to take advantage of new 

digital technologies. PwC’s Irish Family 
Business Report suggests that family-run 

businesses feel especially vulnerable to 

digital disruption – more so than their 

global counterparts (40% compared with 

30%). But they are not prioritising it as a 

challenge to the same extent. 

Digital transformation is the process of 

integrating technology into all areas of 

a business. It enables small business to 

run more efficiently and effectively – in 

fact, digitising admin tasks often lowers 

the cost of doing business and helps 

drive productivity. 

In terms of business finances, using 

cloud software means that business 

owners and accountants can respond 

quickly to emerging problems or 

opportunities. As accountants, it 

means that you can give more strategic 

business advice throughout the year 

rather than looking over the accounts 

at the year-end, because it is more 

straightforward to view the latest data. It 

also means that businesses never have 

to lose sight of vital things like cashflow.

thing is to take one element of the 

business at a time. Time-consuming 

admin and financial tasks can be a good 

place to start. Error-prone spreadsheets 

filled out in a rush at the end of the day 

are common place, but can be easily 

avoided.

Cloud-based accounting software 

automates invoices, connects directly 

to the business bank account and 

provides real-time data and reports. 

Such technology will save your clients’ 

time and money by providing a more 

consistent picture of their financial 

health. But as the accountant, you’ll also 

benefit from more accurate insights into 

financial data, meaning that you can 

offer invaluable strategic advice to help 

your customers make better business 

decisions.

Paying dividends
Digital transformation offers exciting 

possibilities for small business owners 

and their accountants. Rather than 

number crunching, financial advisers 

and accountants are now in a better 

position to use digital information as a 

means to upsell more consultancy work 

and help clients make more informed 

business decisions. The role of the 

accountant is changing in a good way, 

thanks to the adoption of technology. If 

used correctly, it can pay dividends for 

both you and your clients. AB

Alan Shaughnessy is a partner at  

DFS & Co.

The business 
owner will need 

to be the one who 
spearheads the 

strategy. But they 
shouldn’t have to 

go it alone

C
PD
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Sell, sell, sell
Accountants must make sure they are proactive in their approach to business 
development or face shrinking fees in the future, warns Alex Moyle

This last challenge can be the last 

resort for firms, as proactive selling is 

often hard to land and isn’t within the 

core skillsets of many practitioners. 

But the consequences of not being 

proactive in your approach to business 

development could leave your firm 

with shrinking fees and very little insight 

to where future revenues will come 

There was a time when someone was 
more likely to divorce their spouse than 
leave their accountant, but times have 
changed. Accountancy practitioners, 
as with other areas of professional 
services, are facing emerging and 
growing challenges, including increased 
competition, pressure on margins and 
technological developments. 

Firms of all sizes are find themselves 

facing some difficult choices:

* Should I charge existing clients less?

* Can I add more value to clients in 

order to charge the same?

* Shall I look for new services to sell?

* How can I win new clients who 

want the service I deliver at the 

price I charge?
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need. Instead of thinking ‘Who can I get 

to buy my services?’, try asking ‘Who 

do I want to think of me if they need 

accounting services?’    

You also have to understand exactly 

what your clients need: what problems 

do you solve for them? This is harder 

than you think, as you are likely to 

have three or four different customer 

profiles. Over and above accounting 

services, some will want peace of mind; 

some want you to hold their hand; 

some need a sounding board. How 

recently did you research what problems 

your clients think you solve for them? 

The best firms regularly engage with 

clients about the challenges they are 

facing and learn where they can add 

the greatest value. They then use this 

to reinforce their value proposition to 

existing clients and make it the focus 

of their marketing activity for new 

client acquisition.   

Spotting the gap
One significant challenge in business 

development is that by the time a 

potential client contacts you, they are 

likely to be halfway through the buying 

process. This means you need to find 

ways of giving value and building trust 

even before they have a need. This 

could include offering Budget briefings 

or contributing to local chamber of 

from. So where should you start if 

you want to change your approach to 

business development?

Change your mindset
First you have to change your mindset. 

There is a common misconception 

among accountants that selling, or 

business development, is about cold-

calling people and asking ‘Do you 

need a new accountant?’ But in fact this 

approach would not work for a full-time 

salesperson, let alone an accountant. 

The approach for successful business 

development is to try and stay front of 

mind among the types of people who 

you want to call you when they have a 

commerce events. Whatever your 

approach, a critical part of your business 

development strategy is showcasing 

your capability by offering free insights 

and thought leadership. Ask yourself 

when was the last time you spoke at 

an industry or networking event. If 

you cannot remember, your business 

development strategy may be in need 

of a refresh. 

Feelings
And then there are the tricky, softer 

areas of feelings and gut instincts. A 

lawyer once said to me: ‘How you feel 

about my service is irrelevant; my job 

is to sell your house.’ Needless to say, 

it still leaves a mark on my soul. I have 

known many other professionals who 

think that what a customer feels is 

secondary to the technical service they 

provide. But in today’s world where 

it has never been easier for clients 

to move between accountants, how 

people feel about you and your service 

is the only thing that differentiates you 

from your competition. Feelings are also 

a key part of how you retain existing 

clients. By regularly canvassing client 

satisfaction, firms are able to resolve 

areas of frustration before they cause a 

client to look for other solutions. 

You might be one of the lucky few 

who need do nothing, safe in the 

knowledge that all your clients are loyal 

and new ones knock on your door every 

day. But more likely you know you need 

to change how you go about winning 

new clients and retaining existing ones.  

The key to your success is getting the 

right mindset, knowing your customers’ 

needs and working to add value to your 

whole target market. This way you will 

be the person people think of at their 

moment of greatest need. AB

Alex Moyle is author of Business 
Development Culture – taking sales 
culture beyond the sales team.

Try asking 
‘Who do I want 

to think of me 
if they need 
accounting 

services?’

31June 2019 Accounting and Business

IE_UK_YPRAC_salesperson.indd   31 13/05/2019   15:27



Firms continue to grow
The latest IAB World Survey documents a widening gulf between the Big Four 
and mid-tier firms, while advisory continues to grow its share of business

The 2019 IAB World Survey, which 
ranks the top accountancy networks 
and associations by fee income, staff, 
global revenue and service line, finds 
that the Big Four have pulled further 
away from the mid-tier in terms of 
revenue, with the gap between KPMG 
and BDO reaching nearly US$2bn.  

Further down the tables, the gap 

between PKF in 15th and UHY in 

16th place now stands at US$921.6m, 

compared to a US$758.9m gap last year, 

and US$527m the year before. If this 

trend continues another year, the gap 

will be over US$1bn next year, meaning 

it has doubled in four years.

The survey also shows the continuing 

rise of advisory services, due in part to 

digital development and the growing 

need for crossborder advice, although 

in some cases growth was the result 

of firms recategorising some work as 

advisory. One notable change was 

KPMG’s advisory arm overtaking its 

audit business in revenue. EY and PwC 

are still weighted in audit and assurance. 

Despite the struggles, the picture for 

the sector remains broadly positive. 

The majority of networks and alliances 

reported global growth. AB
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Go-to places Different countries attract top talent for 
a number of different reasons

The overall talent attraction ranking of 118 countries was 
decided by aggregated scores in the separately ranked 
areas of ‘enable’ (regulatory, market, business and 
labour environment), ‘attract’ (toleration, social mobility 
and gender gap), ‘grow’ (quality of apprenticeships, 
education and training) and ‘retain’ (taxation and quality 
of life). ‘Top feeders’ are the countries that supply most 
migrants to the destination country.

More information
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The win-win of technology
ACCA’s report The passionate practitioner: developing the 
digitalised small and medium practice sets out some of the 

benefits of digitalising an SMP, including:

* freeing up time for business development, relationship 

management and value-added work

* changing how and when revenue is generated – fixed fees 

and subscriptions create a predictable revenue stream

* helping firms clarify who their clients are and how best to 

help them grow

* managing the workload across the year – staffing levels are 

no longer determined by peak demand, which also gives 

clients better visibility of their business and tax liabilities

* enabling flexible working, allowing accountants to 

transcend time, space and other limitations, such as 

disability, family and caring responsibilities.

Ride the wave
Small and medium-sized practitioners need to take the plunge and dive into 
the digital transformation wave sweeping through the profession

Small and medium-sized enterprises are the engine of 
most economies, and their professional accountant 
advisers – often in small practices themselves – play 

a vital role in guiding and supporting them. In this respect, 
the health of a nation’s smaller accountancy practices 
significantly contributes to the performance of the economy.
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More information

Due out this month is another ACCA report on technology, 
on its impact on the audit. Visit accaglobal.com/digital to 
find this and other useful technology-related resources.

There is an area, though, where small and medium-sized 

accountancy practices (SMPs) risk falling behind, and that 

is in taking full advantage of new technology. As ACCA’s 

report, The passionate practitioner: developing the digitalised 
small and medium practice, says: ‘Digitalisation represents 

the greatest opportunity accountants have had to transform 

their businesses since the invention of the spreadsheet.’ 

Technological innovations are changing the role of the 

accountant, taking the strain out of repetitive tasks and freeing 

up accountants to act as business partners and advisers.

But while accountants have historically taken the lead as 

early adopters of business information technology – the 

finance function was among the first to be automated – 

there are concerns that smaller practices are being too slow 

in embracing the potential of digitalisation, says the report: 

‘There is a sense that small-business accountants may be 

lagging behind, with many still working in a desktop or 

even paper-based environment 

in an increasingly cloud-based, 

digital world.’

ACCA’s report takes a detailed 

look at the benefits of digitalisation 

through the eyes of a range of early 

adopters who have been at the 

forefront of the digital transformation 

of the accountancy practice. Through 

a series of case studies and real-life 

experiences, the report sets out 

clearly the benefits of digitalisation 

for smaller practices, as well as a 

broad implementation roadmap.

The report argues that ‘those 

working with the SME sector now 

have an unprecedented opportunity to act as true business 

advisers’. But there is another perspective to consider, it adds: 

governments are increasingly moving towards the collection 

of tax data by electronic means. In other words, embracing the 

digital agenda is not just expedient, it is an imperative.

Implementation roadmap
The case for accountants to adopt these technologies has 

never been stronger. Yet, as the report recognises, the 

number of options, applications and suppliers available means 

that implementation can be intimidating and confusing. 

The report sets out an implementation roadmap, derived 

from the lessons gathered from early adopters. It splits 

implementation into three stages:

1. Forming a strategy and selecting applications. This 

includes identifying the market segment on which the 

Digitalisation is not 
just about adopting 

the necessary 
technology – it 

also requires 
a fundamental 

adjustment on the 
part of accountants

practice will focus and defining the ‘app stack’ that is at 

the heart of a digitalised practice.

2. Developing the competencies and capabilities within 

the team.

3. Maintaining and growing the practice – taking advantage 

of the changing software environment and seeking out 

new opportunities as clients develop with it.

The report adds that digitalisation is not just about adopting 

the necessary technology. It also requires a fundamental 

adjustment on the part of accountants. The bedrock of 

digitalisation is the adoption by accountants and clients of 

cloud-hosted digital accounting software, but nothing will 

change if accountants carry on working exactly as they did 

before: ‘Success in adopting this model enables accountants 

to reposition themselves as people who can add value 

through strategic advice, using data collected from clients. 

Success in this model requires a different approach to skills 

and talent from that of the traditional 

SMP. Having the skills to translate 

data into value-adding information 

and then to provide effective 

and constructive commentary is 

essential: the accountant as the true 

trusted adviser.’

The report looks ahead, describing 

the accountant of the future as ‘a 

diverse individual. It would be no 

exaggeration to describe them 

as a cyborg: when a business 

communicates with its accountant, 

the latter is also in touch with all 

the business’s financial data, and 

the accountant’s human brain is 

augmented by apps, tools and artificial intelligence.’

If that sounds daunting, there are comforting words from 

the practices that have already successfully travelled the path 

towards digitalisation. In all of the discussions, says the report, 

one word cropped up more than any other – love. ‘Digital 

accountants have told us that they love the digital technology 

that can make their lives easier, they love the like-minded 

clients they work with, they love accountancy itself – they love 

their jobs – and their lives.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Cheap prediction
Possibly best treated as a cheap prediction generator, artificial intelligence represents 
a useful input in decision-making, but human judgment will remain a must-have

In the mid-1990s the economist William Nordhaus had 
a radical idea for valuing the invention of the light 
bulb. How much effort, he wondered, would it take to 

produce a similar amount of light with a 
wood fire? The answer: to produce 
the equivalent of an hour of 
light generated by a bulb, 
wood would need to be 
chopped 10 hours a day 
for six days. 

Nordhaus went 

on to create a price 

index going back to 

sesame-oil-powered 

lamps from Babylonian 

times, showing that the 

real benefit of the light bulb 

was a dramatic fall in the cost of 

artificial light. Researchers have since used 

Nordhaus’s econometric approach for valuing technology 

to examine the internet’s role in lowering the cost of search; 

in transporting, verifying and replicating information; and in 

tracking behaviour.

And now three academics in Canada have followed this 

process to cut through the hype around machine learning, 

the most popular example of artificial intelligence (AI) today. 

‘Digging into the technology, it became clear that the benefit 

of machine learning was a drop in the cost of prediction,’ 

says Avi Goldfarb, an econometrician who specialises in the 

science of quantitative marketing. With Ajay Agrawal and 

Joshua Gans, his fellow professors at Toronto University, he 

has co-authored the book Prediction Machines: The Simple 
Economics of Artificial Intelligence.

Better forecasts
Not everyone sees machine learning in such a reductive 

light. Computer science academics emphasise the potential 

of AI’s ability to learn, and the ramifications this holds for 

training robots and the like. ‘But that’s not the AI we have 

today. It hasn’t gone past that one thing – cheap prediction,’ 

says Gans, a renowned Australian economist who moved to 

Toronto in 2010.

Prediction is the process of filling in missing information. You 

take the information (or data) you have, and use it to generate 

information you don’t have. Given the great advances 

in AI, calling it ‘cheap prediction’ seems a little 

underwhelming. It suggests we haven’t 

yet reached a drop in the cost of 

intelligence; we’re only reducing 

the cost of one part of it. Yet this 

part is a critical step. Machine 

learning’s probabilistic 

model mimics our own 

learning process, 

a process that has 

developed through 

millennia of evolution. 

In On Intelligence: How 
a New Understanding of 

the Brain Will Lead to the 
Creation of Truly Intelligent 

Machines, co-author Jeff Hawkins 

(whose invention of the PalmPilot 

popularised handheld computing) 

argues that prediction is the basis 

for human intelligence. ‘Prediction 

is not just one of the things your brain 

does,’ declares the book. ‘It is the primary function of the 

neocortex, and the foundation for intelligence. The cortex is 

an organ of prediction.’

Prediction Machines explains that machine learning is not 

on its own a tool to replace professionals; it is merely a tool 

for improving prediction. And prediction is one of several 

inputs into the process of decision-making, the authors argue. 

Another is that undervalued input called judgment.

‘Prediction facilitates decisions by reducing uncertainty, 

while judgment assigns value,’ the authors write. Luckily for 

accountants, value is a difficult thing for machines to assess. 

Machine learning may speed up the process of making 

predictions by categorising and sorting data and picking out 

patterns. But turning those lessons into business advice, and 

prioritising them in terms of success, requires the analysis of 

a wide-ranging combination of emotional, intellectual and 

practical considerations.
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Audit automation
With accountants already using machine learning software to 

perform audits in a matter of minutes, the task of poring over 

spreadsheets to match up transactions looks like being one of 

the first to fall under the wheels of automation.

Radlee Moller was at a partner retreat in Hawaii when he 

first realised the opportunity for machine learning. As the 

managing partner at CIB Accountants and Advisers in Sydney, 

Australia, he was intrigued at claims made by a software 

company, MindBridge Ai Auditor, that it could automate most 

of the legwork for auditors.

Moller invited MindBridge CEO Solon Angel to Australia 

and watched Angel run the ‘Pepsi challenge’. The software 

took five minutes to audit a file and find the four mistakes in it 

that had taken a five-person team three weeks to uncover. It 

even revealed a fifth, hitherto unknown error.

Moller timed the software on other files at CIB. ‘It took 12 

minutes for the biggest file in the firm,’ he says.

Several months later, he had convinced Angel to let him 

distribute MindBridge to Australian firms. The startup is 

already making millions in revenue, has 120 customers – 

including the Bank of England – and is preparing for a stock 

market launch in 2021.

CIB Accountants hasn’t dropped its fees for audits, despite 

the time saved. ‘I tell clients there’s a software cost. We don’t 

pass that on; we wear it,’ Moller says.

Moller’s experience fits the prediction made by Deloitte 

Australia in a 2017 report that auditing would be the most 

likely field for automation. ‘Auditors will eventually veer 

towards the forensic accounting, accuracy, validation-type 

of role rather than sitting with Excel spreadsheets trying to 

manually reconcile thousands of transactions,’ says Gavin 

Whyte, chief data scientist at Deloitte Australia.

Whyte has been developing in-house algorithms that 

replicate MindBridge’s smarts. The Big Four firm can customise 

them for different clients or applications, he says.

‘In economists’ parlance, a judgment is the skill used to 

determine a payoff, utility, reward or profit,’ the book explains. 

‘The most significant implication of prediction machines is that 

they increase the value of judgment.’ 

‘You can appreciate what else people do to make a 

decision,’ Gans says. ‘They can’t just predict stuff; they 

also have to know what the trade-offs are – and these 

things only come from people. Then you start to understand 

why it’s really hard to create a fully automated thing because 

we may not understand the nature of decisions the robot 

needs to make.’

When will AI move beyond cheap prediction to making 

judgments? Few agree on the timeline for a breakthrough 

of that magnitude; the predictions range from imminent to 

almost never. ‘Someone might switch on a robot AI that works 

it out itself and just becomes sentient. I’m not a computer 

scientist so I can’t give you a probability, but my feeling is that 

it’s not for a long time,’ Gans says. ‘We’ve got a lot to do with 

the AI we currently have, and that’s going to keep people 

occupied for the moment.’

A wave of machine learning applications is breaking across 

the business world. One of the latest is Google’s word 

processor for Google Docs, which automatically corrects 

grammar in real time. AI is being quickly built into other 

programs, from SME accounting software to enterprise 

resource planning (ERP). 

Gans cautions against believing everything you hear. ‘I 

wrote the book because I was concerned that people would 

say, “Buy my magic AI!” and it would turn out to be not that 

good,’ he explains. ‘I don’t think there’s any need to rush to 

add it to your operations.’

AI in accounting
The use case for accountants in practice is more clear-cut. 

‘Accounting does have data going for it, so it’s only a step 

away from being put to use,’ Gans says. Forensic accounting 

and auditing are already making way for algorithm-driven 

programs that process huge volumes of transactions. These 

programs can pull up a shortlist of transactions to check for 

fraud or error (see panel).

Will accountants be replaced by machines then? Goldfarb 

believes this is unlikely. Fifty years ago, accountants spent 

most of their time doing arithmetic. When the spreadsheet 

arrived, it dramatically lowered the cost of doing that 

arithmetic and helped clients make decisions. Before 

spreadsheets arrived, one would have expected the arrival 

of such a powerful decision-making tool to reduce the 

need for accountants. ‘But the numbers have remained 

steady,’ Goldfarb points out. ‘Most of the tasks that 

accountants do today they will not be doing in 10 to 15 years 

from now,’ he predicts. ‘That doesn’t mean we won’t have lots 

of accountants because these tools will enable accountants 

to better serve clients, which will open up new opportunities.’ 

And, of course, accountants need to understand the 

capability of machine learning and other technologies to 

improve their clients’ businesses. AB

Sholto Macpherson is a technology journalist and editor of 

the accounting technology blog DigitalFirst.com.
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Dodging Day Zero
With much of the world facing intense water scarcity by 2030, businesses as well as 
governments must act to prevent resource conflict throttling emerging economies

Visitors flying into South Africa’s Cape Town 
International airport get a spectacular view of Table 
Mountain. They also get an unmissable eyeful of 

water warnings, with imposing advertising hoardings urging 
visitors and locals alike to restrict their water usage. Use too 
much of it, and you will lose all of it, the posters proclaim. 

It’s all part of the city government’s campaign to fight a 

chronic water shortage. Last year, it reached crisis point as 

reservoirs emptied and the local population faced the very real 

prospect of hitting Day Zero – the point when the city’s taps 

would run dry. 

Even though the arrival of Day Zero has now been pushed 

back in Cape Town – as a result of good rainfall levels and 

the efforts made by individuals and businesses to limit their 

water requirements – there are still restrictions in place. Since 

1 March 2019, daily water consumption for all individuals 

has been restricted to a maximum of 105 litres. Businesses 

no longer have to cut their pre-drought consumption 

levels by 40%, but are still strongly encouraged to continue 

implementing water efficiency measures.

With reservoirs now back up to 46% of their capacity, the city 

is in a better position than a year ago, but by no means in the 

clear. Forecasters predict a dry winter in southern Africa, which 

will put the system under renewed pressure.

Water competition
While much of Africa would consider Cape Town’s water 

situation as anything but a crisis – bordering, indeed, on 

surfeit – the city’s predicament nevertheless highlights how 

businesses, farmers and individuals can all end up competing 

for a crucial natural resource. 

Clean water and sanitation are one of the 17 United Nations 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Goal 6 declares: 

‘Clean accessible water for all is an essential part of the world 

we want to live in and there is sufficient fresh water on the 

planet to achieve this. However, due to bad economics or 

poor infrastructure, millions of people including children die 

every year from diseases associated with inadequate water 

supply, sanitation and hygiene.’

Although the UN’s focus on water has helped highlight the 

crisis, the challenge is only going to get more difficult. The 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) projects that, if water 

demand continues to grow 

at current rates, it will rise 

by 55% globally by 2050. 

Demand growth will mainly 

come from manufacturing 

(400%), electricity (140%) 

and domestic use (130%) in 

emerging economies. Add in 

competition from agriculture 

to feed growing populations 

and a 40% supply gap by 

2030 seems very possible.

Against this backdrop, 

water crises are recognised as 

a major global risk. According 

to the latest Global Risks 
Report from the World 

Economic Forum (WEF), 

such crises are ranked ninth 

in terms of likelihood (behind extreme weather, cyber attacks 

and large-scale involuntary migration) but fourth in terms of 

impact (behind weapons of mass destruction, climate change 

mitigation/adaptation failure and extreme weather events). 

‘The societal shock of running out of water could lead in 

sharply differing directions,’ the WEF report declares. ‘It 

could exacerbate divisions. Conflict might erupt over access 

to whatever water was still available, or wealthier residents 

might start to import private supplies. But a water shock could 

also galvanise communities in the face of a shared existential 

challenge. Either way, damage would be done.’ 

The WEF adds that hygiene would suffer, adding to the 

strain on healthcare systems. And governments blamed for the 

failure might be tempted to scapegoat weaker communities, 

such as those in informal dwellings with unofficial connections 

to the water system. The migration of populations to escape 

regions of water scarcity will only exacerbate the problem.

The report concludes that getting governance and planning 

right would reduce the risk of Day Zero arriving: public 

information campaigns and basic maintenance of existing 

infrastructure, as well as regulations limiting water usage by 

households, businesses and government, could all play a part. 

Thirsty world

2.1 billion 
Number of people living 

without safe water at home

80% 
Proportion of rural 

population forced to use 

unsafe and unprotected 

water sources

700 million 
Number of people who 

could be displaced from 

their homes by intense water 

scarcity by 2030
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A Cape Town township carwash found to be illegally 
using the municipal water supply by connecting a hose to 
a tap at a nearby house faces a ZAR3,000 (US$250) fine.

Disclose and conserve
So how can finance professionals most effectively contribute 

to securing the water ecosystem? Preparing the disclosures in 

financial and integrated corporate annual reports on business 

use and wastage of water is one obvious area. 

According to the 2018 status report of the Task Force on 

Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), following up 

on the recommendations made in 

2017, there is still plenty of work to 

do. TCFD chair Michael Bloomberg 

says: ‘While many companies report 

on environmental issues, most have 

yet to specifically provide the market 

with consistent information on the 

financial implications of climate 

change for their businesses.’

The TCFD report highlights 

how some global companies are 

disclosing their water usage and 

wastage, alongside other climate-

change metrics such as greenhouse 

gas emissions. It measures how 

A 40% water supply 
gap by 2030 seems 
very possible given 
growth in demand 

from manufacturing, 
agriculture, energy 

and domestic use in 
emerging economies

far they follow the reporting standards produced by the 

Global Reporting Initiative. For water, the relevant standard 

is GRI 303, Water and Effluents, which sets out standards for 

disclosure on interactions with water as a shared resource, 

the management of water discharge-related impacts, 

water withdrawal (the volume extracted from surface and 

underground sources), water discharge (the volume of waste 

and effluent water released) and 

water consumption (the volume not 

returned to the water source). 

According to the PwC report 

Exploring the data: SDG 
reporting challenge 2018, 27% 

of the companies surveyed have 

freshwater consumption reduction 

as a disclosed quantitative key 

performance indicator (KPI); a further 

29% include targets; and 19% link 

their KPIs to societal value.

However, a GRI survey of 

investors about their perceptions 

of water disclosures found that 
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Water reporting at work: Danone
In its 2018 integrated annual report, food and drinks 

manufacturer Danone sets out the details of its water 

stewardship programme, highlighting a 48% fall in water 

consumption at its production sites since 2000, and its target 

of a 60% drop by 2020.

Danone has also used the World Resources Institute’s 

Aqueduct tool (bit.ly/WRI-Aqueduct) to disclose that 9% of its 

production sites are in high or extreme water risk zones and 

that 64% of its sites are audited for their water risk.

Other company disclosures under the GRI 303 standard 

include water withdrawal at production sites and water 

consumption in the production process.

In Sulawesi, Indonesia, dirty water caused by inadequate 
sewage and sanitation services forces women to swim 
4km with empty jerry cans to get water from clean wells.

water disclosures are much less developed than emissions 

disclosures. ‘Ten out of the 15 interviews mention the 

importance of disclosing the local context in the discussion 

of the interaction of a company with water resources,’ points 

out the GRI report, Mapping Reporting Practice to an Investor 
Perspective. ‘Investors stressed that companies need to 

adopt a different approach in reporting on water compared 

to emissions, as water is much more location-dependent. 

Companies with operations in water-stressed locations need 

to be more prudent in their assessments because their impact 

is potentially more significant and the business itself more 

sensitive to changes in the operating environment.’

Alan McGill, sustainability and climate change partner at 

PwC, points out that the cost of collecting and acting on 

water-related data is small compared to the overall costs of a 

company’s reporting and governance functions. Armed with 

such information, the organisation becomes more resilient and 

sustainable in its own right. 

‘All organisations and the accounting profession as a whole 

need to engage with water management, to help companies 

improve operationally, to strengthen their governance 

processes,’ he says. ‘Companies can look at how they 

can reduce their reliance on conventional water supplies, 

minimise their waste water discharges and engage with local 

communities in better ways to solve common problems. They 

also need to understand the risks in their supply chains and 

integrate these risks into the wider sustainability agenda. 

Accountants have great skills in measuring business assets, 

and it is no different for this particular asset.

‘It might cost money to understand these risks, but if you 

don’t then you will not have a business.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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In a show of unity, Jacinda Ardern 
wore a hijab when she visited the 
Al Noor mosque after the attack.

represent diversity, compassion, a home 

for those who share our values, a refuge 

for those who need it.’

The most evocative words were not 

crafted by a spin doctor; Ardern framed 

the message herself. ‘I absolutely knew 

what I wanted to say,’ she told journalist 

Toby Manhire. By refusing to name the 

terrorist, Ardern denied him the fame 

he desired and, as importantly, kept the 

focus on the victims. 

Good leaders also recognise that 

before people will trust you, you need 

to show them you respect them and are 

providing an environment where they 

are safe to express their fears. On the 

day after the attack, Ardern met with 

members of the Muslim community, 

wearing a hijab. This simple act showed 

a deep respect and reassured mourners 

that New Zealand was a place where 

they could openly display their faith.

At her first press conference after 

the massacre Ardern declared: ‘Our 

An Australian counter-terrorism expert 
described New Zealand Prime Minister 
Jacinda Ardern’s handling of the 
Christchurch terror attack as a 
‘masterclass in leadership’. Television 
celebrity Oprah Winfrey said 
Ardern had ‘set a global standard 
for leadership’. Here are some of 
the lessons we can learn from the 
young leader.

Before the attack, which saw 51 

people lose their lives at the hands of an 

Australian terrorist, critics said Ardern’s 

open style was a sign of weakness. 

Ardern told the BBC that she is proud 

to be a compassionate leader and 

asked why, if we teach empathy and 

compassion to our children, we shouldn’t 

show it when it comes to politics. When 

the global media began praising her 

style of leadership, she responded: ‘I 

don’t think I’m displaying leadership. I 

just think that I’m displaying humanity.’ 

Good leaders extract value from every 

word they use by carefully framing their 

messages and telling a consistent story. 

According to communications expert 

George Marshall, ‘Frames work like a 

viewfinder of a camera; when we decide 

what to focus on, we are also deciding 

what to exclude’. In Ardern’s case it was 

to frame the terrorists’ act as an attack 

on New Zealanders’ core values.

‘We are not a target because we are 

a safe harbour for those who hate,’ she 

said in her address to the nation. ‘We 

were not chosen for this act of violence 

because we condone racism, because 

we are an enclave for extremism. We 

were chosen for the very fact that we 

are none of these things – because we 

gun laws will change.’ Within a 

week of the attack she announced 

that tighter gun laws banning semi-

automatic and assault rifles would be 

introduced; within a month the new 

controls had come into effect. She also 

commissioned an inquiry to investigate 

whether New Zealand’s intelligence 

agencies had ignored the threat of 

right-wing extremism. 

The philosopher Isaiah Berlin said 

President Franklin D Roosevelt, who led 

the US through the Great Depression 

and the Second World War, made 

Americans ‘prouder to be Americans 

that they had been before. He raised 

their status in their own eyes – [and] 

immensely in those of the rest of the 

world’. Ardern will be remembered in 

much the same way. AB

Harry Mills is the expert on persuasion 

for the Harvard ManageMentor 

programme.

Lessons in leadership
We can learn much from New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s heartfelt 
and personal response to the Christchurch terrorist attack, says Harry Mills
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The art of performance

A high-performing team needs to perfect the overall dance as well as develop 
individual dancers. Alison Young considers how to unleash achievement

performance and organisational 

reputation. These types of team may 

achieve well in the short term, but their 

success may not be sustainable for 

the individuals in them or the wider 

organisation over the longer term. 

Diversity squeezed out
Where a team has an ‘achieve at any 

cost’ culture, recruiting for ‘fit’ can 

lead to a lack of diversity, which can in 

turn discourage debate, creativity and 

change. Teams that don’t take time out 

to reflect and learn may not be able 

What underpins a team’s success? The 
personalities in it, the team leadership 
or simple luck? 

Some teams certainly gel more quickly 

and seamlessly than others, and go 

on to achieve great things. But that 

doesn’t necessarily mean they are high 

performing – there may be hidden and 

untapped potential in such teams that, 

if explored and exploited, could help 

them accomplish even more. 

There are also teams that meet and 

even exceed financial or other ‘hard’ 

targets – but only at a high cost to 

the team members, who may suffer 

stress, even burnout, as a result. Should 

teams like these be considered high 

performing when there are such heavy 

personal costs at stake as well as the 

organisational cost of absence and a 

high level of churn in membership? 

Consider, too, those teams that 

are high achievers despite their lack 

of collaboration with other teams, 

divisions or outside companies such 

as suppliers: they may be causing 

collateral damage through the 

organisation in terms of morale, 
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particularly in the early days of a team 

working together. 

But models and frameworks, no 

matter how robust or extensively 

researched, mostly explore the 

cognitive domain of how people 

operate. They speak to the intellect, 

to understanding, to diagnosis and to 

awareness-raising. But if a team is to 

be truly high performing, its members 

need to have authentic and real 

dialogue about what sits below the 

intellect in other domains: emotions, 

beliefs, patterns of behaviour, 

motivations and fears. Team members 

need to be able to explore these 

much more instinctive domains in 

a safe environment where they feel 

heard, valued and able to make their 

full contribution.

Consider the choreography
Furthermore, the team will benefit from 

shifting the focus away from developing 

individual dancers and towards investing 

time in how they can perfect the dance. 

This means shifting the spotlight off 

individual team members and onto the 

dynamics of the team as a whole: the 

hand-offs, the connections, the timing, 

the trust, the communication. 

Team conversations that can explore 

the dance rather than the individual 

dancers can unleash potential for 

high performance. Topics such as the 

to respond sufficiently quickly to an 

external threat or a changing market. 

Sustainable high performance can 

only be built on a strong foundation that 

starts with all the following (any gaps 

may prove fatal): 

* The team knows that its work is 

needed and valued by the wider 

organisation.

* The criteria for success are shared, 

transparent and tangible.

* Individual team members’ roles and 

goals are understood and agreed by 

all team members, with individual 

goals serving the wider team and 

the broader organisational goals.

* Individual team role boundaries are 

negotiated and agreed.

It’s important to address each point 

here with the whole team present 

together so that no one is left to 

second-guess or make assumptions, or 

question whether they can rely on their 

colleagues. Team members need to 

talk about the interdependence of their 

roles and how their work fits into the 

broader organisation; merely to assume 

that is the case without explicit 

agreement is not in itself enough to 

build trust.

Interpersonal dynamics
With all that in place, exploring the 

interpersonal dynamics within the team 

may help to release any untapped 

potential and so help the team achieve 

high performance.

There is of course an overwhelming 

array of tools and methodologies for 

exploring individual styles. Leadership 

frameworks, behavioural models, 

personality and personality ‘type’ 

profiles are just some examples. These 

models give team members insight 

into their own and others’ styles, and 

a shared language to legitimise and 

normalise ways to address behaviour 

that might otherwise be uncomfortable. 

Models like these have a part to play, 

following are often a good starting 

point:

* How do we trip ourselves up at the 

moment?

* How effective are we at holding 

each other to account for delivering 

our shared goals?

* How well are we handling conflict 

and tension? What needs to shift?

* What is not said in this team?

* How well are we using our diverse 

styles and talents to deliver value to 

the business?

* What do we need to do to shift in 

our dynamic of working together?

These questions can help unlock 

potential, but there are further 

questions that can help the team sustain 

its success. These rest more on how the 

team grows and learns together so it 

can adapt and change:

* How do we give time to learning 

from our experience and building 

that into our ways of working?

* How well do we support each 

other’s growth?

* What future themes do we know 

about that might impact how we 

work together? What else can 

we imagine?

* If one thing in how we work 

together needed to shift, what 

would that be?

A high-performing team is one that 

meets its organisational goals, creates 

sustainable high performance, develops 

its members as individual leaders, and 

develops, learns and grows as a team. 

Sometimes the team simply needs to 

pause, reflect, learn and integrate that 

learning before it can go faster again. AB

Alison Young is a director of Leaders in 

Change. @Leader_Insights.

Team members 
need to have real 

dialogue about 
what sits below 

the intellect: 
emotions, beliefs,  

motivations, 
behaviour and fears
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Wired up

Watch our video in which Dr Rob 
Yeung talks about the impact of social 
media on health at bit.ly/ACCA-playlist.

Know when to stop
Can the use of social media affect your mental health? Dr Rob Yeung considers recent 
research into symptoms individuals may exhibit when using social media platforms

group (in which the participants are 

exposed to the medicine or other 

intervention) or a control group (in which 

they either take a placebo or continue 

with their lives as normal).

One of the few randomised controlled 

trials to be conducted with regards to 

social media was published last year by 

researchers headed by the University 

of Pennsylvania’s Melissa Hunt. After 

a week of baseline monitoring, 143 

undergraduates were randomly assigned 

to either limit their use of Facebook, 

Instagram and Snapchat to 10 minutes 

per platform per day, or to continue 

using social media as usual. The 

experimental participants who limited 

their use reported feeling less lonely and 

less depressed than those in the control 

group who carried on as they wished.

Young and old
That suggests that limiting social 

media use may benefit psychological 

well-being. However, this study was 

conducted with relatively young 

undergraduates who may have used 

social media primarily for entertainment. 

There is a lack of research looking at 

effects on, for example, older, employed 

adults using social media more for 

learning or communication at work.

Firm conclusions about the effects of 

social media are not yet possible – not 

enough studies have been conducted. 

And discussions of simple cause and 

effect are too crude. They ignore the 

Some commentators have claimed that 
the use of digital technologies – and in 
particular social media – harms mental 
health. But what does the science say 
on the matter?

The University of California San 

Diego’s Holly Shakya and Nicholas 

Christakis found that increased use 

of Facebook in a sample of 5,208 

people was negatively associated 

with mental health. These researchers 

suggested that greater focus on online 

relationships may have led to a decline 

in offline relationships.

A separate study led by the University 

of Pittsburgh’s Brian Primack found 

that adults who used a greater number 

of social media platforms had worse 

mental health than those who used 

fewer. Among 1,787 adults, individuals 

who used between seven to 11 

different social media platforms had 

more symptoms of depression and 

anxiety than other individuals who used 

between zero to two platforms.

But both these studies are only 

correlational in nature, and cannot 

distinguish between cause and effect. 

It may indeed be the case that social 

media usage causes mental health 

issues. However, it is impossible to rule 

out that people who feel anxious or 

depressed may use social media more 

to seek solace.

In scientific trials, the best way of 

determining the effects of anything is to 

conduct what’s known as a randomised 

controlled trial. For example, if 

researchers wish to test the effects of 

a new medicine, diet or psychological 

therapy, they would randomly assign 

volunteers to either an experimental 

The participants 
who limited their 
use of Facebook, 

Instagram and 
Snapchat reported 
feeling less lonely 

and less depressed
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More information

Dr Rob tweets @robyeung.

If you have a question for the talent 
clinic, email abeditor@accaglobal.com.

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

my people management skills. Apparently I sometimes 

come across as unapproachable and don’t provide enough 

recognition for my team. I’ve always known that managing tasks 

rather than people comes most easily to me. How should I work on this?

AThe further you move up an organisation’s hierarchy, the more you will have 

to step away from doing tasks to leading and inspiring people. Top leaders 

appreciate that employees have considerable discretion in how hard they choose 

to work. Getting to know your team members on a personal level, as well as 

understanding their strengths and weaknesses, will allow you to fi nd the best ways to 

motivate all of the different individuals around you.

As a fi rst step, think about inspiring leaders for whom you have worked. What did 

they specifi cally say or do that made a difference to you? Alternatively, look around 

you for examples of leaders who you regard as warm, likeable people-managers. 

What do they say to provide recognition or demonstrate their approachability? 

Watch them and make a mental note of behaviours that you could adapt and include 

in your own repertoire.

Most good people-managers hold regular one-to-one meetings with their direct 

reports. During these meetings, demonstrate that you are approachable by spending 

at least some time asking your people about their hopes, frustrations and longer-

term career objectives. Then see if you can offer them projects that will at least allow 

them to work towards their stated goals. Over successive meetings, monitor their 

progress and offer appropriate praise or constructive criticism in order to continue to 

develop the people within your team.

Tips for the top
Unsurprisingly, research shows that taking breaks from a task can boost post-break 

performance on that task. More interestingly, however, a study by Emily Hunter 

and Cindy Wu at Baylor University looked at some of the characteristics of breaks 

that allow the greatest amount of post-break recovery for employees who work 

predominantly on computers. The researchers collected survey data 

on 959 breaks taken by offi ce-based employees and found 

that certain characteristics did not lead to more benefi t. 

For example, breaks taken outside of the offi ce were 

no more benefi cial than breaks taken indoors. But, 

signifi cantly, breaks taken earlier in the day tended to 

be more benefi cial than those taken later in the day. 

The implication is that if you are very time-

constrained and know that you will have very little time 

to spare on a given day, take your break(s) earlier rather 

than later in order to get the most from them.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I currently manage a team of 

four direct reports, but would 

like to pursue the next step up in 

terms of having more responsibility 

and a larger team. However, I have 

been told that I fi rst need to work on 

different ways in which individuals 

use social media. Researchers such as 

Lancaster University’s David Baker 

and Guillermo Perez Algorta have 

pointed out that length of time 

spent on social media, quality 

and type of engagement may 

matter more.

For example, one investigation 

led by Edson Tandoc Jr of 

Nanyang Technological University 

in Singapore found no overall 

association between Facebook use and 

psychological well-being. However, 

people who reported feeling the 

emotion of envy while on Facebook 

– for example, feeling inferior to their 

friends or worrying that others had 

better lives – did experience worse 

psychological well-being.

Clearly, using social media to follow 

the movements of friends, ex-partners 

or even celebrities is very different 

from using it to keep abreast of world 

affairs or your favourite pastimes. Try 

to develop a level of self-awareness 

about your use of different social media 

platforms. By all means continue if you 

are using social media to learn, maintain 

relationships or even beat boredom 

occasionally. However, be careful when 

you notice that its use engenders envy, 

loneliness or other negative emotions 

– or if using social media is distracting 

you from real issues or opportunities 

that you should be tackling. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.
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Disclosure headache
The IASB consultation on pensions disclosure requirements has revealed consensus 
but also plenty of contention over what should change, says Adam Deller

As previously covered in this column, 
the International Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) has identifi ed three 
main concerns about disclosures 
in fi nancial statements: not 
enough relevant information, too 
much irrelevant information, and 
ineffective communication.

As part of the solution, the IASB is 

drawing up guidance for developing 

and drafting future disclosure 

requirements. Part of the process 

involves trying out ideas for guidance 

with two existing IFRS Standards.

One of the standards selected 

for testing the guidance is IAS 19, 

Employee Benefi ts. The approach has 

been to undertake extensive research 

to set some primary objectives for 

IAS 19 disclosures in the eyes of users 

and preparers of reports. The board 

asked participants to suggest items of 

information to satisfy those objectives.

The research took place over six 

months and involved meetings with 

users from a variety of industries and 

geographical locations. The approach 

taken, along with the feedback received, 

was presented to the Global Preparers 

Forum (GPF), an IASB advisory body 

that includes preparers of fi nancial 

instruments from a variety of sectors 

across the world. It has also been 

presented to the Accounting Standards 

Advisory Forum (ASAF), which provides 

guidance and feedback to help the 

board in the standard-setting process. 

So let’s look at the key elements of 

IAS 19 and the issues that have arisen 

from the consultations.

Two types of pension plan are covered 

in IAS 19: defi ned contribution (DC) and 

defi ned benefi t (DB). Under a DC plan, 

the entity contributes a set amount into 

a pension plan; this is then invested, and 

the employees receive a variable return, 

based on the performance of the assets 

within the plan. The entity is liable only 

for the employer’s contribution, as set 

out in the contracts of the employees, 

with the annual contribution expensed 

in the statement of profi t or loss. 

Under a DB plan, the employees 

receive a set or determinable payment, 

regardless of pension plan asset 

performance. This is a much more 

complex scheme to account for, as an 

actuary must calculate an estimate of 

the pension obligation. Any difference 

between the obligation and the 

estimated fair value of the plan assets 

indicates that the pension fund is either 

in defi cit or surplus. If the scheme is 

in defi cit, the entity must record the 

liability on its statement of fi nancial 

position, highlighting its obligation 

to make up the defi cit. If the plan is in 

surplus, this is shown as an asset in the 

statement of fi nancial position.

Introducing 
multiple valuation 

models would 
only exacerbate 

the problem 
of disclosure 

complexity
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In the IAS 19 consultation, almost all 

the users of financial reports focused on 

DB plans, believing that information in 

DC plans is sufficient. This is because 

most users see the latter as relatively 

harmless, requiring no more information 

than the expenses recognised and the 

contributions paid in.

As a result, they suggested a relatively 

large number of items that could be 

introduced or expanded in relation 

to DB plans to meet their objectives. 

Some ASAF members felt the feedback 

read like a user ‘wish list’ – a list of 

items that would be nice to have rather 

than essential. Their feeling is that any 

changes to IAS 19 disclosures should 

focus on the crucial rather than the 

nice to have. The rest of this article will 

highlight the areas that were identified 

as the most significant or that provoked 

the most discussion.

Cashflow effects
The predominant feedback on IAS 19 

was that today’s disclosure objectives 

are often ineffective in meeting user 

objectives. A common response was 

that users would prefer to see better 

information about the expected 

cashflow effects of a pension plan.

The major and most widely accepted 

concern involved a lack of disclosures 

around the cashflow information. A 

key finding was that many users would 

like to see the actual cashflows related 

to the plan in the period, which is not 

currently required.

Almost all users said that an entity’s 

agreed schedule of payments should 

be the basis of the disclosure. Some 

said it would be useful to differentiate 

between ‘normal’ contributions 

representing payroll deductions and 

‘extraordinary’ ones, such as deficit 

repairs. GPF members believed it would 

not be difficult for preparers to separate 

this information in such a manner.

There was general consensus that 

more could and should be done to 

improve the clarity of cashflows so that 

users can establish the cash payments 

made in the current period and the 

projected payments to be made. There 

were some concerns raised about just 

how far into the future to look for the 

future payments, but it was felt that 

greater clarity on cashflow information 

was crucial to users.

Sensitivity analysis
In contrast to the relative consensus 

over the need to improve cashflow 

disclosures, there was significant 

contention over expanding the 

discussions around sensitivity 

analysis. Almost all users said they 

would like to see a wider range of 

possible assumptions in the analysis, 

as well as an analysis that shows 

the effect of changing multiple 

assumptions simultaneously.

This has raised significant concerns 

in both forums contacted by the IASB. 

Running this level of analysis would 

require specialists with expertise in 

particular entities or industries and 

could result in many different tests 

being run. There are so many actuarial 

assumptions made in the calculations 

of pension figures that meaningful 

sensitivity analysis would involve many 

moving parts and provide a vast range 

of projections. It was commonly felt that 

this might not be helpful and that the 

costs of preparation and audit would be 

vastly increased.

Different plan valuations
A further discrepancy between the 

thoughts of some users and the feelings 

of the board’s advisory forums revolved 

around the different valuations of 

pension plans that exist. The IAS 19 

valuation represents the value attached 

to the actuarially determined cost of 

the benefit earned by participants. 

In addition to that, there is a funding 
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As a result of the feedback, the 

IASB hopes eventually to produce an 

exposure draft to update disclosure 

guidance, in addition to specifi c 

changes to the IAS 19 disclosures.

It is clear that in tackling the 

disclosures within IAS 19, the IASB has 

dived into one of the most diffi cult 

standards. Finding a balance between 

removing irrelevant information and 

including suffi cient detail to be useful 

is an incredibly tough task in such a 

complex standard. To produce a set 

of disclosures that is both useful and 

clear to the well-informed, non-actuarial 

investor is a high challenge indeed. 

While the IASB could have selected 

a simpler standard to test out the 

approach for tackling the disclosure 

problem, it is not unreasonable to 

think that if they can tackle IAS 19 

successfully, then all future standards will 

feel simple in comparison. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

valuation method (also known as 

the triennial valuation) and a buyout 

valuation method. Currently, only the 

IAS 19 valuation must be shown, and no 

discussion or reconciliation with other 

valuations is required.

Users noted that it would be 

helpful to reconcile the different 

valuations, but the discussion 

around the provision of different 

valuations proved controversial. It 

was acknowledged that there could 

be value in experts comparing them, 

but it was felt it would be far too 

confusing for general investors. One 

of the most common criticisms of 

the IAS 19 disclosures surrounds 

how complex they are – introducing 

multiple valuation models would only 

exacerbate the problem.

Other suggestions
Other, simpler suggestions obtained 

from the feedback include that it would 

be useful to have a breakdown of assets 

into items such as equities, derivatives, 

cash and cash equivalents; and that 

it would be useful to have some 

discussion of the current defi cit and the 

proposed plan or sources of funding to 

meet that defi cit.

It is this fi nal, simple point that 

probably most touches on the 

disclosure requirements of the average, 

well-informed investor. It is reasonable 

to assume that most investors are not 

looking for overly complex, technical 

information. It is far more likely that 

they will be looking at what the defi cit 

is, what cash is likely to be spent, and 

whether there is a potential hole in the 

funding that leaves the entity exposed. 

Some respondents raised concerns 

that there was a real risk that an 

attempt to demystify some of the 

disclosures around IAS 19 would only 

lead to increased clutter and complexity 

as more detailed information was 

provided for users. 

To produce a set 
of disclosures that 

is useful to the 
well-informed, 
non-actuarial 

investor is a high 
challenge indeed
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Companies

Dividend withholding tax
14 June 

Tax return filing and payment 

date (for distributions made 

in May 2019).

Corporation tax
21 June (23 June for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with a 

financial year ending 31 

July 2019.

* Last date for filing tax 

return and making 

final payment for 

financial year ending 

30 September 2018.

* Due date for payment 

of initial instalments 

of preliminary tax for 

‘large’ companies with 

a financial year ending  

31 December 2019.

Return of third-party 
payments information
29 June

Last date for filing third-

party payments return 

(form 46G) for companies 

with a financial year ending 

30 September 2018.

Dividend withholding tax
14 July

Tax return filing and payment 

date (for distributions made 

in June 2019).

Corporation tax
21 July (23 July for ROS)

* Due date for payment 

of preliminary tax for 

companies with a 

financial year ending 

31 August 2019.

* Last date for filing tax 

return and making 

final payment for 

financial year ending  

31 October 2018.

* Due date for payment 

of initial instalments 

of preliminary tax for 

‘large’ companies with 

a financial year ending  

31 January 2020.

Return of third-party 
payments information
31 July

Last date for filing third-

party payments return  

(form 46G) for companies 

with a financial year ending 

31 October 2018.

General

PAYE
14 June (23 June for ROS – 
payment only)
Agree monthly payroll 

statement for May 2019 

and the payment of 

related liabilities.

Professional services 
withholding tax
14 June (23 June for ROS)

F30 (PSWT) monthly return 

and payment for May 2019.

Relevant contracts tax
23 June 

Monthly RCT return and 

payment date (if required) 

for May 2019 (principal 

contractors file via ROS).

PAYE
14 July (23 July for ROS – 
payment only)

Agree monthly payroll 

statement for June 2019 and 

payment of related liabilities.

Tax diary
Financial professionals in Ireland will need to take note of the following important 
dates and deadlines for June and July, supplied by the Irish Tax Institute

Professional services 
withholding tax
14 July (23 July for ROS)

F30 (PSWT) monthly 

return and payment for 

June 2019.

VAT
19 July

Bi-monthly VAT return for 

May/June 2019.

Relevant contracts tax
23 July

Monthly RCT return and 

payment date (if required) 

for June 2019 (principal 

contractors file via ROS). AB  

Disclaimer: This is a 

calendar of the main tax 

compliance deadlines but 

is not intended to be an 

exhaustive list. While every 

effort has been made to 

ensure the accuracy of this 

information, the Irish Tax 

Institute does not accept 

any responsibility for loss or 

damage occasioned by any 

person acting, or refraining 

from acting, as a result of 

this material.
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Technically speaking 
Aidan Clifford provides a monthly roundup of the latest developments in audit, 
insurance, financial reporting, access to finance and law

Companies Act 2019
The Companies (Amendment) Act 

2019 rewords section 343 of the 2014 

Act to make a company’s annual return 

obligatory no later than 56 days after 

the annual return date rather than 28 

days. If the return is made up to an 

earlier date than the company’s annual 

return date, the original requirement for 

it to be delivered not later than 28 days 

after that earlier date is also changed to 

56 days. The aim is to reduce the admin 

burden by turning the filing of annual 

returns into a single-step process that 

can be carried out electronically. 

Note that the reference to 

‘Companies Act 2014’ in a company’s 

financial statements does not change to 

include reference to the 2019 Act. 

To come into force, the act needs a 

commencement order. At the time of 

writing, this had not yet been signed.

Register of beneficial owners
Statutory instrument 110 of 2019, to 

establish a central register of beneficial 

ownership (RBO) of companies and 

industrial and provident societies, has 

been signed into law. 

Statutory instrument 110/2019 has also 

replaced statutory instrument 560/2016 

(revoked with immediate effect), which 

required all corporate and legal entities 

to hold adequate, accurate and current 

information on beneficial owners in 

their internal register. Part 3 of the new 

statutory instrument, which relates to 

the establishment of the RBO, will come 

into force on 22 June 2019. Online 

filings will be accepted from that date, 

after which there will be five months 

for companies and industrial and 

Directors’ disclosures
Section 307 of the Companies Act 2014 

requires a company to disclose in the 

notes to its financial statements the 

particulars of loans (for the current and 

the preceding financial year) that are 

‘with or for’ the company directors. 

It does not matter how long a loan 

has been outstanding, and certain quasi 

loans, guarantees and other matters 

connected to a loan also have to be 

disclosed. Loans to or from a connected 

person must also be disclosed, 

including, for example, a spouse or a 

company under common control. 

The details of what needs to be 

disclosed include the name of the 

director or connected person, the 

value, advances, repayments, maximum 

outstanding, interest rates and the main 

conditions attaching to the loan. 

Section 305 of the act also 

requires the disclosure of directors’ 

remuneration. An often overlooked 

point is that this includes ‘any sums paid 

by way of expenses allowance in so far 

as those sums are chargeable to income 

tax’, as well as ‘the estimated money 

value of any other benefits received by 

him or her otherwise than in cash’. So, 

for example, a round sum per day of 

unvouched travel allowance in excess of 

Revenue’s approved daily allowance, or 

rent paid by the company for a director’s 

residence, would need to be included 

in the directors’ remuneration, as would 

free entry to an event or free tickets. 

Incorrect disclosure under sections 

305 or 307 is a category 2 offence under 

the 2014 Act and reportable by the 

auditor to the Office of the Director of 

Corporate Enforcement. 

Online filing of 
beneficiary owner 

data must be 
completed before 

22 November
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provident societies to file their beneficial 

ownership data without being in breach 

of their statutory duty. 

The RBO will contact all companies 

and industrial and provident societies 

about their filing obligations during the 

coming weeks

Statutory instrument 110 of 2019 

is at bit.ly/SI-110-2019, and further 

information is available at rbo.gov.ie.

Dividend disclosure 
The Irish Auditing and Accounting 

Supervisory Authority (IAASA) has 

reminded preparers of financial 

statements under IFRS Standards that 

two items of dividends information must 

be disclosed: 

* the total amount of dividends 

proposed or declared before 

the financial statements were 

approved by the directors but not 

recognised as a distribution in those 

financial statements 

* the related dividend per share. 

Dividends continue to be recognised 

as a liability only when a company 

is irrevocably obliged to make the 

dividend payment. More information is 

available at bit.ly/Div-Disclose. 

Corporate sector resources
A suite of Irish factsheets for members 

in business has been launched by ACCA 

in association with Reddy Charlton. 

They include:

* understanding common contractual 

clauses 

* the regulations for the protection 

of employees’ rights on transfer of 

undertakings (TUPE) 

* a guide to redundancy 

* intellectual property rights

* the fast-track planning process

* workplace investigations and 

disciplinary meetings.

All the factsheets are based on Irish 

law and complement the existing 

UK and ACCA global factsheets 

similar amount depending on the level 

of work, but as the company may not 

require a number of years of catchup 

financial statements there will be an 

offset saving. 

The independent person report has 

to be made by a person qualified to be 

the company auditor, although they do 

not need to be the company’s current 

statutory auditor. The independent 

person will provide an opinion, after 

making a full inquiry into the affairs of 

the company, that ‘the company will be 

able to pay or discharge its debts and 

other liabilities in full within such period 

not exceeding 12 months after the 

commencement of the winding up as 

may be specified in the declaration’. A 

standard report is available from ACCA. 

The option to apply to the district 

court to deem a return on time, and 

therefore avoid an audit, is still available. 

This option will often cost €1,000 in 

legal fees but requires adherence to a 

tight time frame if the benefits are to be 

captured. There is a small time window 

for filing late audit exempt accounts 

after a district court appearance if audit 

exemption is to be retained. Not all 

applications are granted. 

Email alert
Please note that ACCA Advisory 

Services will no longer open an 

email attachment except by prior 

arrangement. To ensure your email gets 

through, use plain text, do not attach 

any files and delete any marketing 

photos, animations or elaborate 

signatures prior to sending. 

Audit quality in small firms
IAASB has produced a video and other 

resources to explain how its new quality 

standards can be applied by small firms. 

See bit.ly/QM-SMP for more. AB

Aidan Clifford is advisory services 

manager, ACCA Ireland.

already available on the ACCA 

website. All the new resources 

and some that are in planning will 

appear on the ACCA website at 

accaglobal.com/technicalireland.

Anti-money laundering 
The Criminal Justice (Money Laundering 

and Terrorist Financing) (Amendment) 

Act 2018 introduced an enhanced 

requirement to assess client risk and 

to keep that assessment up to date. To 

help members in practice comply, ACCA 

has developed a new example risk 

assessment document. Along with the 

new CCABI (Consultative Committee 

of Accounting Bodies in Ireland) anti-

money laundering guidance and a free 

online course, it will be available shortly 

on the ACCA website. 

Late annual return audits
The consequences of late audit filing 

can be costly for very small companies. 

One alternative to undertaking a series 

of audits is liquidation. 

For voluntary liquidation, a company 

has to be solvent, and have sufficient 

funds to pay the cost of liquidation and 

the independent person report. 

If the company is run down to a 

balance sheet containing only cash, and 

all taxes are up to date and paid, the 

liquidation will cost around €3,000. The 

independent person report may cost a 
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Tax update
Mary Healy takes a look at some of Revenue’s key areas of focus, plus planning for 
next year’s Budget and changes to farming reliefs

food supplements should be charged 

at the standard rate of VAT or at a 

reduced rate.

The outcome of the consultations 

will be considered by the Tax Strategy 

Group and the minister for finance in 

preparation for the Budget and Finance 

Bill this autumn.  

Revenue annual report 2018
Net Exchequer receipts of €54.6bn 

were collected in 2018, according to 

Revenue’s recently published annual 

report, an increase of €4bn on 2017. The 

report notes the continuing very high 

tax compliance rates, with voluntary 

compliance of over 90% across all taxes. 

The report also provides an insight 

into some of the core areas of focus for 

Revenue during the year: 

* PAYE modernisation was a key area 

of focus in 2018 and continues to 

be high on Revenue’s agenda in 

2019. Now that real-time reporting 

is in place for employers, Revenue’s 

attention is turning towards realising 

the promised benefits of the regime 

for employees. From 15 May, 

employees can view the tax and pay 

details submitted by their employer 

on their behalf, via MyAccount. 

Further down the line, Revenue 

will be adding calculation tools to 

enable employees to see the effect 

of allocating tax credits between 

jobs and provide the option of 

splitting or transferring their tax 

credits. We also expect Revenue to 

conduct regular reviews of employee 

data submitted, to minimise 

underpayments or overpayments of 

tax by employees during the year. 

Preparations for Budget 2020
In May, the Department of Finance 

launched a series of public consultations 

on tax policy incentives for the small and 

medium-sized enterprise (SME) sector. 

There are consultations on:

* the employment and investment 

incentive (EII)

* the startup capital incentive (SCI)

* the key employee engagement 

programme (KEEP)

* capital gains tax entrepreneur relief

* better SME take-up of the R&D tax 

credit. 

A number of amendments to EII and 

KEEP were included in last year’s 

Finance Act. Most notably a self-

certification model was introduced for 

EII, together with a separate regime 

for tax relief for investments by family 

members in very small enterprises. 

Changes were made to KEEP in 

response to concerns about the impact 

of the cap on share awards and 

remuneration (although these remain 

subject to state aid approval). The 

department is now asking interested 

stakeholders to identify and prioritise 

other measures to improve the reliefs. 

The Department of Finance also 

conducted a public consultation on the 

VAT treatment of food supplements. 

Earlier this year, Revenue announced 

that the planned increase in the VAT 

rate would be delayed until November, 

to facilitate a review of the policy and 

legislative options. The department has 

made it clear there is no legal provision 

to allow a zero rate to continue on food 

supplement products. As a result, the 

policy options under consideration 

concern whether and to what extent 
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information will facilitate future data 

prepopulation. It should also ensure 

that both Revenue and Department 

of Employment Affairs and Social 

Protection records are up to date, and 

credit is correctly granted for any pay-

related social insurance (PRSI) paid.

Other Revenue reports published at 

the same time cover corporation tax 

and VAT, the national random sampling 

programme for marked mineral oil 

products, the 2018 tobacco products 

survey, and taxpayers with self-

employed income below €10,000.

ROS pay and file date
Revenue eBrief 095/19 has confi rmed 

that the ROS income tax pay and 

fi le deadline for 2019 is Tuesday 

12 November. This deadline also applies 

to capital acquisitions tax returns and 

payments submitted on ROS for gifts or 

inheritances with valuation dates in the 

year ending 31 August 2019.

Young trained farmers
Finance Act 2018 made important 

changes to claims for stamp duty relief 

for young trained farmers, to refl ect 

state aid requirements. The amount 

of state aid that may be granted to 

young trained farmers in stamp duty 

relief, stock relief and succession 

farm partnerships is now capped at 

an aggregate limit of €70,000. From 

1 January 2019, claims for any of these 

reliefs must aggregate reliefs claimed 

since 1 July 2014 to determine whether 

the cap has been exceeded.

Revenue’s stamp duty manual, which 

is available on its website, has been 

updated to refl ect these requirements. 

Part 7 of the manual includes worked 

examples on the application of the 

€70,000 ceiling and explains the state 

aid requirements. AB

Mary Healy is tax manager at the Irish 

Tax Institute.

* A realignment changed Revenue’s 

operational structure from a 

regional setup to nationally based 

divisions. Every taxpayer is now 

managed from a compliance and 

service standpoint by one of the five 

new national divisions. 

* Preparations and contingency plans 

for all Brexit scenarios were part 

of a co-ordinated governmental 

approach to the UK’s departure 

from the EU. This involved staffing, 

training, outreach events for 

business and ongoing work to 

upgrade IT systems to handle the 

potential exponential growth in 

customs applications. 

* More prepopulation of Revenue 

Online Service (ROS) tax returns, 

which is popular with tax agents 

and taxpayers alike, was introduced. 

Every year, Revenue expands the 

range of data that is prepopulated 

on tax returns. For example, the 

2017 ROS return was the first to 

include information on scheme 

payments taxpayers received from 

the Department of Agriculture, 

Food and the Marine. 

The requirement to include a ‘date of 

marriage’ for the fi rst time on the 2017 

income tax return for jointly assessed 

couples gave rise to queries from 

tax agents. It is expected that this 

We expect 
Revenue to 

regularly review 
PAYE employee 

data to minimise 
underpayments or 

overpayments 
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AIA boost
Companies with 30 June year ends 

will benefit from the full 100% annual 

investment allowance (AIA) relief of £1m 

for the financial year starting on 1 July 

2019. As a reminder, from 1 January 

2019 AIA was temporarily increased to 

£1m for two years. Transitional rules 

apply where years fall outside the two-

year window, so for December year 

ends these transitional rules had no 

real impact. 

Making Tax Digital
The first quarter 1 March to 31 May has 

been completed for many businesses, 

and it is worthwhile checking through 

some of the record-keeping options 

and relaxations.

For example, for charities, the 

following rule has the force of law: 

‘Where supplies are made or received 

during a charity fundraising event run 

by volunteers you may treat all supplies 

made as covered by one invoice for 

the event, and all supplies received as 

covered by one invoice for the event, 

for the purposes of the digital record 

keeping requirements.’

For recording of supplies, the 

following rule has the force of law: 

‘Where you need to apportion the 

output tax due on a mixed rate supply 

with a single inclusive price you do 

not have to record these supplies 

separately. You can record the total 

value and the total output tax due.’

You can find guidance and further 

updates at bit.ly/ACCA-MTD. 

Trust registration 
The issues of who needs to register and 

what is required for registration of a 

trust can cause confusion. Registration 

with HMRC is required by 5 October in 

the tax year after the one in which the 

trust starts to receive income, or has 

capital gains, on which tax is payable. 

HMRC recent guidance explains trust 

registration service requirements. 

Importantly it also highlights where 

trusts are not required to be registered. 

It states: ‘You do not need to register 

your client’s trust if:

until HMRC has confirmed that it 

has processed the inheritance tax 

account. However, while the process 

for introducing the new fee structure 

is ongoing, probate registries will 

accept applications before the account 

has been processed by HMRC. 

The application must include a note 

to say that the appropriate inheritance 

tax forms will follow shortly.

You can find the non-contentious 

probate fee increase statutory 

instrument at bit.ly/non-cont-prob. AB

* the trust has to pay income tax of 

less than £100 and this only came 

from interest

* the trust is a bare trust

* only the settlor or beneficiary of the 

trust has to pay tax

* the trust is a charitable trust and the 

trustees do not have to pay any tax 

on its income or assets

* the assets in the trust go back to 

the settlor (a “resulting” trust), 

for example, when the trust 

ends and all the beneficiaries 

have died

* the trust has been created by 

legislation (a “statutory” trust), for 

example, when a person dies without 

making a valid will and the estate 

passes to their relatives under the 

intestacy rules

* the trust has been imposed by a 

court (a “constructive” trust), for 

example, when someone has acted 

improperly or to hold compensation 

for a child aged under 18

* the trust has to be registered for 

another purpose, for example, the 

Foreign Account Tax Compliance 

Act (FATCA) or the Common 

Reporting Standard.

You do not need to register a pension 

scheme that’s held in a trust if it’s 

already registered with HMRC.’

See more at bit.ly/gov-reg-trust.

Probate statutory instrument
As AB went to press, the significant 

increase in probate fees had still 

not progressed. As a reminder, 

probate registries won’t normally 

accept an application for probate 

NI tax update
Glenn Collins, ACCA UK’s head of technical advisory, provides a roundup 
of developments of relevance to practitioners in Northern Ireland
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Back to basics
In the concluding article in an ‘all you ever wanted to know but were too afraid to ask’ 
series, Jamie Renehan FCCA looks at how to ensure analytics delivers business value

As organisations strive to improve data 
literacy and build a strong foundation 
for self-service analytics, the demand 
for resources to solve business 
problems using statistical modelling 
and machine learning will increase. 
Managing this demand through a 
fair and transparent, value-based 
prioritisation process will help direct 
analytics talent towards identifying 
opportunities and solving problems 
that drive commercial outcomes.

C
PD

Few organisations have been able 

so far to capture the business value 

they expected from their analytics 

investments. Too often companies get 

sidetracked by low-value, non-strategic 

projects – analytics activities launched 

without a clear view of what exactly the 

business wants to accomplish, resulting 

in analytics solutions that are not tied to 

business problems. 

To realise measurable business 

value from investments in analytics 

infrastructure and data assets, there 

needs to be a clear understanding of 

the value and priority of activities. The 

assessment and measurement of value 

requires analytics leaders, translators 

and business partners to work together 

with business teams to determine the 

quantitative and qualitative benefits of 

proposed analytics initiatives. 

The value assessment process 

requires a clear definition of the 

business problem or opportunity, and 

the associated metrics and strategic 

objectives, in addition to a logical 

connection to desired business 

outcomes that must be measurable. By 

identifying, prioritising and allocating 

resources to their highest-value projects, 

organisations ensure analytics activities 

are concentrated on areas that deliver 

the most value to the business.

Analytics in action
As organisations look to democratise 

data and embed analytics into business 

units, a new role is emerging to help 

leaders identify high-impact use 

cases for analytics and translate the 

business problems and opportunities 

for the technical teams who build 

their analytics solutions. American 

academic Thomas Davenport famously 

proclaimed back in 2012 that ‘data 

scientist’ is the 21st century’s sexiest job, 

but it seems that ‘analytics translator’ 

is now set to become the key role to 

help organisations drive adoption of 

analytics by ensuring business units act 

on the insights generated from analytics 

solutions, capturing the value.

Analytics translators require deep 

domain knowledge of the business 
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data generated continues to grow at an 

explosive rate, large organisations may 

need to expand their data management 

infrastructures by adding data lakes to 

realise the benefits of more advanced 

techniques such as artificial intelligence 

and machine learning. 

A data lake is a scalable data store 

used for storing and processing 

vast amounts of data from disparate 

sources in real time. It is optimised 

for analytics workloads and typically 

used in conjunction with traditional 

enterprise data warehouses to support 

analytics projects. 

It is important that an organisation’s 

infrastructure investment is 

accompanied by viable analytics 

initiatives that are likely to generate a 

return on the investment in data assets.

Agile and adaptable
Many organisations are undergoing 

large-scale agile transformations by 

forming cross-functional, collaborative 

teams. These self-organising teams are 

capable of responding swiftly to rapidly 

changing opportunities and customer 

demands over a series of short, time-

boxed periods called sprints. 

Agile analytics is a development style 

that relies on frequent feedback from 

business stakeholders who provide 

direction and prioritisation based on 

tasks that deliver the most value to the 

to help them identify opportunities 

and solve problems. To drive analytics 

adoption, they need to be strong 

communicators and influencers capable 

of generating enthusiasm among 

business stakeholders for analytics use 

cases that can drive positive outcomes 

and deliver value. 

They also need to be proficient in 

advanced analytics techniques, with 

the necessary technical knowledge to 

work with data scientists, data engineers 

and data analysts in designing and 

developing solutions aligned to the 

business need. The role requires a 

unique combination of skills, and 

suitable candidates are in short supply. 

The current shortage of analytics 

talent is a major concern for 

organisations looking to grow their 

analytics capabilities. The sourcing, 

development and retention of analytics 

specialists is seen as critical to satisfy the 

growing demand for analytics initiatives. 

External sourcing can take the form 

of university partnerships, meetup 

events, hackathons and competitions as 

organisations market themselves as the 

ideal destination for top talent to build 

their analytics careers. Internal talent 

development initiatives such as skills 

gap analysis, soft skills development, 

technical training, datathons and the 

establishment of analytics academies 

and communities are all helping 

to connect and engage staff while 

fostering a culture of knowledge 

sharing and continuous learning. 

The engagement achieved through 

community initiatives is also boosting 

retention, helping employees to expand 

their internal network, encouraging 

cross-functional collaboration and 

breaking down organisational silos.

A key component in building an 

analytics-driven organisation is the 

investment in a robust and sustainable 

data infrastructure to support analytics 

initiatives at scale. As the volume of 

business. Analytics teams embrace the 

agile mindset in developing solutions 

centred on rapid and continuous 

delivery of business value. This helps 

organisations to drive the adoption of 

analytics initiatives in business teams 

by focusing resources on projects that 

deliver the most commercial value.

Organisations will change over 

time as their analytics transformation 

evolves. Some companies start out with 

analytics resources scattered across 

the organisation in different business 

units in a decentralised environment 

and eventually move analytics into a 

centralised function, while others that 

start off centralised subsequently move 

to a hybrid hub and spoke model. 

Leading organisations must show agility 

in preparing for these changes as they 

move up the analytics maturity scale, 

designing their analytics ecosystem for 

adaptability to meet rapid changes in 

external market conditions and internal 

business demands.

The analytics-driven organisation 

revolves around a robust and scalable 

analytics infrastructure, with analytics 

talent working in cross-functional, 

collaborative agile teams capable of 

delivering business value on an early 

and continuous basis as part of an 

established prioritisation process. 

Whatever the level of analytical 

maturity, the key element is developing 

analytics capabilities grounded in 

business value creation. A culture that 

encourages this commercial mindset, 

focused on delivering measurable value 

from analytics, will help embed analytics 

throughout the organisation. AB

Jamie Renehan FCCA leads Bank of 

Ireland’s advanced analytics team.

‘Analytics 
translator’ is set 

to become the key 
role in ensuring 

business units act 
on the insights 
generated from 

analytics solutions

C
PD

More information

Get CPD units by answering 
questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd.
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Giving it his all
We ask Dr In-Ki Joo, incoming president of the International Federation of 
Accountants, about building the global body and his new role

Q What do you think IFAC has achieved 
in your time on the board?
IKJ Our members have told us that 

speaking out on public interest issues 

adds significant value. Since joining 

the board in 2012, I’ve seen IFAC work 

meticulously to expand the profession’s 

presence in, and engagement with, 

major policy-setting groups. This has 

been particularly important as the 

profession’s skills evolve to meet the 

demands of businesses large and small, 

and at a time of record low levels of 

public trust in institutions. 

IFAC has also worked hard, in 

partnership with our member 

organisations, to develop the 

accountancy profession’s capacity in 10 

countries in Africa and Asia, through a 

seven-year programme. 

Q What do you see as the key role of 
IFAC?
IKJ To best represent its members, IFAC 

consults them widely on its strategic 

plan. The 2019-20 plan reflects our 

shared desire to support a dynamic, 

governments will report on an accrual 

basis, mainly through International 

Public Sector Accounting Standards. 

Greater transparency in the public 

sector is essential in fighting corruption, 

increasing citizen trust in governments 

and unlocking wealth. 

Audit. The UK is not alone in 

conducting a review – so are Japan, the 

Netherlands and South Africa. In my 

opinion, audit is increasingly important 

as part of a broader conversation on 

good governance. To challenge and 

probe management, auditors must 

draw on a range of specialists – from 

big data professionals to experts in 

taxation, forensics, fraud and valuations. 

However, the multidisciplinary model 

isn’t enough in itself. A high-quality 

audit stems from a consistent culture 

of ethics and integrity throughout the 

entire firm and its service offerings. 

Above all, standards and regulation can 

never be the entire answer: mindset and 

commitment to doing the right thing 

enable truly effective governance. This 

is where our profession must play a 

crucial role. 

Tax. The joint ACCA, CA ANZ and 

IFAC G20 2019 Trust in Tax survey 

showed that the public has the greatest 

trust in professional accountants, 

although strong distrust remains in 

many countries. As a global profession, 

we must work to build trust in tax 

systems across the globe. 

Risk. The reality is that risk 

management remains underdeveloped 

in many organisations. Given today’s 

landscape of great change – and a 

future full of uncertainty – accountants 

must take advantage of their strategic, 

future-focused global profession. Key 

to success will be working with and 

leveraging the efforts of our members. 

Q In what key areas does IFAC want to 
bring influence to bear?
IKJ As the first IFAC president to come 

from academia, I think there is much 

the profession and academics can do 

together to advance a future-ready 

profession. We must prepare both 

personally and professionally, and 

uphold and demonstrate our code of 

ethics – our professional foundation. 

We must work to encourage good 

governance: how organisations tell their 

growth and prosperity story, or declare 

the challenges they face, is critical to 

long-term value creation. 

Q What is the key risk to IFAC?
IJ The monitoring group review of 

standard-setting arrangements is 

obviously something that continues to 

occupy management time. IFAC fully 

supports a standard-setting model that is 

effective and transparent, and operates 

in the public interest. We will continue to 

work constructively with the monitoring 

group and key stakeholders to bring this 

review to an end after many years. 

The biggest challenge for the 

profession is also our biggest 

opportunity. Technology is already 

liberating accountants from their more 

mundane tasks. 

Q How do you see the work of IFAC 
progressing in different sectors?
IKJ Public sector. Accrual reforms 

are set to accelerate in the next five 

years. By the end of 2023, 65% of 

Next in line
IFAC appointed Alan Johnson FCCA 

as its deputy president in November 

2018, following his nomination by 

ACCA. As with the office of president, 

his term as deputy will run until 2020. 

Johnson is also chair of ACCA’s 

Accountants for Business Global 

Forum, a non-executive director of 

the UK Department for International 

Development and chair of its audit 

and risk assurance committee. 
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central role within organisations to drive 

better enterprise risk practices. 

SMEs. Support for accountants in 

practice working with small businesses 

remains a key IFAC focus, and we 

continue to publish research, guides 

and thought leadership on issues 

of importance. 

Q What value do bodies such as ACCA 
and CA ANZ give to IFAC? 
IKJ IFAC’s members drive the global 

accountancy profession’s future. 

ACCA and CA ANZ have deep 

and wide networks and decades of 

experience that contribute greatly 

to the overall profession. Their 

efforts to support capacity building 

in developing countries, contributed 

thought leadership on IFAC’s global 

knowledge gateway, and engagement 

with IFAC on important studies 

and reports all add up to a stronger 

global profession.  

Q What are the differences across the 
accountancy profession in different 
parts of the world? 
IKJ United by a global code of ethics, 

it is the world’s only truly global 

profession. Our diversity across 

geographies means we have an 

incredible amount to offer each other 

in terms of learning, including how to 

anticipate and overcome challenges. 

Q Why did you want to be president?
IKJ It is a great honour to be president 

of IFAC, not least because I get to work 

closely with the brightest minds in our 

global profession. My accountancy 

students in Korea were, however, my 

biggest inspiration.

Q How will you personally cope 
with the challenges/stresses of 
the presidency?
IKJ There is always more to do, and I am 

motivated by the great opportunities 

ahead for the accountancy profession. 

There is more that unites everyone 

interested in the profession – including 

the regulatory community – than divides 

us. As the profession’s ambassador for 

the next two years, I am too energised 

by the opportunity and too humbled by 

the position to do anything other than 

give it my all! AB 

Peter Williams, journalist

Our diversity 
across geographies 
means we have an 
incredible amount 
to offer each other  

in terms of learning
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Left to right: Lorraine Hennessy of Abbott Diagnostics, 
Don Browne of AIB, Donal O’Byrne of Microsoft, Stephen 
Doyle of EY and Brendan McCormack of IT Sligo.

Think ahead
A recent ACCA conference discussed the role of robots and AI in accountancy, while 
other events focused on learning for the future and the adoption of technology

A national conference, 
hosted by IT Sligo, 
assembled some of Ireland’s 
leading experts in finance 
and business to discuss the 
opportunities and obstacles 
the accountancy profession 
may face in the future. The 
event, ‘Technology and 
Accountancy: Thinking 
Ahead’, attracted more 
than 200 attendees from all 
over Ireland.

The conference was 

opened by the president 

of the college, Brendan 

McCormack, and the 

co-ordinator for the day was 

Marie O’Connor, former PwC 

Ireland audit partner.

The speakers included: 

Donal O’Byrne, senior 

finance manager, Microsoft 

EMEA; Stephen Doyle, senior 

advisory services manager, 

EY; Lorraine Hennessy, global 

manufacturing controller, 

Abbott Diagnostics; Don 

Browne, head of business 

performance, AIB; and Clive 

Webb, senior professional 

insights manager, ACCA.

The afternoon sessions 

featured talks about 

innovative ways to educate 

using technology, robotics 

in action, cybersecurity, 

Revenue, and AI in 

accounting, and there 

were demonstrations and 

presentations from Sage, 

Relate, Xero and Surf 

accounting packages.

John Gaynor, lecturer in 

accounting and finance, told 

the audience: ‘It is a privilege 

for IT Sligo to host such 

a high-profile accounting 

conference. ACCA is a global 

professional accounting body 

with 200,000 members and 

500,000 students. IT Sligo has 

been delivering professional 

accounting programmes 

since 1974, producing top-

quality accounting graduates. 

It is great to see Sligo hosting 

events like this. It would 

not happen without local 

support. Collaboration is key.’

Sligo has attracted many 

international companies 

over the past 12 months, 

generating over 2,000 new 

jobs in the region, while a 

number of companies in 
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Marie O’Connor, 
coordinator for the 
Sligo conference.

the technology sector have 

announced plans to locate 

facilities in the Sligo area. 

Several were present at the 

event to introduce their 

companies and outline the 

career opportunities on offer. 

Future learning
Webb also facilitated a 

session on learning for 

the future for more than 

50 ACCA members and 

guests at the University 

of Ulster. Hosted by 

Council member Ronnie 

Patton, senior lecturer in 

professional accounting 

practice at the university, 

the formal presentation 

focused on the recent 

ACCA professional insights 

research report Learning for 
the future. The audience 

in Belfast included senior 

members of the university 

business department and 

former ACCA president 

Anthony Harbinson. 

Race for relevance
A third ACCA Ireland 
and professional insights 

roadshow, in partnership 

with Apple, was held in 

Cork, at the tech giant’s 

international distribution 

centre. A presentation 

on the key insights and 

findings from ACCA’s The 
race for relevance report, 

was followed by an in-depth 

panel discussion about 

finance in the changing 

business environment, 

focusing on how advances in 

technology are challenging 

established businesses and 

business models. 

The panellists were 

Michael O’Sullivan, senior 

FD, Apple, and Michelle 

Hourican, ACCA Council 

member and director of 

Datatrails, who highlighted 

the need to protect growing 

volumes of valuable data. AB
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Measuring the difference
In its 10-year history, AfiD has:

* placed 1,300 accountants from 50 countries with more than 

500 not-for-profit organisations

* supported the volunteers, who have provided in excess of 

250,000 hours of pro bono work – the equivalent of more 

than £12m of professional services

* provided assignments tailored to individual volunteers’ 

skills, availability and preferences in as little as three weeks.

Moeed Khalid ACCA (centre) says that after his placement in Ghana he would take 
another assignment ‘in a heartbeat’.

A world of difference
Volunteering your financial and advisory skills on a placement with a non-profit in an 
emerging market could make all the difference to them – and probably to you too

Accounting for International 
Development (AfID) has 
been providing accountants 
with volunteering 
opportunities across a range 
of non-profit organisations 
around the world for a 
decade now. The charity, 
which since its inception 
has arranged assignments 
for more than 1,300 
accountants from over 50 
countries, puts volunteers 
in touch with organisations 
that need a range of 
financial expertise – to the 
benefit of both. 

While it’s easy to see why 

free, high-quality advice is 

beneficial to charities, the 

advantage to accountants 

huge difference to the way 

the charities functioned.’ 

Tailored to you
So many placements are 

available that choosing 

where to go may seem 

daunting, but AfiD aims to 

make the decision simple. 

Moeed Khalid ACCA, who 

works in corporate finance 

at Fauji Fertilizer in Pakistan, 

wanted to volunteer in 

Africa, and was available for 

three weeks in one particular 

month. AfiD provided a 

range of assignment options 

tailored to his preferences. 

‘I had the option 

of choosing from five 

organisations, each in a 

different country in Africa,’ 

Khalid says. After a series 

of in-depth discussions by 

phone, he was provided 

with case studies, online 

material about accounting 

for non-profits, travel 

guides, and help with visas 

and vaccines. ‘It wasn’t a 

long or difficult process at 

all,’ he adds.

The tasks volunteers 

are asked to do are not 

necessarily complex but are 

still very valuable. Dustin 

Johnson FCCA, a Canadian 

working as division controller 

at Waste Connections in the 

– unpaid volunteers who 

can find themselves far 

from home in a strange 

environment taking on 

unfamiliar challenges – may 

be less clear. However, by 

taking on a volunteer role, 

accounting professionals 

are rewarded with a hugely 

satisfying experience that 

will serve them well both 

personally and professionally.

Emma Dark FCCA, who is 

a director at Dark Consulting 

in the UK, has done two 

stints as an AfID volunteer 

– in Cambodia and Haiti. 

‘Completing a placement 

really is a life-changer,’ she 

says. ‘The small changes I 

was responsible for made a 
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More information

Learn more about volunteering at afid.org.uk.

Emma Dark FCCA (left) has completed two voluntary assignments for AfID –  
in Haiti (above) and Cambodia.

US, went to Cambodia for his 

first placement. He helped 

the charity Restore One, 

which teaches basic skills. 

‘Their greatest need 

was implementing cash 

controls,’ Johnson says. 

‘Nobody had any kind of 

accounting experience, so I 

provided instruction on how 

to close the restaurant till 

each day, how to count the 

cash on hand, how to enter 

a deposit. I then helped 

reconcile the cash section on 

the balance sheet.’

On his second placement, 

he advised the founder of 

Creating Opportunities for 

Guatemalans on reviewing 

accounts, performing 

account reconciliations, 

devising best practice 

and completing annual 

government returns.

Biggest challenge
The biggest challenge in a 

placement can be the non-

technical elements. Dark, 

for example, worked for an 

organisation called Haiti 

Communitere, which co-

ordinates the efforts of many 

different charities in Haiti. 

‘People were living in the 

rubble [in the wake of a 

catastrophic earthquake],’ 

she recalls. ‘I was in the 

thick of it.’ She dealt with 

the stress by taking time 

out and making the most 

of the experience. She 

found herself in a quiz team, 

going to musical events and 

clubs, and trekking over a 

mountain range. 

Khalid also emphasises 

the importance of this part 

of a placement: ‘Don’t 

go overboard in trying to 

prove yourself to your host 

organisation,’ he says. ‘You 

need to ensure you take the 

time to visit the country and 

explore. Set an agenda of 

achievable goals that you 

want to accomplish during 

your stay. As a volunteer, 

you aren’t expected to 

do everything.’ 

AfiD also provides a 

‘plus-one’ service for 

accountants who want to 

help but would like to take 

a companion with them to 

share the experience, even 

if that person isn’t in finance. 

Johnson was accompanied 

by his partner Nancy, who 

taught English while Johnson 

helped with the accounts. 

‘She loved her experience,’ 

he says. ‘Volunteering also 

allowed her to build more 

friendships than simply being 

a tourist, making it that much 

more meaningful.’ 

Personal reward
The benefits to the volunteer 

professionals are numerous. 

Johnson says that finding he 

was able to meet a variety of 

new challenges made him a 

more confident person, with 

improved communication 

and leadership skills. 

Khalid, who volunteered 

for the Practical Education 

Network in Ghana, prepared 

an organisation-wide finance 

manual, which covered 

everything from accounting 

policies, payroll tasks, 

bank reconciliations and 

the capitalisation of fixed 

assets to a budgeting and 

forecasting system. He takes 

satisfaction from the software 

he recommended being 

implemented, and enjoyed 

being the first to give 

financial advice to the new 

organisation. 

‘I was a maiden accounting 

volunteer, which meant 

I could leave a first 

impression and set a path 

for subsequent volunteers to 

follow,’ he says, adding that 

he would volunteer again ‘in 

a heartbeat’.

In this its 10th anniversary 

year, AfID hopes to place 200 

accountants. With plaudits 

from the volunteers featured 

here ranging from ‘truly 

enlightening’, ‘incredible 

experience’ and ‘highly 

recommended’, what’s 

stopping you? AB

Matt Warner, journalist
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More information

Find out more at accaglobal.com/CPD/robotics. 

Robo opps
ACCA’s new online robotics course explains fi nance automation 
and offers a practical guide to capturing the benefi ts

With disruptive technology 
playing a critical role in 
transforming fi nance 
capability, business leaders 
are increasingly recognising 
the opportunities and 
challenges that a digital 
transformation of their 
business can deliver.

In response, ACCA has 

developed an online CPD 

course called ‘Robotics 

in fi nance: the future’. It 

has been designed and 

delivered in collaboration 

with ACCA’s strategic partner 

CA ANZ and is based on the 

bodies’ report Embracing 
robotic automation during 
the evolution of fi nance, 

written in collaboration with 

KPMG Australia.

The course consists of six 

modules, includes videos, 

interactive assets, case 

studies and quizzes, and is 

worth a total of four CPD 

units. There is an assessment 

at the end of the course, 

and those who pass get a 

completion certifi cate. It 

is free to ACCA members 

and available to non-

members for £99. 

The course aims to 

help those who take it to 

understand the following:

* the major disruptions 

impacting businesses 

and the opportunities for 

finance teams

* what is meant by 

robotics and the role of 

robotics in finance teams

* some of the key benefits 

and challenges of 

different automation 

options

* the criteria for whether 

a task or process is 

suitable for automation, 

and the sorts of activity 

that robots can perform

* the process for applying 

robotics software

* the challenges and 

lessons from early 

adopters of robotic 

process automation 

(RPA) technology. AB
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redefining the business’s mission
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New EU regulations are set to 

protect whistleblowers
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