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Welcome
The ability to harness the power of digital and navigate through the geopolitical and 
economic landscape is emerging as the true test of the capabilities of today’s CFO

year and one of six centres in the region 

to bring its wealth of digital expertise 

to clients.  

The rise of machine learning and how 

its purpose as a prediction generator 

can help accountants to better serve 

clients is on page 36, while the need 

for robust and updated cybersecurity 

measures is the topic of our report on 

page 38. And, on page 56, we find out 

how the use of voice search technology 

can benefit business growth.

We also welcome a new columnist 

to AB. Chris Davis has worked as a 

business journalist in Hong Kong for 

more than 25 years and is a regular 

contributor to the South China Morning 
Post. His first column is on how 

accountants are expanding their digital 

capabilities (page 16). 

And those of you receiving the print 

edition may have noticed our new 

potato starch wrapping, which is 

designed to destroy itself so it doesn’t 

destroy the planet. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Complex challenges in corporates 
are so rife that you’d be forgiven for 
wondering if there was ever a time 
when doing business was straight-
forward. Perhaps there never was. 
But geopolitical and economic strife 
coupled with wide-scale technology 
advancements mean that today’s 
CFOs have the Herculean task 
of steering a course for growth 
while managing change such as 
intelligent automation.

In this issue, we continue ACCA’s 

theme of ‘the power of digital’ with 

a number of articles on emerging 

technology and its impact. On page 

26, we consider how the roles of 

CFO and CIO will become more 

entwined in Asia as future digital 

investment will focus less on cost 

savings and more on innovation and 

competitive differentiation. On page 

22, we speak with Jonathan Rees, the 

digital leader for EY’s advisory business 

across ASEAN, on how corporates 

can harness the power of emerging 

technologies. Rees heads up EY 

wavespace in Singapore, launched last 

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

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

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

About ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered 

Certified Accountants) is the global 

body for professional accountants. It 

offers business-relevant, first-choice 

qualifications to people of application, 

ability and ambition who seek a 

rewarding career in accountancy, finance 

and management. ACCA supports its 

208,000 members and 503,000 students 

in 179 countries. accaglobal.com
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* Magazine contacts, page 66

* Available in app and pdf

* AB Direct: weekly news bulletin

AB is circulated to all members in print 

and digital formats. ISSN No: 1460-406X 

More at accaglobal.com/ab

3May 2019 Accounting and Business

AP_Welcome.indd   3 04/04/2019   14:22

www.accaglobal.com/alliance
www.accaglobal.com/ab
www.accaglobal.com
www.accaglobal.com/members
mailto:members@accaglobal.com
mailto:colette.steckel@accaglobal.com


22

6 26

32

3630

News

6 News in pictures 
A different view of 

recent headlines

8 News in brief 
Digest of developments 

across the globe

Interview

12 Hugh Murnane
CFO Australia, Omnicom 

Media Group 

  Comment

16 Chris Davis
Tech-savvy accountants 
will see their careers thrive

17 Errol Oh
Can Malaysia become a 
tiger again?

18 Manu Bhaskaran
Things are looking up for 
the global economy

19 ACCA president
Robert Stenhouse on 

shaping the future in a 
time of change

 Corporate

21 The view from
Peter Anderton 
of homes.co.nz, 
New Zealand, plus 
corporate news

22 Helping hands
EY wavespace in 
Singapore is enabling 
businesses to harness 
emerging technologies 

26 It takes two
Crossover between the 
CFO and CIO roles will 
be increasingly common

 Practice

29 The view from
Rachel Briggs of PwC 
Hong Kong, plus 
practice news

30  CPD  Target practice
Investing in training and 
development is key to 
business success

32 New lease of life
Why your career needn’t 
end at retirement age 

  Insights

35 News in infographics
Shared offi ce space is on 
the rise 

36 Embracing AI
Artifi cial intelligence 
is good news for 
professional accountants

38 On guard
The cyber-threat 
landscape is moving fast

40 Collective effort
ACCA’s international 
public sector conference 
tackles corruption

4 Accounting and Business May 2019

SG_CON_contents.indd   4 04/04/2019   14:50



5812

‘As a CFO, the onus 
of professional 
development is 

on you. If you 
sit still, you are 
at risk of being 
commoditised’

38

64

61

4440 46

 Careers

42 CPD  Coping mechanism 
How to stop stress 

taking over

44 Face value 
Research fi nds work can 

affect your personality

 Management

46  CPD  Group support
Motivate your team from 

the outside in

  Technical

48  CPD  Provisions
A look at likely changes 
to the IASB standard 

52 Technical update
The latest on audit, 
tax and fi nancial 
reporting

54  CPD  Block tactics
A look at the 
different accounting 
treatment options for 
crypto assets

 Basics

56  CPD  Sing out
Use the power of 
voice search to 
boost your business 
profi le

  ACCA

58 Approved employer
Mary Kay’s win-win

61 Council update 
Minutes from March

62 Public gathering
Photos from ACCA’s 
international public 
sector conference 
in Prague 

64 Advocacy awards
ACCA is celebrating 
inspirational members 
around the world

66 Update
Take part in our 
virtual conference on 
embracing the benefi ts 
of digital transformation

5May 2019 Accounting and Business

SG_CON_contents.indd   5 04/04/2019   14:51



6 Accounting and Business May 2019

AP_Newsinpix.indd   6 03/04/2019   10:43



Fans of HBO’s Game of 
Thrones TV show mark 
the arrival of the eighth 
– and final – season by 
meeting its Japanese 
voice actors in Tokyo. 
According to Variety 
magazine, each of the 
last six episodes had a 
budget of US$15m.

A demonstration in 
Brussels highlights 
the damage caused 
by single-use plastics, 
which account for 70% 
of marine litter. The 
European parliament has 
now voted to ban single-
use plastic cutlery, cotton 
buds, straws and stirrers.

Asiana Airlines chief 
executive Park Sam-
koo has stepped down 
following controversy 
over its 2018 financial 
statements. The 
Korea Exchange also 
suspended trading of 
shares in South Korea’s 
second-biggest carrier.

The UK’s Financial 
Conduct Authority (FCA) 
fined Goldman Sachs 
£34.3m (US$45.07m) for 
reporting failures. The 
FCA said the US bank did 
not provide ‘accurate and 
timely reporting’ relating 
to 220 million transactions 
over a decade.
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Open to tax reform
A global effort to revamp international tax rules for the 

digital era is receiving less corporate push-back than past 

attempts, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (OECD) has found after consulting businesses 

and interest groups before it begins drafting much-anticipated 

reform proposals. OECD head of tax policy Pascal Saint-

Amans noted a change of tone evident among more than 200 

comments the Paris-based policy forum received in a first call 

for input from businesses, accounting firms, tax justice NGOs 

and academics. ‘We have a significant group of business 

people saying it’s probably time to do something,’ he said. 

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

Tighter supervision 
As part of an enforcement 

crackdown, the Monetary 

Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) is taking a closer look 

into the timeliness of listed 

companies in disclosing 

corporate information. The 

first in a series of reports 

listing the penalties and 

censures imposed on 

financial institutions, traders 

and financial advisers, due 

every 18 months, looks 

at infractions committed 

between July 2017 and 

December 2018. Gillian 

Tan, executive director 

(enforcement) at the MAS, 

said that as Singapore’s 

financial industry grows in size 

and complexity, so will the 

risks of financial misconduct. 

Financial supervision through 

the detection, investigation 

and punishment of serious 

misconduct is intended to 

deter illegal and unethical 

behaviour and protect 

consumers, she added. 

Clean pledge 
Malaysia’s Finance 

Minister Lim Guan Eng 

has promised investors a 

‘clean government’ where 

there will be ‘no creative 

accounting’. ‘If we give 

you our reports, they will 

be credible,’ he said at 

the Invest Malaysia 2019 

forum. ‘There will be no 

hidden files, no falsification 

of assets. What you see is 

what you get.’ Prime Minister 

Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad 

said his administration has 

made many changes and 

introduced many reform 

measures. ‘Our goal is clear: 

to be a developed nation in 

every sense of the word.’ 

Trade fears 
Hong Kong, Singapore, 

Taiwan, Vietnam and 

Mongolia are among the 

Asia-Pacific countries most 

exposed to a sustained 

trade slowdown in China, 

according to a rating 

of 23 states by Moody’s 

Investors Service. But 

Taiwan and Vietnam also 

stand to benefit the most 

– along with Thailand and 

Malaysia – from trade 

and investment diversion 

away from China. ‘Given 

the uncertain outlook for 

growth and trade policy, 

as well as generally tighter 

financing conditions, slower 

investment growth will 

amplify the trade slowdown,’ 

said Christian de Guzman, a 

Moody’s vice president and 

senior credit officer. 

Cost of living 
Singapore, Paris and Hong 

Kong are the three most 

expensive cities to live in, 

tying in top place for the 

first time according to the 

Economist Intelligence 

Unit’s (EIU) 2019 Worldwide 
Cost of Living Survey. Zurich 

and Geneva in Switzerland 

and Osaka, Japan, round 

out the top five positions. 

The report also found that 

currency fluctuations made 

US cities more expensive 

– most notably in San 

Francisco and Houston 

– and more affordable in 

Australia’s five major cities 

as well as Auckland and 

Christchurch in New Zealand. 

To rank the countries, the 

EIU compared the prices of 

160 products and services 

in 133 cities in 93 countries, 

benchmarked against 

New York.

NZ going greener 
While New Zealand is 

well placed to increase 

the share of renewable 

electricity from its current 

level of 83% – towards a 

proposed goal of 100% 

by 2035 – a report from 
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Digital power
In a series of videos looking at the power of digital, we explore how machine learning and 
artificial intelligence is set to revolutionise the world of finance professionals

You can find the videos at 
accaglobal.com/digital. See 
also page 36 of this edition. 

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

thinktank the New Zealand 

Initiative warns that lessons 

must be learned from costly 

policy failures overseas. New 

Zealand’s current level of 

electricity from renewable 

sources is already the third 

highest in the developed 

world. Even without further 

government intervention, 

renewables are on track to 

increase their share to 95% 

over the next 20 years. 

Tax haven blacklist 
The European Union (EU) tax 

haven blacklist has tripled 

to include 15 countries, with 

finance ministers voting to 

take a stand against tax fraud 

or evasion. ‘The purpose 

of the list is to encourage 

cooperation and positive 

proceeds declined by 

74%. EY, which compiled 

the data, puts this down 

to ongoing geopolitical 

uncertainties and trade 

issues dampening investor 

enthusiasm, despite the 

positive performance of main 

stock indices and a decrease 

of volatility in many markets. 

Among the 199 listings 

valued at US$13.1bn, the 

technology, healthcare and 

industrial sectors were the 

most prolific producers. 

Misconduct ignored 
Nearly 60% of all misconduct 

observed in the workplace 

is never reported, according 

to Gartner, a research 

and advisory company. 

‘Reporting misconduct is 

change, and not to name 

and shame,’ said Eugen 

Teodorovici, Minister of 

Public Finance of Romania, 

which is currently holding 

the EU’s rotating presidency. 

The five original jurisdictions 

were Samoa, Trinidad 

and Tobago, American 

Samoa, Guam and the US 

Virgin Islands. Now, Aruba, 

Barbados, Belize, Bermuda, 

Dominica, Fiji, Marshall 

Islands, Oman, United Arab 

Emirates and Vanuatu have 

been added. 

IPOs decline 
The number of initial public 

offerings in the first three 

months of 2019 fell by 41% 

globally from the same 

period a year earlier, while 

generally becoming more 

acceptable, in part due to 

increased social and political 

attention surrounding high-

profile cases,’ said Vidhya 

Balasubramanian, managing 

vice president at Gartner’s 

legal and compliance 

research group. ‘However, 

the majority of people still 

don’t report the misconduct 

they witness, primarily 

because they fear retaliation.’ 

This lack of reporting creates 

big risks and challenges 

for employers of all types, 

Gartner says. 

GBA needs boost 
An expert has called for 

joint efforts to standardise 

and integrate financial 

infrastructure in the 
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Blockchain changes the game
Almost half of c-suite executives in the technology industry 

believe that blockchain is likely to change the way they do 

business in the next three years. According to respondents 

to KPMG’s seventh Technology Industry Innovation Survey, 

the top benefits will be improved business efficiencies (23%), 

product and/or service differentiation (12%), cost reductions 

(9%) and new business insights (9%).

Likelihood that blockchain will change the way your company 
does business in the next three years

Percentages do not sum to 100% 
due to rounding.

Very likely 

48%
27%

24%

Very likely/ 
Likely

Not likely/ 
Not at all likely

Neutral

Guangdong-Hong Kong-

Macau Greater Bay Area 

(GBA). Wen Jiandong, a 

professor at the University of 

International Business and 

Economics, says banks in the 

GBA can further leverage 

the role of inter-bank foreign 

currency clearing system 

in the future. According to 

China Daily, Wen said that 

more channels should be set 

up to support crossborder 

capital circulation. 

Social policy lacking 
Despite living in the most 

advanced countries in the 

world, falling ill and not 

being able to make ends 

meet are top concerns 

among people on low 

incomes and in countries that 

were hit hard by the financial 

crisis. Results from the OECD 

Risks that Matter survey, 

which reveal a dissatisfaction 

with current social policy 

among respondents in 21 

countries, should be a ‘wake-

up call for policy-makers’, 

says OECD secretary-general 

Angel Gurría. ‘OECD 

countries have some of 

the most advanced and 

generous social protection 

systems in the world. They 

spend, on average, more 

than one-fifth of their GDP 

on social policies,’ he said. 

‘Yet, too many people feel 

they cannot count fully on 

their government when they 

need help.’ 

Growth hopes 
Chinese executives feeling 

positive about their 

company’s growth prospects 

may be downplaying 

fears, to maintain stability 

and confidence, as a way 

of cushioning the direct 

impact of the trade dispute, 

according to PwC’s 22nd 

Annual Global CEO Survey 
China Report. The latest 

survey found that 35% of 

mainland Chinese business 

leaders felt ‘very confident’ 

in their company’s prospects 

for revenue growth over 

the next 12 months, while 

47% expressed confidence 

in their company’s growth 

prospects over the next 

three years. 

Hong Kong is top 
Hong Kong has emerged 

as the top international 

financial centre for global 

corporate services, with 

the British Virgin Islands 

and the UK tying in second 

place, followed by the 

US and Singapore. Hong 

Kong-based Vistra, a global 

trust, fund administration 

and corporate services 

provider, which conducted 

the research, says that, 

globally, there has been 

an increase in demand for 

transparency due to the 

negative publicity towards 

offshore centres. ‘We 

found there is a continuing 

trend towards onshore and 

mid-shore jurisdictions, 

with the top five dominated 

by international financial 

centres (IFCs) either in or 

close to the world’s  

 political centres,’ said 

Jonathon Clifton, regional 

managing director, Asia & 

Middle East, Vistra. 

Improved supply 
South-East Asian nations 

beat expectations in 

the latest DHL Global 

Connectedness Index, 

which also shows that 

globalisation has hit 

a new record high. Of 

the five countries to 

exceed expectations in 

international flows by the 

widest margin, four come 

from Asia: Cambodia, 

Malaysia, Singapore and 

Vietnam. DHL says the 

results reflect improved 

supply chain networks within 

the region and ASEAN 

policy initiatives promoting 

economic integration. 

Innovation hailed 
EY has been recognised 

as a leader in global 

digital transformation by 

independent research firm 

Forrester Research. The 

report assessed global 

consultancies, technology 

integrators and digital 

agencies for their abilities 

to help CIOs select the 

right provider for their 

digital transformation 

initiatives. It found that EY 

‘stands out as a business 

innovator’, with innovation 

related to customer 

outcomes as core to the 

transformation approach. 

Read more about EY 

innovation on page 22. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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CVi

2013 
Chief financial officer 

Australia, Omnicom Media 

Group

2009 
Chief financial officer TNS 

Oceania region, WPP

2005 
Chief financial officer, 

Initiative Australia 

2004 
Head of finance, Sanity, 

Virgin & HMV

2001 
Group financial controller, 

AEP Networks 

1995 
Accountant, Arnotts Ireland

1995 
Completed ACCA 

Qualification at Dublin 

Institute of Technology

Route to success
Hugh Murnane FCCA describes how his training has enabled him to move 
from Ireland to Australia, latterly becoming CFO of Omnicom Media Group 

When he left Dublin on a 
gap year, with the urge to 
‘follow the sun’, then-junior 

accountant Hugh Murnane had two 
passports in his possession.

One was the kind that enables 

international travel; the other was his 

ticket to funding the journey – an ACCA 

Qualification, which Murnane believed gave 

him the professional credibility to get work 

in any major city. 

Most backpackers landing in Australia 

take casual jobs in pubs and the like, and 

while that ‘would have been appealing’, 

the now 46-year-old Murnane recounts, it 

didn’t pay much. However, a few months 

of professional contract roles in Sydney 

and Melbourne fuelled his Ford Falcon, 

financed the road trip, and would eventually 

bring him back to Australia where Murnane, 

FCCA, family man and resident of Sydney’s 

prime eastern beaches, is now chief financial 

officer Australia at Omnicom Media Group 

(OMG), a circa AU$2bn operation.

Murnane has always had an eye for 

business. Upon leaving school, he’d been 

undecided about whether to pursue 

a business degree or an accounting 

qualification. The scales were tipped in 

accounting’s favour when he was advised 

that to fulfill his ambition he would need ‘an 

accounting qualification as an end game’.

‘My older brother, who is also an 

accountant and FCCA, told me he felt it would open doors in 

business. Every big company needs a CFO,’ he reasoned.

So Murnane chose ‘the more efficient route’ – ACCA, a career 

passport which was portable and respected around the world.

After qualifying at Dublin Institute of Technology, Murnane 

worked first as an accountant at Arnotts, Ireland’s department 

store institution. Later, after returning from Australia, he 

built up the finance function for IT startup AEP Networks, an 

encryption specialist, from scratch. 

But the climate didn’t suit Josette, his 

French-born then-girlfriend (now wife), 

whom he’d met while travelling, and they 

had always planned to move somewhere 

warmer. After a couple of years they settled 

back in Sydney.

There Murnane’s career blossomed, from 

head of finance at music giant Sanity, Virgin 

& HMV to CFO at Initiative Australia, a 

AU$300m media buying business, and then 

CFO for Oceania region at TNS, part of 

British multinational media company WPP, 

before moving to his present role at OMG.

OMG manages all the media agencies 

within global parent Omnicom Group, a 

diverse group with nine different businesses 

under its umbrella, each with its own 

executive team and individual CEO. 

Murnane sits at the top of the financial 

food chain, overseeing a team of 57 in 

finance and 13 in IT responsible for the 

management of millions of invoices a year.

On a typical day, his role is split 

60/40 between finance and commercial 

operations. Commercial involves anything 

from being a sounding board for all 

business decisions, including hiring of 

staff, potential acquisitions, new business 

opportunities and bringing a financial voice 

to the OMG Australia management team 

and the OMG board of directors. ‘Both 

areas can require quite different skillsets 

but operational outputs feed directly into 

commercial decision making,’ Murnane said.

With about 750 people in the company as a whole, the 

finance function is ‘heavily weighted’ compared to other 

businesses, he says. But there’s a lot at stake. Clients rely on 

OMG to advise on and implement their marketing strategy 

and spend. And with AU$2bn in advertising billing passing 

through its books annually, which the company needs to 

recoup from its clients before passing on to the vendor, ‘you 

can’t afford to get it wrong,’ says Murnane.
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‘As a CFO, the onus 
of professional 
development is 

on you. If you 
sit still, you are 
at risk of being 
commoditised’
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It can be a complex dance. Until the client pays for their 

advertising, or if they default, OMG is liable as the media 

buyer – despite making no margin. ‘We also must pay our 

suppliers on time in order to get the discount which we have 

already passed on to our client,’ Murnane explains.

Getting it right is reliant upon three key fundamentals: 

processes, people and systems, all of which have been 

restructured during Murnane’s time at OMG.

‘We have robust, transparent systems in place where 

we measure everything, including giving daily reports 

on cash, debtors and creditors,’ says Murnane. So if any 

potential issues are flagged, they’re identified and worked 

through early on. 

Media is a fast-paced and competitive business. Like the 

accounting profession itself, it’s also an industry in disruption. 

Advertising spots can change at a moment’s notice and 

clients might change their minds quite late in the day. 

Furthermore, it’s OMG’s job, as the advisor, to demonstrate 

bang for buck. 

With traditional media, Murnane explains, it can be hard to 

quantify, for example, how many people have taken notice of a 

particular billboard. With online content, website optimisation 

provides the evidence not only of who clicks and when, 

but how long they stay there. Reflecting this trend, he says, 

Google and Facebook came from nowhere 10 years ago to 

become two of the group’s biggest suppliers now. 
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The company’s accounting processes have also been 

streamlined, and the automation of some tasks has seen 

jobs growth in the fi nance team outpaced by other sectors of 

the business. 

But business itself is constantly changing and if you want to 

be in fi nance, you have to keep evolving, Murnane says. This 

also applies to the CFO’s role. As well as citing ‘being curious’ 

as a top professional trait for a successful CFO, he sees the 

ability to communicate as essential, both in the C-suite – a 

hotbed of curiosity – and right down the line.

‘Data digitalisation is the big thing in fi nance at the moment 

– you need to be able to give them the numbers in a user-

friendly fashion, and not just static numbers, but something 

they can drill into, go below the headline and see what’s 

making it up.’ Using this technology, he explains, ‘every 

OMG manager would have a dashboard to get analysis of a 

client’s revenue line, (and could) compare it to fi gures from 

last year, or the previous month, or 

to the budget’. 

This tests every part of a CFO’s 

technical knowledge, and in 

that role, he adds, the onus of 

professional development is on 

you: ‘If you sit still, you are at risk of 

being commoditised.’

To keep on top of his own game, 

Murnane attends ACCA events 

wherever possible, and actively 

networks with peers to share 

knowledge and experiences. In 2016, 

he completed the company directors 

course run by the Australian Institute 

of Company Directors.

When he fi rst came to Sydney in 2003, ACCA had a low 

profi le in Australia. ‘It’s been a pleasure to see how it’s 

developed in that time,’ Murnane says. He believes the 

alliance with CA ANZ (Chartered Accountants Australia and 

New Zealand) is the right way to continue building ACCA’s 

brand recognition in this part of the world.

Outside of work, family occupies much of this father of 

three’s time. The Botany Bay playground of his three Aussie-

born kids is a long way from Murnane’s own childhood home 

in Tipperary, Ireland, but things have panned out well.

‘While I remain proudly Irish and may never support the 

Wallabies (Australia’s national Rugby Union team), I truly love 

Australia and am appreciative of the opportunities and lifestyle 

it offers,’ he said. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

So the company has set up a programmatic division, 

Accuen, which targets ads on the internet to a particular 

demographic and measures the 

outcomes, as well as a consulting 

and technical support division, 

Annalect, to interpret that data 

with clients.

A lot of the group’s peer networks 

and clients have outsourced 

their fi nance function to external 

third party providers. This is a 

strategy that Murnane is cautious 

about engaging in, having seen 

the pitfalls that other businesses 

have encountered. 

‘External providers can’t easily 

explain a query, and this can be 

quite frustrating to stakeholders,’ he 

says. ‘Finance departments need to understand the business, 

and that’s so much easier if they feel part of the business 

locally. People look at offshore outsourcing as a like-for-like 

replacement and that’s never the case.’

Speaking with other CFOs, he hears this view frequently, 

and fi nds that some companies, having tried outsourcing to 

countries such as the Philippines, India and Malaysia ‘have 

pulled up stumps and come back’. 

To compensate for the cost advantage of offshoring 

business functions, you have to add value in other ways, 

Murnane says. ‘One of the best things fi nance can do for any 

company is to enable the business to work effi ciently, and not 

occupy management’s time on day-to-day stuff.’ 

He is a fan of digitisation, however, and is steering 

Omnicom’s fi nance function towards a paperless operation, 

which saves time and money.

Basicsi

Omnicom Media Group is the media services division of 

New York-listed Omnicom Group Inc, a global advertising, 

marketing and corporate communications company with 

more than 5,000 clients in 100 countries, and around 

80,000 employees.

In Australia, OMG manages media agencies OMD, PHD, 

Foundation, m2m, United, Resolution, Accuen, Annalect 

and Omnet.

The group is headquartered in Sydney, with branches in 

Melbourne, Brisbane, and affi liates in Perth and Adelaide.

‘One of the best 
things finance 
can do for any 
company is to 

enable the business 
to work efficiently, 

and not occupy 
management’s time 
on day-to-day stuff’
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It’s interesting to 
note that Keynes 
was a man who 

was unable to 
disengage from 

his own work

What price progress?
Technology is transforming the workplace, but renowned economist John Maynard 
Keynes’s prediction of a five-day weekend is a long way off, says Chris Davis

With the global economy in a state 

of flux, businesses rely on those who 

can anticipate and accommodate their 

needs. So, it stands to reason that 

professional accountants who embrace 

the digital age – and enthusiasm at the 

event was testament to the recognition 

of opportunities offered by technology 

– can expect to see their careers thrive. 

And quite possibly more of their time 

will be freed up, although Hong Kong 

has a reputation as a city that likes to 

keep busy.

It raises the question of what the 

renowned British economist John 

Maynard Keynes might think. In 1928, 

Keynes predicted that by 2028 we 

would work just 15 hours a week and 

that advances in technology would 

create a dilemma of how to occupy 

our time during a five-day weekend. 

It’s interesting to note that Keynes was 

a man who, according to his great-

nephew, was unable to disengage from 

his own work. After the Second World 

War, he embarked on a mission to help 

restore the global economy only to 

suffer from immense stress and lack of 

sleep, dying from working too hard. 

For all its appeal, a short working 

week has little chance of happening any 

time soon as doing business becomes 

more convoluted and complex. But 

technology does have the advantage of 

unshackling accountants from repetitive 

tasks to focus more on higher value 

work. And being digitally savvy in this 

fast-paced world means more relevance 

for accountants in the future. AB

Chris Davis is a freelance journalist who 

writes for business titles in Asia.

While accountants are aware of the 
need to tap into technology’s full 
potential to ensure their careers 
are relevant and to help them drive 
business success for their clients, the 
rapidly expanding digital landscape can, 
at times, be confusing. Digital is one of 
seven skills identified by ACCA as vital 
for the future and to support members 
in expanding their digital capabilities, 
the Hong Kong office held an event 
in March.

The main buzz among the guests 

was around ACCA Hong Kong and 

cloud-based small business platform 

Xero signing a memorandum of 

understanding (MoU) to collaborate 

and equip accounting professionals 

with digital skills in readiness for the 

adoption of next-generation technology. 

The announcement – part of a global 

MoU signed in November at the World 

Congress of Accountants – means that 

ACCA will partner with Xero to offer CPD 

workshops and training programmes 

that will enable members to enhance 

their competitive edge and professional 

mobility while leveraging on technology 

to support and advise SME clients.

Kevin Fitzgerald, Xero’s regional 

director for Asia, pointed out that 

‘tech-enabled accountants make around 

20% more revenue than the industry 

average, doubling in total advisory 

revenue, while the cost to serve a single 

business client is around 80 hours less’. 

Jane Cheng, head of ACCA Hong Kong, 

added that ‘the rise of technology is 

revolutionising the accountancy sector, 

and the ever-changing business world 

needs strategic forward-thinkers more 

than ever’.
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We have learnt, 
sometimes the 
hard way, that 

development 
is not really 

development if it 
spawns threats to 

future generations

Time to roar again?
As Malaysia aspires to restore its former status as an Asian Tiger, the country must first 
learn how to navigate a challenging global landscape, says Errol Oh

that much of mankind’s progress has 

come at a price. Climate change, 

overexploitation of natural resources, 

environmental degradation, inequality, 

poverty and terrorism are among the 

problems that nobody can ignore. 

We have learnt, sometimes the hard 

way, that development is not really 

development if it spawns threats to 

future generations.

A turning point came in September 

2015 when all 193 member states of 

the United Nations adopted the 2030 

Agenda for Sustainable Development. 

However, converting words and 

good intentions into actions can be 

challenging. Many Malaysians are 

shocked when told that our country 

is a top destination for the world’s 

plastic waste. There was horror when 

fumes from toxic chemicals dumped 

into a river in the state of Johor caused 

thousands of people to fall ill. Illegal 

logging and land clearing are persistent 

headaches that trigger disasters from 

time to time.

And speaking of tigers, in March, the 

government revealed that the ongoing 

National Tiger Survey so far has shown 

that the Malayan tiger population is so 

small and endangered that it may be 

wiped out within five to 10 years.

Our economy may well be ready to 

roar again as an Asian Tiger. But if we 

fail to protect the Malayan tiger, which 

features prominently in Malaysia’s 

coat of arms, what kind of legacy 

are we leaving for our children and 

their children? AB

Errol Oh is executive content officer of 

The Star.

Tigers are prowling the corridors of the 
Malaysian mind. It began a few months 
after the May 2018 general election, 
which resulted in the Pakatan Harapan 
coalition, led by former prime minister 
Tun Dr Mahathir Mohamad, ending 
Barisan Nasional’s six-decade grip on 
the federal government.

Now that he is the PM again, Dr 

Mahathir often talks about Malaysia’s 

former status as an Asian Tiger, 

although some may argue that Malaysia 

was more a tiger cub economy than 

a peer of Hong Kong, Singapore, 

South Korea and Taiwan. He is 

convinced that the country can get 

back into the groove of high growth 

and rapid industrialisation.

This desire has been translated into 

economic policy. In his Budget 2019 

speech last November, Finance Minister 

Lim Guan Eng said the key strategies 

are designed to ‘map out a path to 

restore the Malaysian economy as an 

Asian Tiger.’

This notion that Malaysia is poised 

to regain its striped splendour has 

become something of a national clarion 

call. But a lot has changed since the 

Tiger economies – adults and cubs 

alike – were ensnared in the 1997 Asian 

financial crisis. Regulatory reforms and 

the tightening of corporate governance 

have reshaped how business is 

conducted. The pace of the digital 

revolution is only quickening, making 

disruption an everyday affair. In many 

ways, politics and international affairs 

today have little resemblance to what 

they were two decades ago.

But arguably the biggest shift was 

the global awakening to the fact 
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Turnaround ahead
Asia’s trade-dependent economies have been feeling the brunt of the slowing world 
economy but that should change by the middle of this year, says Manu Bhaskaran

recovered while bond yields have fallen, 

providing much easier conditions for 

companies to raise funds. 

A US-China trade deal could lend 

even more support to the global 

recovery. Sure, getting to a deal will 

not be easy as each side pushes the 

other for concessions. With the Chinese 

economy steadying, its negotiators 

feel less compelled to concede to US 

demands – for example, on issues such 

as the enforcement mechanisms and 

e-commerce. Although progress has 

slowed, negotiations were continuing as 

we went to press.

Nevertheless, both sides have 

considerable incentives to settle on 

a deal. While the Chinese are more 

confident about their economy, they 

also know that its recovery remains 

fragile. On the US part, President 

Donald Trump would relish a trade deal 

which showed that his tough approach 

to trade was working. 

A major reason why the world 

economy slowed so much in early 

2019 was that global businesses have 

been rattled by the sudden loss of 

momentum in the US economy, the 

downturn in China, tightening monetary 

conditions and the risk of a trade war. If 

these key areas do show improvement, 

business confidence should improve. 

That should spur more spending 

and hiring by companies all over the 

world and thus turn around the global 

economy. If that materialises, the 

export-led economies of Asia should 

benefit hugely. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO of Centennial 

Asia Advisors in Singapore.

As US economic activity decelerated 
sharply to below 1% this quarter after 
growing above 2% for several months, 
demand for Asian exports followed 
suit. Nevertheless, there are signs that 
the economy will gather momentum in 
the next few months. 

The Conference Board lead indicator 

for the US economy has edged up 

recently while the American consumer 

remains inclined to step up spending, 

judging by the bounce in the University 

of Michigan Index of Consumer 

Sentiment in February and the 

improvement in retail sales. 

But for Asia’s factories, it is US capital 

spending that is the most critical factor 

– and there are glimmers of hope here. 

Small businesses are showing growing 

confidence again while their intentions 

to increase capital spending have been 

inching up in recent months.

At the same time, China’s leaders 

have been pulling out all the stops to 

reignite growth. They have encouraged 

banks to extend credit, especially to 

the private sector, and reversed their 

previous policy of discouraging shadow 

banking firms. In addition, taxes have 

been cut and local governments are 

being encouraged to ramp up spending 

on infrastructure projects. 

Financial conditions are easing, too. 

Both the US Federal Reserve Bank and 

the European Central Bank (ECB) have 

signalled that their monetary operations 

will be more supportive of demand than 

originally planned. The Fed has reversed 

course on its plans to raise interest rates 

while the ECB will continue to support 

liquidity for longer than planned. 

Consequently, equity prices have 

With the Chinese 
economy steadying, 

its negotiators feel 
less compelled 

to concede to 
US demands
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Three keys to success
ACCA president Robert Stenhouse shares three truths about shaping the future in a 
time of change, which resounded around the recent ACCA UK members’ conference

On the theme of curiosity and bite-

size learning, an excellent place to 

start is our latest professional insights 

research. In this edition of AB, we 

highlight the new ACCA report Machine 
learning: more science than fiction 
(see page 36) – an accessible, practical 

introduction to the basics of artificial 

intelligence and how it is being adopted 

in the accountancy profession. 

Keeping these three themes in mind 

will help finance professionals shape the 

future and unlock their own potential. AB

Robert Stenhouse is a director, national 

accounting and audit, at Deloitte UK.

The theme of the ACCA UK members’ 
conference in March was ‘Shaping the 
future – unlocking your organisation’s 
potential’. The fantastic speakers and 
panellists – mostly ACCA members – 
provided real-life examples and insights 
about how they were coping with 
change and leading transformation.

To me, three messages came across 

loud and clear from the day. I believe 

they are fundamental to the developing 

role of the finance professional and 

therefore to ACCA’s strategy.

First, we are operating during a time 

of economic uncertainty, not only in the 

UK with Brexit, but also with the slowing 

of growth globally. However, individual 

businesses transform themselves 

successfully when they have a true focus 

on what their customers want and will 

want. This requires them to be open to 

feedback, to be agile and to embrace 

change. Such focus gives confidence to 

invest in times of uncertainty.

The next takeaway is that successful 

change is not achieved at any cost. 

It must take account of the stress it 

puts on society and those undergoing 

the change. Wider considerations of 

sustainability, by reference to the United 

Nations Sustainability Development 

Goals, and consideration of employee 

mental health and wellbeing are key 

constituents of successful change plans. 

Finally, in times of change, learning 

fuelled by curiosity helps us all 

stay relevant. One of the speakers 

encouraged everyone to set aside five 

minutes a day to search the internet and 

look at articles and videos on subjects 

that interested them. To see the 

potential in new ideas, we need a base 

level of understanding of new concepts 

in the world around us.

Successful change 
is not achieved at 
any cost. It must 

take account of the 
stress it puts on 

society and those 
undergoing change
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Falling behind
Chinese companies have resorted to 

using longer payment terms to sustain 

business levels, with the average 

increasing to 86 days in 2018, up from 

76 days in 2017, according to Coface. 

Research from the credit insurer 

finds that terms are longest for the 

automotive and transportation sectors, 

followed by construction and energy. 

Payment delays also increased, with 40% 

of companies reporting an increase in 

2018 (compared with 29% in 2017). More 

worryingly, says Coface, the proportion 

of respondents experiencing delays of 

more than 180 days that exceeded 2% 

of their annual turnover increased to 

55% in 2018 – up from 47% in 2017. 

Having it all
Luxury flexible working space is on the 

rise in Asia Pacific. Jaelle Ang, co-

founder and CEO of The Great Room, 

which launched in 2016 and now has 

five locations in Singapore, Hong Kong 

and Bangkok, told Singapore Business 
Review that many businesses ‘want it 

all’. She noted that ‘key Asian financial 

centres like Singapore and Hong 

Kong, the premium segment we are 

in, [represent] the largest opportunity, 

fastest growing... [with] the highest 

margins within flexible working’.

The view from
Peter Anderton FCCA, product manager, homes.co.nz, 
on how technology is transforming accountancy

A few years back I worked 
for Xero, when the business 
was still in its infancy and 
we barely had credit note 
functionality. It’s been 

amazing – and a little scary 

– to go from someone who 

enjoyed keying in purchase 

invoices on a green screen to where we 

are today, with cloud computing tools 

that can scan and read invoices for you.  

There’s been such an advance in 
software and other tools in the last 
decade that I can’t imagine what 
accounting will look like in another 
10 years. If I had to predict, I’d say we 

will be talking to a Siri-like interface 

to understand our business’s financial 

position, and financial institutions will 

play a bigger part in record-keeping.

My biggest career achievement has 
been qualifying with ACCA. It wasn’t an 

easy ride but I’m happy I stuck with it. 

I had the pleasure of being voted onto 

the ACCA Australia and New Zealand 
member panel committee, and I got 

to know some very talented individuals 

who are doing a great job of increasing 

member engagement in the region.

I’ve always been fascinated by two 
things: money and property. I guess 

that makes me quite materialistic! I’d 

like to combine those interests and one 

day develop properties full time. I went 

through high school thinking I would 

become a talented architect building 

mansions for the rich and famous. I’m 

still not sure why I chose accounting, but 

accounting certainly chose me. AB

If I had to predict, 
I’d say in 10 

years we will be 
talking to a Siri-

like interface 
to understand 
our business’s 

financial position

We started out as a 
property valuation website 
and have grown to include 
property listings and 
rentals, as well as a sales 
history of all residential 
property in New Zealand. 
My role is quite varied 

and I’m happiest when working with 

designers and talking to users about 

new ideas and features. A big part of my 

role is helping developers to translate 

those designs into working code. We 

use agile methods to control the flow of 

ideas from concept to reality. Once the 

feature or change has been released to 

the website, that’s when you can start 

to measure the impact it has had and 

adjust accordingly.

Technology has completely changed 
my career path. My previous role was a 

scrum master – a facilitator for an agile 

development team – for one of New 

Zealand’s biggest banks. Twenty years 

ago, when I started studying ACCA, 

I wouldn’t have believed such a role 

would exist. 

31% 
of adults have sufficient problem-solving 
skills to succeed in a digital world.
Source: OECD
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A new way of thinking
EY wavespace is the Big Four firm’s global growth and innovation network, bringing 

together digital communities to help organisations explore operating models and 

emerging technologies that can transform their businesses.

The network consists of flagship centres located across the globe, with 

varying focuses on specific disruptive growth strategies and technologies 

impacting industries. All locations feature a shared methodology and platform 

that combines EY’s experience in areas including disruptive technologies 

such as artificial intelligence, robotics process automation, blockchain, data 

analytics, digital, customer experience and cybersecurity, as well as the firm’s 

regulatory experience.

Catching the next wave
Launched last October, wavespace Singapore is part of EY’s global network of centres 
aimed at helping clients to harness the power of emerging technologies

have revolved around the topic of 

intelligent automation.’

The real beauty of the wavespace 

network is that clients are not limited to 

the expertise of their regional or local 

office. While each centre may have 

a focus area that they can go deep 

into, such as intelligent automation 

in Singapore or analytics in Sydney, 

clients have access to assets that are 

being produced across the globe. ‘We 

now have a catalogue of thousands 

of different demonstrations of 

different tools that we can leverage to 

support conversations with the clients,’ 

Rees says. 

Ambiguous questions
Nevertheless, Rees is quick to add 

that due to the nature of emerging 

technologies, these focus areas were 

expected to change over time. In fact, 

he says that some of the best challenges 

that are suited to a platform like 

wavespace are those with ambiguous 

questions that have no clear answer at 

the onset.

Rees shares a recent example of a real 

estate company that approached EY 

with a mandate from its board to adopt 

digital but without knowing where to 

start. ‘That’s a fantastic question for us 

because we can bring sector expertise 

around that specific industry as well as 

business strategists, technologists and 

designers to help them work through 

that,’ Rees says.

At the other end of the spectrum, 

however, Rees says that wavespace 

can also support clients who have 

specific issues, by helping them 

go from ‘concept to code’ in a 

As the challenges facing businesses 
become increasingly complex in an age 
of technologial disruption, traditional 
consulting models are rapidly 
becoming obsolete. Step forward EY 
wavespace™, the Big Four firm’s global 
growth and innovation network.

Launched in October 2018, EY 

wavespace in Singapore is one 

of six centres in the Asia-Pacific 

region and the first such facility to be 

established in an ASEAN country.  

‘Singapore is one of the six centres 

that we’ve launched in Asia Pacific 

within the last quarter of 2018,’ says 

Jonathan Rees, the digital leader for 

EY’s advisory business across ASEAN. 

‘It was a response to companies trying 

to get to grips with all the uncertainty 

in the world, whether that’s around 

massive technology change or 

geopolitical or economic uncertainty.’

The idea behind wavespace is, 

Rees says, ‘to create an environment 

where we are able to bring the best of 

EY to collaborate with our clients around 

the really tricky problems of innovation 

and growth.’

‘Just putting digital 
in a specific corner 

of advisory really 
wouldn’t address 

the fact that we 
have to look at it 

from every angle’

While all of the wavespace centres 

share a similar methodology, individually 

they focus on specific growth strategies 

and technologies that are relevant to 

the region. In Singapore, for example, 

intelligent automation is a current topic 

that is resonating strongly with clients 

from across all sectors. 

‘We are seeing a lot of demand from 

clients, from basic robotic process 

automation all the way through to more 

cognitive solutions, such as machine-

learning blockchain and artificial 

intelligence,’ Rees says. ‘We’ve had 

over 100 client events, many of which 
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Experience by design
Everything in the design of wavespace centres has 

been customised to facilitate effective and deep 

collaboration. Features of the Singapore centre include a 

showcase zone, workshop areas, a design studio, an incubator 

and a lab.

At the centre is the showcase zone, where large 

audiences can come together to set the agenda of the 

day or to watch technology demonstrations. Furniture 

is modular, to enable the creation of breakout areas or 

even just to physically reorientate participants to get a 

new perspective. As Rees explains, ‘Just changing where 

you face can make a significant difference to the way  

you think.’

The other key feature of wavespace is the workshop areas, 

which have been designed specifically for collaborative 

discussions, with floor-to-ceiling whiteboards and specialised 

software to allow for conversations to be captured and 

replayed quickly to clients. ‘It’s about using technology to 

bring people together to have discussions and to capture the 

insights and conversations seamlessly from analogue to digital 

formats,’ says Rees.

Other spaces include a lab where clients can work for 

extended periods of time, an incubator to house start-ups 

and a design studio where up to 20 coders and other creative 

staff work together to create solutions surrounding service 

design, user experience, user interfaces, rapid prototyping 

and more.

To help turn all of these facilities into one coherent 

experience, wavespace Singapore employs a dedicated 

team of six to ensure that from the moment a client walks in 

through to the time they leave, their experience is designed 

and deliberate. ‘Their job is to think about how we want to 

get to an outcome, and to design the type of journey that 

clients go through,’ says Rees.
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More information

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

chatbot and a smart facilities 

management bin. This is how we bring 

technology to life for our clients and 

also debunk some of the myths around 

the complexity of delivery of some of 

the technology.’

Fully integrated
One of EY’s key philosophies for 

managing emerging technologies 

is that it is an all-of-business issue. 

Accordingly, EY wavespace has 

been designed to be integrated into 

all of the different service lines, rather 

than as a separate digital business.

‘We believe that the impact of digital 

technology on a business could result 

in significant tax implications, or could 

require advice around the legal and 

regulatory environment, or could face 

cybersecurity concerns,’ Rees says. ‘So 

just putting digital in a specific corner 

of advisory really wouldn’t address 

the fact that we have to look at it from 

every angle.’

In terms of keeping wavespace at 

the cutting edge, Rees recognises that 

while it is almost impossible to keep up 

with every single form of technology, 

there are nevertheless some core skills 

such as user experience design that 

remain relevant across them all. 

‘I think the ability to think about 

the user experience is a skill set that 

fraction of the time it would have 

previously taken with traditional 

work processes.

Rees describes a case where 

they placed a team of designers 

and coders in discussions about 

strategic challenges relating to the 

client’s company, before returning 

to the design lab to start building 

tangible assets. 

‘By the end of two days, we had 

four proof of concepts that the 

client could take away to their 

executive team for endorsement,’ 

Rees explains. ‘We had also built 

a mock-up customer portal, a 

is relevant for content management 

systems, blockchain and artificial 

intelligence,’ he says.

Furthermore, as an advocate 

for continual learning, wavespace 

conducts weekly ‘lunch-and-learn’ 

sessions centred around emergent 

technology and other specific 

functional areas.

Passionate about tech
One of the most crucial factors for 

success is, says Rees, having staff that 

are passionate about tech. ‘I don’t think 

you would enjoy a career working in 

wavespace or around emerging tech 

and digital unless it’s something you’re 

passionate about to begin with,’ he 

says. ‘We are fortunate that we have 

talented young team members who live 

and breathe digital, particularly in this 

emerging tech arena.’

Wavespace Singapore has already 

started to host a number of companies 

from Malaysia and Vietnam, indicating 

signs of interest in the region. For the 

time being, however, he is carefully 

studying the learnings from Singapore 

to think about where and how further 

investments and expansions can be 

made to the wavespace network.

‘We need to look at whether we 

produce more flagship centres like 

this which have a full capability, or 

whether we do a smaller scale version 

in smaller markets,’ he says. ‘It’s a 

significant investment, so you need to 

make sure that there’s enough demand 

in the market to warrant it. This was a 

great place to start, but no doubt we’ll 

expand beyond Singapore in the next 

few years.’ AB

Rufus Tan, journalist

‘The ability to 
think about the 

user experience is 
relevant for content 

management 
systems, blockchain 

and artificial 
intelligence’
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Shared journey
Future investment in technology will mean the CFO and CIO will be working closely 
together. But have the heads of the two functions got what it takes to collaborate?

CFOs and CIOs haven’t always seen 
eye to eye. Typically, one held the 
reins of budget expenditure, while 
the other was champing at the bit to 
invest in new technology. Today, in 
the progressive C-suite, the finance 
and technology leaders are partners in 
business who have each other’s backs.

The crossover between traditional 

roles has given rise to what Grant 

Thornton calls ‘the hybrid CFO’: one who 

understands both regulatory and financial 

complexities, as well as technology, 

including cloud-enabled enterprise 

resource planning and data analytics.

According to Srikant Sastry, national 

managing principal, advisory services, 

at Grant Thornton in the US, this will be 

key to gaining competitive advantage 

in business. 

‘So far, investment strategies for digital 

transformation have been influenced 

by the desire to improve operational 

performance and reduce costs,’ he says. 

‘Future investment strategies will zoom 

in on more strategic opportunities, such 

as improving customer experience, 

competitive differentiation, or new 

products and innovation. And this is the 

stage that will feature more and more 

opportunities for CFO/CIO collaboration 

to contribute to overall firm strategy.’

Opportunities for value creation may 

be missed if two key roles continue to 

function in silos, Sastry says. 

‘In addition to their primary role, 

today’s CFO really needs more of 

a technical orientation in order to 

be effective in the organisation,’ he 

says. ‘They can’t be accountable for 

investments in technology if they don’t 

understand it.’
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believes expenditure on technology is a 

must for a company so heavily invested 

in the guest experience. 

Ocean Park has welcomed more than 

140 million guests since its inception 

in 1977, and most new projects have 

involved IT from the outset, Chan says. 

Of these, the majority revolve around 

the guest experience. For example, 

website upgrades enable guests to plan 

their visit more easily and buy tickets 

that are redeemable via a QR code. 

Free WiFi helps guests to navigate the 

park via an app-based virtual guided 

tour and an eScheduler. 

‘People can be assigned a time to 

enter attractions or rides, avoiding a 

queue,’ Chan explains. ‘Our guests find 

this very convenient.’

The mobile app also allows 

management to push promotional 

coupons for restaurant and retail outlets 

within Ocean Park. ‘Before, people 

seldom redeemed hard-copy coupons,’ 

Chan says. ‘In this case, technology has 

presented a new revenue opportunity.’

Information gathered from a self-

developed guest-flow management 

tool facilitates operational efficiencies 

by allowing the park’s management 

to make informed decisions on crowd 

control, manpower allocation and 

adjustments to ride operations.

Chan believes that treating IT as a 

Asia at the forefront
Niels Boudeling, transition manager, 

CFO strategy, at Dutch bank Rabobank, 

sees Asia at the forefront of this trend.

‘Consumer pressure in Asian countries 

forces CFOs and CIOs to join hands, 

offering clients easy and cheap access 

to a growing range of services,’ he says. 

‘With technology as the enabler of 

strategy, the balance of power between 

the CIO and CFO is in my experience 

more balanced in Asia than in Europe, 

where the CFO often occupies the 

company’s number-two position.’

However, Boudeling sees ‘inherent 

challenges’ ahead.

‘Caught in a triangle between 

accomplishing the digitisation ambitions 

for the CFO domain, investing in the 

company’s overall digital strategy and 

safeguarding profitability, the CFO has 

not only conflicting interests but also 

different interests from the CIO,’ he says. 

‘And that’s not all. The ever-increasing 

pace of changes in the business 

environment makes it difficult for the 

CFO to be consistent in setting priorities, 

which creates further challenges for the 

crossover of CFO and CIO roles.’ 

But there is good news, too. In 

their quest to add value, CFOs are 

looking to create actionable insights 

in business opportunities and threats. 

Says Boudeling: ‘These insights 

cannot be derived from the traditional 

budget versus actual versus last year 

comparison. Innovative CFOs are 

looking for insights from granular data, 

often originated outside the finance 

domain. Therefore, cooperation 

between finance and other departments 

is becoming increasingly important. 

‘When the CFO is chosen to be the 

guardian of data quality, this interaction 

becomes even more vital.’

At Hong Kong’s Ocean Park, CFO/

CIO collaboration has quantifiable 

results. Ysanne Chan, CFO and 

corporate secretary at the theme park, 

business partner rather than a cost is 

a business imperative in today’s world. 

‘When the CFO and CIO are still walking 

in parallel, instead of joining together 

towards the destination, they may not 

see the operational efficiencies that 

investment in technology can bring,’ 

she says.  

Close collaboration
Meanwhile, at the Asia Pacific division 

of Four Seasons Hotels & Resorts, 

finance chief Ooi Ling Hon has enjoyed 

a collaborative working arrangement 

with her IT counterpart for more than 

15 years.

Having majored in accounting and 

computer science, Hon brought an 

understanding of both functions to 

her role as the group’s vice president, 

operations finance, Asia Pacific, but says 

that as the roles of each have evolved, 

collaboration has strengthened.

‘The world has changed a lot,’ she 

says. In the whirlpool of compliance, 

governance, cybersecurity, artificial 

intelligence application and business 

intelligence tools that is the business 

environment of today, ‘all these require 

a close collaboration between the CIO 

and CFO.’ 

‘Advance technology with the latest 

“frills” and cyber risk protection requires 

significant capital investment,’ she 

points out. ‘So the better the CIO and 

CFO work together to get this vision 

across to the board of directors, the 

easier it is to secure funding support.’

Recent collaborative projects at Four 

Seasons have included the launch 

of a mobile app with chat function 

and investment in the latest revenue 

management optimisation tool. 

‘We believe these projects have a 

positive return on investment to the 

business,’ Hon says. This is measured 

mainly by the satisfaction rate and 

repeat business among guests who have 

downloaded the app.

‘Consumer pressure 
in Asian countries 

forces CFOs and 
CIOs to join hands, 

offering clients easy 
and cheap access 

to a growing range 
of services’
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Forging new alliances
Research suggests that the crossover of CFO and CIO roles will see new alliances 

forged in the C-suite. As Srikant Sastry, national managing principal, advisory 

services, Grant Thornton, explains, ‘CFOs and CIOs need to lock arms for growth 

and competitive advantage.’ Such partnerships will require current and future CFOs 

to be technology-savvy and attuned to using digital data, he adds.

In Grant Thornton’s latest research, 21% of respondent CFOs said they own 

digital transformation in their enterprise, 66% expect to manage substantially more 

technology this year, while 69% will invest more in digital transformation.

Troubling, though, is the difficulty in quantifying return on investment (ROI). Of the 

CFOs surveyed, 41% revealed that they did not have good financial metrics for IT ROI.

A shift from a projects to platforms 

approach has enabled both functions 

to have joint ownership and consistent 

prioritisation across new initiatives, 

Chan adds.

‘Collaboration across the teams 

enables intervention early in processes, 

while regular platform meetings 

involving our technology partners allow 

finance a holistic review of technology 

initiatives and system architecture 

to support the finance digitisation 

strategy,’ she says.

As a result, finance has successfully 

leveraged emerging technologies 

for developing innovative solutions 

and experiences for stakeholders. 

Operational speed and efficiency is 

increased, and using data analytics 

for decision-making enables a timely 

response to market changes.

However, a big part of embarking 

on digital transformation ‘is 

accepting that we do not have all 

the answers’, Chan says. ‘New skill 

sets are required, including analytical 

thinking and innovation, leadership 

in managing in the digital age, 

complex problem-solving and social 

influence. It is a learning journey and 

one that finance does not need to 

tread alone. 

‘The partnership with technology and 

other partners within the organisation 

helps to achieve an exponential impact 

for both the staff in their learning 

experience, and for the organisation in 

achieving impactful and joyful customer 

solutions,’ Chan says.

‘When the CFO is chosen to be the 

guardian of data quality, this interaction 

becomes even more vital.’ AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

Jason Li, APAC finance director at 

Lumileds, a global lighting company 

specialising in automotive, mobile 

and internet of things illumination, 

believes a CFO who has a solid 

understanding of technologies ‘could 

be the catalyst for change’ in the era of 

digital transformation.

Li previously worked at technology 

giant IBM, where he worked across the 

Americas, China and Asia Pacific.

‘I’ve seen this whole amazing journey 

of technology impacting the business 

in general,’ he says – including, in 

Li’s view, ‘what can happen if a 

business is not agile enough 

when it comes to technology’.

IBM, Li points out, is a 

market leader in many 

areas – hardware, 

software and services. 

‘In the past, people 

would go to one 

company – IBM – 

for a one-stop 

solution but 

now they will 

purchase IT 

from different 

vendors,’ he says. 

‘It’s easy to integrate 

because everything now 

is cloud-based. And it’s 

services on demand: you only 

pay for what you use.’

IBM is still ‘a very solid company’, Li 

says. But by not transforming at the 

same pace as the market and industry, 

IBM recorded 22 quarters of declining 

revenues – a slide that was only arrested 

in Q4 2017 after heavy investment in 

new businesses like cloud computing, 

data analytics and artificial intelligence. 

Pain point
Indeed, complex legacy systems can 

be a roadblock to companies’ digital 

advancement. Jacqueline Chan, 

managing director and CFO of DBS 

Bank Hong Kong, describes this as 

‘a pain point’ experienced by the 

finance function in the necessary 

implementation of the bank’s 

digitisation strategy. 

Yet adopt companies 

must. DBS’s finance 

digitisation 

strategy has, 

Chan explains, 

a three-level 

focus. The first 

priority is to shorten 

the record-to-report 

cycle, before improving 

measurement and response 

times and, finally, building 

capabilities within finance 

to enable better planning 

and financial prediction 

through insightful analysis.

More information

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

Family-friendly
PKF Hong Kong’s efforts to be a 

family-friendly workplace have been 

recognised by the Home Affairs 

Bureau and the Family Council. 

Included in the honours is an award 

for breastfeeding support. PKF 

Hong Kong says it believes that 

providing a favourable environment 

and resources, especially for working 

mothers, brings positive impacts to 

the firm and its employees. Staff are 

encouraged to not only strive for career 

milestones, but also take a great care of 

their family life.

New leaders 
Deloitte US has appointed Joseph 

Ucuzoglu as its CEO and Janet Foutty 

as chair of the board, taking effect 

from 2 June. Ucuzoglu and Foutty 

will succeed current Deloitte US 

CEO Cathy Engelbert and chairman 

Mike Fucci at the conclusion of their 

four-year terms. Foutty said she is 

committed to ensuring effective, 

transparent governance while at the 

same time providing collaborative 

strategic guidance to the management 

team ‘as we strive to further 

differentiate the value we deliver to 

the marketplace and fulfil our public 

interest responsibilities’.

The view from
Rachel Briggs ACCA, senior accountant – 
transformations, PwC Hong Kong

moment. Cloud accounting, 

artificial intelligence and 

blockchain technology are 

just a few examples that 

will continue to change 

the day-to-day activities of 

an accountant. 

Hong Kong is a leader in Asia for 
innovation and technology. The 

Shenzhen-Hong Kong technology 

cluster is the world’s second largest 

based on the Global Innovation Index 
2018. Hong Kong has a thriving start-up 

ecosystem, which will only continue to 

grow. In other Asia-Pacific countries 

there is a window of opportunity for 

developing economies with lower 

skilled workers and more basic 

technological readiness to upgrade 

their skills and capacity.

Becoming an ACCA member was a 
great milestone for me. When I was 

taking my two final exams I was working 

on a transition project that required a lot 

of overtime. I had to attend the ACCA 

courses on weekends and try to find 

time to complete the course exams in 

the evenings. Having no time for family 

and friends was a huge sacrifice but has 

definitely paid off.

If I weren’t an accountant I would love 
to work with animals, so I’d maybe be 
a veterinarian. I do some volunteering 

for the Hong Kong Dog Rescue charity, 

but I wish I had more time to offer 

them. I’m also investing in property, so 

my aspiration would be to build up a 

portfolio of investments, including real 

estate and start-ups. AB

Automating 
mundane tasks 

forces us to become 
more creative 

thinkers and to 
find new ways of 

doing things

My role is split into three 
sub-divisions. The most 

interesting is facilitating a 

transformation project that’s 

currently being rolled out 

to hedge fund clients. I’m 

an advocate for change and 

process improvement.

I’m involved in a lot of transformation 
projects. The latest one is an 

automation tool for hedge fund clients. 

It has cost savings and efficiency 

benefits so that we can concentrate on 

how we can further support their needs. 

Automating mundane tasks forces us to 

become more creative thinkers and to 

find new ways of doing things.

Technological progress means I’m 
constantly learning and adapting. Even 

after a week’s holiday, there is some kind 

of change/new app being introduced, 

so I constantly need to keep up to date 

with the latest technology. 

Automation, automation, automation is 
the word I’m constantly hearing at the 

67% 
of female investors globally say their financial 
advisers don’t understand their needs.
Source: Harnessing the Power of the Purse, 
Center for Talent Innovation 
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Make training your target
Whatever the size of your firm, it is important to embed formal programmes to train 
and develop your practice staff into your business strategy, says Tim Underwood

success, and this is no different for 

accounting firms. Staff like to be able to 

map out their career paths when they 

arrive in a new role with a firm, asking:

* ‘What do I need to do to 

be promoted?’ 

* ‘What are the KPIs the firm 

uses to measure my worth 

and promotability?’

* ‘Who has achieved this in the 

practice already?’ 

* ‘How are my employers going to 

help me achieve this?’

These questions are not just being 

asked by qualified accountants in the 

practice – who are looking at how they 

climb to partner level – but all the 

way down to managers, team heads, 

administrators and trainees. A formalised 

appraisal review conducted annually can 

provide support and focus on career 

development for all employees.

To give you an example, we recently 

worked with a firm in Malaysia with 

three equity partners and 35 staff. The 

practice decided to promote a senior 

manager to a junior partner position. 

The following day she resigned and the 

equity partners couldn’t understand why. 

The main reason was that the senior 

manager was happy in her job and 

had very little aspiration to be taken 

out of her role and comfort zone. She 

didn’t know that she was going to be 

promoted and she didn’t feel ready or 

prepared for the change.

Had the practice taken a formalised 

approach to appraisal, leadership, 

coaching and mentoring, this situation 

could potentially have been avoided. 

Had a programme been in place to 

assist employees with their individual 

The accountancy profession tends to 
have a reputation as a late adopter of 
technology, as well as taking a slightly 
more hands-off approach when it comes 
to the training and development of staff 
beyond the required CPD points.

There are likely to be a number of 

underlying reasons for this, but these 

stigmas are more commonly found 

in smaller practices. One of the main 

reasons could be the structure in 

which most practices operate, with 

the additional investment firms could 

make in some of these areas tending 

to be deferred as it impacts on the 

short-term remuneration or drawings of 

the partners. 

In an Asian context, the problem is 

compounded by the ability, in some 

jurisdictions, to ‘throw more bodies’ at 

the problem. Rather than looking at the 

productivity and development of current 

employee skill sets, firms will go out and 

easily identify and recruit additional staff 

to fill perceived resource gaps. 

The Asian market is, however, 

changing, with accounting firms now 

finding it increasingly difficult to recruit 

and retain quality staff. In Singapore, 

Malaysia and Hong Kong in particular, 

this bottleneck has been apparent 

for some time, and practices are now 

looking at alternative ways to train and 

retain staff. 

It isn’t always easy, and does require 

strategic planning, looking at the 

future requirements of clients and 

identifying new client types and services 

the practice needs to offer. With 

some detailed analysis of these areas, 

blended with an understanding of the 

firm’s existing strengths and skill sets, a 

A formalised 
appraisal review 

conducted annually 
can provide support 
and focus on career 
development for all 

employees

practice can begin to look at its learning 

and development needs. The goal is 

to use this process to enhance client 

services and move up the value chain, 

bonding key employees to the practice 

by engaging with them and creating a 

culture for ambitious employees who 

identify with a firm that they want to 

grow with. The spin-off benefits are 

increased productivity, a dynamic firm 

that can adapt and implement change, 

practice growth from existing and new 

clients, and a more profitable and 

valuable business.

Missed opportunities
The danger of not going through the 

analysis and building of a strategic plan 

for learning and development is the 

risk of missing opportunities, exposing 

clients (who have increasing demands 

for services) to the threat of being 

poached by competitors and, probably 

most importantly, leaving staff feeling 

undervalued and potentially looking to 

move on. 

Leadership and development is a 

key feature for any business’s sustained 
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More information

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

C
PD

above. A lack of planning and engaging 

with employees leaves you exposed 

to losing clients – and staff – to firms 

that do invest time in developing their 

employees. There is then the additional 

cost factor of having to re-recruit to 

back-fill roles, when it would have been 

more prudent to spend the money on 

rolling out employee appraisal and 

development programmes.

It would also be a mistake to not 

mention practice succession. If you 

are building your practice with a view 

to a sale, you will need to be able to 

demonstrate that there are strong team 

heads, if not a defacto senior partner to 

take the business forward under the new 

ownership. This applies even if you are 

selling or merging in with a larger firm. 

If your exit is going to be facilitated 

by passing the reins to junior partners, 

then they too would like to see this 

leadership and development skills, 

all staff would clearly understand from 

the moment they joined the practice 

what may be required of them in terms 

of development and the potential of 

being promoted. Opportunities for 

promotion can then be introduced and 

discussed as and when, without them 

arriving ‘out of the blue’.

Leadership and development (L&D) 

programmes not only provide a 

layer of transparency for employees, 

but also assist firms in identifying 

potential new hires who do not have 

aspirations to grow with the firm in a 

traditional manner. By starting to build 

an awareness of the L&D programme 

during the hiring process, some of these 

conversations can be covered early on.

Why change?
Perhaps this structure is easier said 

than done, and some of you reading 

this will feel you have run your practices 

successfully until now, so why now 

change? There are potentially serious 

ramifications of not at least adopting 

the evaluation phase described 

investment in training and development, 

both for their own development and 

also across the practice. This ensures 

they are taking on a going concern that 

will not require significant investment 

upon acquisition.   

If the perceived risk is that you have 

previously invested in your employees, 

only for them to be poached by larger 

firms, consider this: is it better to train 

and develop your staff and for them to 

leave or, for you to not train and your 

staff stay? AB

Tim Underwood is managing director at 

Foulger Underwood (Asia).
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A lifelong career
Is there an ideal retirement age for accountants? Datuk Lock Peng Kuan FCCA, a 

partner at Baker Tilly (Malaysia), points to 93-year-old Prime Minister Tun Mahathir 

Mohamad. ‘I guess there isn’t any ideal retirement age anymore, and the mandatory 

retirement age of 60 could just be a checkpoint for many, including accountants, on 

whether to opt for a different pace in life,’ he says. ‘To some, life is really reset at 60.’

Malaysian Alliance of Corporate Directors president Paul Chan FCCA says that while 

accountants may retire from practice, there is much that they can still do. ‘Is there life 

after practice? Yes, of course. Accountants need to have life-long planning,’ he says. 

‘They can use their accounting skill sets and expertise for a bigger purpose.’

However, to do this they will need to change their mindset, adapt to developments 

in the market and business environment and embrace technology. For example, 

Chan says, they can serve as business advisers or directors on the boards of listed 

companies. ‘They can be a strategic asset to companies given their financial and 

accounting background, and understanding of business and industry,’ he says, 

adding that accountants are also eminently suited to serve as members of a 

company’s audit committee or as its chairman.

Sixty not out?
Many of Malaysia’s accountants are continuing their careers past retirement age, 
with organisations keen to utilise their considerable knowledge and skills 

professionals in areas where specialised 

skills that can only be attained through 

experience are required. 

‘We have hired officers with 

specialised skills in investigation in 

our forensic office to help us detect 

fraudulent transactions. We also 

have a retired scholar doing research 

and providing us with opinions 

and insights from an economic 

perspective. Similarly, we have hired 

retired personnel so that we can tap 

their huge networks,’ he says, adding 

that the firm also retains supporting staff 

post-retirement.

Slower pace of life
Poon Yew Hoe FCCA, managing 

partner at Crowe Malaysia, says 

that the firm is open to hiring 

retired partners from the large 

accountancy firms, and ‘age is not 

an issue’ if they are individuals 

with the right capabilities, skill sets 

and knowledge who can provide a 

positive contribution.

‘In the past we have recruited such 

candidates with the appropriate 

expertise,’ he says. ‘In fact, we 

are actively looking out for such 

individuals but it’s not so easy, 

especially if they are bound by non-

compete clauses in their partnership 

agreements after they retire. Others 

may be seeking a slower pace of life and 

may not want the pressure of working 

in a firm.’ 

However, Poon says that there’s a 

caveat when it comes to hiring newly 

retired accountants. ‘They must be 

up-to-date in terms of their knowledge 

of technical issues, professional 

A growing number of Malaysian 
accountants and finance professionals 
are not quite ready to opt for a life of 
ease when they reach the mandatory 
retirement age of 60. Increasingly, they 
are opting for part-time or flexible 
schedules and are willing to take a 
salary cut to join another firm.

Several mid-sized firms confirm 

that they are on the lookout for newly 

retired senior accountants and finance 

professionals, provided that they have 

specialised skill sets and industry 

knowledge, coupled with valuable 

professional networks. In addition, they 

must also be motivated, adept with 

technology, willing to embrace changes 

and open to helping or mentoring those 

coming up the ranks.

Datuk Lock Peng Kuan FCCA, partner 

and co-leader, audit and assurance, at 

Baker Tilly (Malaysia), notes that while 

more accountancy professionals in 

Malaysia are seeking to work beyond 

the official retirement age, they are not 

necessarily finding employment within 

accountancy firms. 

‘They may take on different roles, 

be it as independent directors or 

in an advisory role, as accountants 

are usually regarded as the trusted 

guardian of corporate governance, 

especially the senior accountants who 

are highly sought after because of 

their experience,’ Lock says, adding 

that many Big Four partners are 

choosing to set up sole-proprietor 

practices. ‘Post-retirement work in 

another firm, be it small or mid-size, can 

be as hectic,’ he says.

Lock, who is also deputy president 

of the ACCA Malaysia Advisory 

Committee, says that accountancy firms 

should consider recruiting newly retired 
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Adapt to the environment
There will obviously be challenges 

facing newly retired accountants 

should they take up positions in a new 

firm. Chan notes that it can sometimes 

be difficult for senior accountants 

to work in a new practice. ‘They 

must adapt to the new environment 

and possibly acquire new skill sets,’ 

he says. 

standards and industry knowledge,’ 

he says. ‘If they keep abreast of 

developments in these areas, they can 

be in demand by other  firms.’

He adds there are also other 

options available for newly retired 

accountants. These include joining 

the boards of listed companies, 

acting as consultants with niche 

specialisations, becoming business 

advisers or setting up new 

business ventures.

Paul Chan FCCA, president of 

the Malaysian Alliance of Corporate 

Directors and former president of 

ACCA Malaysia, says that accountancy 

firms and the corporate sector should 

consider tapping into this body of 

human capital. 

‘They should leverage on senior 

accountants’ knowledge and 

capabilities as well as their networks, 

which would otherwise be wasted,’ 

he says. 

‘It’s not easy but you need to expand 

your scope and be able to add value 

to your new company. If you are set in 

your old ways and not able to adapt to 

change, then they don’t need you there.’

For Lock, one of the key challenges 

faced by accountants beyond 

retirement age is the issue of 

perception. ‘In Asian culture, retirement 

generally means one has to stay at 

home and enjoy life,’ he says. ‘Anyone 

working beyond the retirement age may 

be misconstrued as conditioned by their 

economic situation.’ 

Lock adds that a further challenge 

is the cultural clash between different 

generations. ‘The new generation is 

all about real-time and quick access to 

information and decision-making,’ he 

says. ‘Senior accountants will need to 

prove to their co-workers what they are 

able to do.’ AB

MK Lee, journalist

‘It’s not easy 
but you need 

to expand your 
scope and be 

able to add value 
to your new 

company’
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Space pioneers
The shift to shared offi ce space continues to grow, with technology the key enabler in 
creating co-working communities of entrepreneurs, freelancers and startups

Across the ages
Use of co-working spaces varies widely between generations.

Well appointed 
Connectivity, security and print facilities rank top in the 

users’ decision to select a particular co-working space.

No stopping them
The global co-working industry is expected to expand 

to 30,432 spaces and 5.1 million members by 2022 – a 

12% compound annual growth rate over fi ve years.

All mod cons
Co-working offers fl exibility to fast-growing startups, 

but that is not the only reason why participants enjoy 

these collaborative set-ups. 

Social and enjoyable atmosphere

 Wireless connectivity

Interaction with others

 Wireless security

Community

 Printing compatibility

Close distance to home

 VPN compatibility

Like-minded people

 Printing security

Good transport connections nearby

 Audio conferencing

Good value for money

 Monitor/screen capabilities

 Monitor/screen options

 Video conferencing

Basic offi ce infrastructure

Knowledge-sharing

 On-site tech support

Big open workspace 

10%
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20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

37% 
30–39

37% 
Yes, we plan to 
open at least one 
more co-working 
location
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23% 
40–49

33% 
No plans to expand

9%
50–59

27%
Yes, with more 
desks and space in 
our current location

3%
60+

8%
Yes, we plan to 
move to another, 
larger location

28%
18–29

7%
Other

More information

Data for Rise of the Co-Workers was compiled by 
Raconteur at bit.ly/co-worker-rise.
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AI explainer 
Some of the AI concepts that give the technology its potential: 

* AI: computer systems that can perform tasks normally 

requiring human intelligence, such as decision-making, 

language translation and speech recognition. 

* Algorithm: a set of rules or a sequence of instructions that 

are followed to complete a task. 

* Machine learning: an application of AI that looks for patterns 

in historic data to predict similar patterns in new data and 

uses this to improve its performance. Examples include 

Pinterest (content discovery) and Twitter (curated timelines). 

* Deep learning: the use of artificial neural networks to learn 

from large amounts of data. Examples include PayPal 

(monitoring of transactions to identify suspicious activity). 

* Natural language processing: the facilitation of human-

computer interaction through recognition of and response 

to nuances in human language. Examples include Baidu 

(search engine), IBM Watson and Amazon Alexa. 

Learn more at accaglobal.com/digital.

Science reality
Once a concept firmly located in the realm of science fiction, artificial intelligence is 
now a reality – and that could be good news for professional accountants

Once upon a time, artificial intelligence (AI) was 
all science fiction and no fact. Now, AI-enabled 
products and services are proliferating, and AI’s 

capacity to significantly change how we live and work is 
becoming ever more apparent.

Public perception changes with familiarity, but predictions 

about AI’s pros and cons span a bafflingly broad range. At one 

end of the spectrum is tech entrepreneur Elon Musk. ‘Mark 

my words, AI is more dangerous than nukes,’ is just one of his 

dire warnings about all-singing, all-dancing ‘general AI’ rather 

than the functional, narrow AI used in his Tesla cars (and other 

current AI applications). 

At the other end of the spectrum is Steve Wozniak, co-

founder of Apple. He used to share Musk’s forebodings, but 

last year declared: ‘AI doesn’t scare me at all.’ Why? Because 

a two-year-old needs only see a dog once to be able always to 

recognise one, whereas a computer has to see a dog over and 

over again to achieve that level of recognition. 

Wendy Hall, computer science professor at the University 

of Southampton and an expert on AI, has a more balanced 

perspective. ‘There will be lots of positive benefits, but we 

need to get a grip of the downsides,’ she says, because 

change is happening very fast. AI technologies such as 

natural language processing, machine learning and machine 

processing are already improving processes, enhancing 

interactions, solving problems, performing functions and 

making decisions that used to be the preserve of humans. 

Expect ‘escalation and acceleration’, says Hall. 

Mother lode
Only time will tell what AI is capable of. Meanwhile all kinds of 

organisations across all business sectors are jumping on the 

bandwagon, implementing solutions that AI makes possible 

today and exploring what it could make possible tomorrow. 

The really big AI successes, however, may be concentrated 

among the biggest online service and storage companies such 

as Alibaba, Amazon, Google and WeChat, because they have 

a head start and vast amounts of data. 

‘Data is the key raw material that feeds machine-learning 

algorithms,’ says Narayanan Vaidyanathan, head of technology 

insight at ACCA. Massive growth in data volumes is one of the 

keys to AI advances. ‘We are producing lots more data than in 

the past, and our processing and computing capabilities are 

also expanding like never before,’ he says. ‘Tools like machine 

learning are poised for significant take-up because we have 

raw material and the ability to process it.’ 

Access to that raw material can be uneven. AI pioneers 

such as Amazon and Google have always valued the vast 

amounts of data willingly ceded to them, and have spent years 

preparing for the transition to macro-level applications of AI. 

‘The last 10 years have been about building a world that is 

mobile-first, turning our phones into remote controls for our 

lives. But in the next 10 years, we will shift to a world that is AI-

first,’ wrote Google CEO Sundar Pichai in a 2017 blog. 

Pichai predicts a world where ‘computing becomes 

universally available – at home, at work, in the car, or on the 

go – and interacting with all of these surfaces becomes much 

more natural and intuitive, and above all, more intelligent’. 

This shift appears to be well under way. There are chatbot 

educators, and legal and finance professionals are interacting 

with AI applications in areas as diverse as audit, financial 

services delivery and close processes, and fraud detection. 
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A new ACCA report, Machine learning: more science than 
fiction, examines early-stage AI applications, shares current 

thinking on the use of machine learning, considers the ethical 

implications for the professional accountant, and explores how 

AI will influence future skills for professional accountants. The 

report also considers emerging issues such as how machine-

learning algorithms make judgments, the avoidance of bias 

in data sets and algorithms, algorithmic accountability, and 

ensuring data provenance and veracity. 

‘Data can only be used to create insight if it is clean and has 

been validated and properly managed,’ says Vaidyanathan. 

This presents an opportunity for the profession. In many 

organisations, senior finance people manage governance, 

structure and processes; as the amount and value of data 

increases, so will the involvement of finance professionals. 

The vital go-between 
The growing ubiquity of data may drive growth in the 

profession. Accountants have access to data from across the 

business, work with operational data and are increasingly 

involved in processes that reflect the changing nature of 

strategic and corporate reporting. In the brave new world of 

data-enabled AI, the profession brings some very valuable 

skills to the table. ‘If you want to get insights from the data 

that add value, you need to understand where you are going 

as a business and to link what you are doing with the data with 

where you are trying to go as a business,’ says Vaidyanathan. 

Professional accountants understand how an organisation’s 

strategy, financial and non-financial information interact, 

and can communicate the resulting picture of value creation 

and direction for the company. Algorithms do lots of clever 

computation but you need business knowledge to ask the right 

questions and interpret the answers. ‘Professional accountants 

can add value in terms of bringing their professional scepticism 

and ability to interrogate, and having oversight of what the 

algorithm is doing,’ says Vaidyanathan.

Who’s liable? 
The spread of machine-learning algorithms raises a host of 

thorny questions on accountability. Professor Karen Yeung at 

Birmingham Law School in the UK says there are questions to 

be asked about the distribution of authority, responsibility and 

liability, and who should be held accountable. AI’s utilisation 

of data is creating new data protection issues. However, 

meaningful ethical regulation of AI systems will be difficult 

to mechanise, not least because AI components and data 

from multiple jurisdictions are being built into products and 

services. ‘Grappling with these questions is the Wild West; 

nobody really knows what data ethics is,’ Yeung says. 

Given that the abilities of AI are growing in proportion 

with data volumes, the world’s non-stop data growth seems 

likely to bring more problems. At some stage there may be 

an argument for breaking up tech giants or curbing their 

emerging monopoly on data. If we want to enjoy the benefits 

of AI we need to deal with some of the burdens – fast. 

Because as Hall observes: ‘The genie is out of the bottle.’ AB

Lesley Meall, journalist

37May 2019 Accounting and Business

GL_I_AI2.indd   37 01/04/2019   14:22



Trouble’s brewing
The cyber threat landscape is changing fast, with CFOs finding that 
they are now having to run to keep up

App attacks, cryptojacking, ping of death (the 
sending of a malicious ping to a computer), zero-day 
vulnerabilities – the A-Z of cybersecurity threats 

is constantly growing. New menaces emerge almost daily, 
the number of attacks is increasing, and no individual or 
organisation is invulnerable. ‘It is no longer a case of if 
you will be attacked, but when,’ says Geraldine Magarey, 
thought leadership and research leader at CA ANZ. A perfect 
cyber storm is brewing, and CFOs need to understand and 
mitigate the associated risks.

There are signs, however, that many CFOs and their finance 

teams regard cybersecurity as somebody else’s problem – the 

IT department is typically the one in the frame. Recent global 

research among more than 1,500 members of ACCA and 

CA ANZ found low levels of cyber risk awareness. ‘CFOs often 

regard cyber risk as a technology issue, not a governance or 

business issue,’ says Magarey. The research, Cyber and the 
CFO, a joint report with the Optus Macquarie University Cyber 

Security Hub and Singtel Optus, indicated that cyber threats 

did not register prominently, except perhaps where privacy 

was more front of mind as a result of recent legislation.

You are not alone
The responsibility for managing and mitigating cyber risk does 

not rest solely on the shoulders of CFOs. ‘It is the collective 

responsibility of the C-suite,’ says Clive Webb, senior insights 

manager at ACCA. However, CFOs are becoming more 

involved in operational crisis planning as business operating 

models evolve. ‘As more businesses are cloud-enabled and 

more technology resources are third-party hosted, technology 

starts looking less like an operational domain in its own right 

and more like a strategic operational issue,’ says Webb. Failing 
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This means war
Wargaming by corporates is on the rise. The simulation of 

moves and counter-moves in real-time settings can be an 

effective way to test organisational reflexes, find gaps in plans, 

and develop collaborative judgment capabilities. 

‘Cyber war games are an important way to raise awareness 

of the latest cyber risks and attack types, as well as cyber risk 

management and adaptive response capabilities,’ says Daniel 

Soo, Deloitte risk and financial advisory principal. ‘The most 

impactful war games are those that use live knowledge of 

an organisation’s current threat environment to support the 

decision-making process.’ 

Industry bodies are also testing and practising their 

collective response and information sharing procedures. 

Examples include Cyber RX in the healthcare industry, and 

Quantum Dawn, a biennial exercise that most recently 

involved more than 50 financial institutions, utility and 

infrastructure providers, plus various government agencies.

Management consulting firm McKinsey suggests wargaming 

can help CFOs to strengthen their strategic decision-making 

by simulating various scenarios in which executive teams make 

big and consequential decisions under pressure. A podcast on 

the subject is available at bit.ly/McKinsey-WarGames.

to respond to this trend can have dire operational and financial 

consequences for organisations. 

Trying to recover after an adverse cyber incident such as a 

data breach or ransomware attack can be complex and time-

consuming. Money spent trying to remediate damage – to 

data, systems, relationships with customers and suppliers, and 

the reputation of the business – can quickly mount up. Then 

you need to factor in opportunity cost and loss of revenue 

due to downtime. ‘Cybersecurity is a business issue, not a 

technology issue. CFOs need to understand and act on this,’ 

says Webb, because the damage a cyber attack can cause is 

determined by how ill-prepared an organisation is.

Plan to survive
Basic cybersecurity controls can protect against the most 

common cyber attacks, according to British government 

organisation the National Cyber Security Centre (NCSC). Like 

public and private sector specialists in other countries, the 

NCSC has made some simple guidance freely available (go to 

bit.ly/NCSC-Guidance). Cyber risk and liability insurance may 

give you a sense of security, but implementing and regularly 

testing basic cyber monitoring procedures and controls will 

make your organisation more resilient to the most common 

threats and make recovery from adverse cyber incidents easier 

to manage when they do occur – as 

they inevitably will. 

All organisations should assume 

that they will be attacked, even 

small and medium-sized enterprises 

(SMEs). ‘SMEs think they are not 

a target because cyber attackers 

will go after somebody bigger, 

but this is not true,’ says Magarey. 

Adverse cyber incidents afflicting 

the biggest businesses and brands 

may grab headlines, but such victims 

are merely the tip of an iceberg. 

Beneath the waterline, many smaller 

organisations are also being attacked 

by cyber criminals. According to 

Verizon’s 2018 data breach investigations report, 58% of cyber 

attack victims were businesses with fewer than 250 employees.

No organisation can be 100% secure; but a lack of cyber risk 

awareness leaves small businesses less well prepared for cyber 

attacks than larger organisations and less able to deal with the 

consequences. Research by the US National Cyber Security 

Alliance found that 60% of small businesses go bankrupt within 

six months of falling prey to a cyber attack. Unfortunately, 

SMEs are increasingly popular with cyber criminals, who see 

‘SMEs think they are 
not a target because 
cyber attackers will 
go after somebody 

bigger, but this is 
not true’

small businesses as a soft target for 

penetration and extortion, and an 

easy-to-access conduit into supply 

chains; hence the appeal of sector 

and multi-industry cyber wargaming 

(see panel). 

The spread of internet connectivity 

among objects, organisations and 

people – the internet of things – is 

turning us all into links in a chain, 

and the associated cyber risks are 

unlikely to diminish any time soon. 

As technology advances, so do the 

weapons that cybercriminals can 

deploy, along with the sophistication of their methods. 

‘As a CFO, you need to appreciate how fast the nature of 

cyber risks and the types of attack you may face are changing,’ 

says Webb. This, though, does not mean you need to become 

an expert on app attacks, cryptojacking or ping-of-death 

attacks. Webb says: ‘As a CFO, you should know what you 

don’t know and who to ask when you do need to know.’ AB

Lesley Meall, journalist
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Who shares wins
Information sharing is key to tackling money laundering and corruption, as the 
audience at ACCA’s 2019 international public sector conference heard

Serious and organised crime is big business. Many 
people may have no personal experience of money 
laundering, corruption or other financial crimes, but 

fraud, scams and bribery can be found, often at alarmingly 
high levels, in every country on the planet. 

The World Economic Forum puts the global cost of 

corruption at US$2.6 trillion, or 5% of global GDP, while the 

World Bank estimates that more than US$1 trillion is paid out 

in bribes by businesses and individuals every year. And the 

UK’s National Crime Agency reports that financial crime affects 

more citizens more often than any other national security 

threat, and leads to more deaths than all other national 

security threats combined.

Conflict and terrorism fuel illicit 

business activities, including human 

trafficking and drug trafficking, 

which drive money laundering. And 

moving fraudulent gains around the 

world anonymously has become 

much easier thanks to the internet. 

Public sector accountants are in 

the front line of the battle against 

serious organised crime, corruption 

and money laundering. The issue 

came under the spotlight at ACCA’s 

ninth international public sector 

conference, held in the Czech capital 

Prague at the start of March (see 

also the ‘Public gathering’ article in 

this edition’s ACCA section). Yet public sector accountancy 

professionals note that many in their field do not see tackling 

financial crime as part of their remit. 

United front
A key reason why financial crime flourishes is a lack of effective 

communication. At the conference, speakers and practitioners 

argued that a more joined up, proactive approach is required, 

with authorities, organisations and individuals working 

in concert. Peter Eigen, founder of non-governmental 

organisation Transparency International (TI), said: ‘Corruption 

cannot be fought by any one sector or institution alone. It has 

to be a collective effort.’ 

Tackling the problem is a significant challenge for 

governments. Understandably, efforts vary between nations. 

Max Heywood, TI’s global advocacy coordinator, said: ‘Very 

few countries are meeting global standards, and there are 

gaps in the scope of anti-money laundering legislation.’ 

An ongoing TI research project, involving 70 countries and 

a range of stakeholders, is shedding light on the challenge, 

and examining how anti-money laundering frameworks are 

meeting their objectives. According to Heywood, lack of 

communication in response to suspicious activity reports 

(SARs) emerges consistently as an issue in a range of 

jurisdictions. He said project participants report filing SARs 

but getting no feedback from the authorities, leaving them 

wondering whether the SAR system 

does much good. 

Conference delegates presented 

various solutions, from the global 

to the personal, but all echoed 

the need for greater, and better, 

communication. From a global 

perspective, Heywood urged careful 

consideration of the United Nations 

Sustainability Development Goals, 

especially SDG 16, which relates to 

establishing good governance and 

strong institutions. ‘If this goal is not 

tackled – and if the public sector 

does not have the funds for it – it will 

undermine all of the others,’ he said.

Scaling up solutions and sharing them internationally is also 

important. ‘When you think of the thousands of accountants 

and professionals spread around the world, it’s a question 

of how to expand those initiatives to the whole population,’ 

Heywood said, adding that better coordination between 

agencies is vital. ‘There has to be an effort to aggregate and 

synchronise those efforts.’

Claire Jenkins FCCA, forensic accountant at the integrity 

and enforcement unit of Companies House, the UK company 

registration body, said: ‘If countries aren’t speaking to each 

other, it gives criminals a whole range of things they can do.’

She argued that even at the national level, communication 

between public bodies should be closer. ‘For too long, public 

‘Corruption cannot 
be fought by any one 

sector or institution 
alone. It has to be a 

collective effort’ 
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Views from the top
In a panel discussion at the conference, auditor generals 

from Jamaica, Nigeria, Pakistan and Tanzania discussed 

the challenges of creating and maintaining institutional 

independence as part of promoting sustainability.

Against a global backdrop of declining trust in government, 

Mussa Juma Assad, auditor general in Tanzania, stressed that 

independence must apply both to auditor generals and their 

departments. He acknowledged that ‘in newer democracies 

that can be a bit of a challenge. We have very strong 

personalities and weak institutions. When you have a strong 

personality in charge, they may not be interested in building 

strong institutions because they want to be seen to be powerful. 

It is a cycle that needs to be broken.’ Likewise, how to attract 

and retain competent staff is an ongoing dilemma, he said.

Anthony Mkpe Ayine, Nigeria’s auditor general, noted the 

need for political leadership and ‘the right resources’. 

Pamela Monroe Ellis, auditor general of Jamaica, stressed 

the role of technology in sustainability and high-quality audit 

in the public sector, observing that basic tools are still lacking 

across the Caribbean. ‘It’s about how to bridge that gap,’ she 

said. ‘It’s difficult to train someone in data analytics when they 

do not have such technology to use on a daily basis.’

sector accountants have worked within their own departments 

and no further,’ she said. ‘This has given a green light to 

fraudsters to exploit this lack of communication, because 

they know that departments aren’t speaking to each other. 

I cannot stress enough the importance of speaking to other 

government departments.’ 

Jenkins described a pilot project to share data between 

Companies House and the UK tax collection agency. ‘I knew 

that the lack of data sharing between us was holding us back. 

If we know that we can’t share data, the fraudsters know it too. 

It’s vital to bring those strands together.’ 

Maame Yaa Tiwaa Addo-Danquah FCCA, deputy 

commissioner in the Ghana Police Service, pointed out that 

professional accountants have a ready-made conduit for 

communication through their professional body. ‘Wherever we 

are, we have a society of accountants to call on,’ she said. ‘If I 

require information from an organisation, I know I have a point 

of contact. Bringing accountants together, sharing information 

and building the right kind of relationships goes a long way to 

help in the fight against crime.’ 

Jenkins urged practitioners to be proactive in fighting crime. 

‘This issue is not going to go away,’ she warned. AB

David Creighton, journalist in Prague
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Coping strategies

See our video in which Dr Rob Yeung 
offers advice on dealing with stress at 
bit.ly/ACCA-playlist.

Pressure points
The perception of stress and the ability to manage it vary from person to person, but 
there are techniques for coping with whatever comes your way, says Dr Rob Yeung

but not the same: it is possible to act on 

impulse, and it is also possible to make 

a plan but fail to follow through.

A third strategy involves getting 

advice or assistance. Sometimes, 

stressed individuals feel ashamed and 

withdraw from others, but research 

suggests that seeking guidance from 

colleagues, friends and professional 

advisers may be more beneficial.

Coping with stress effectively requires 

both problem-focused and emotion-

focused strategies. For example, 

people coping with situations such as 

unexpected job loss or illness often find 

comfort in humour – making jokes about 

the situation – while others turn to 

religion, spiritual beliefs or meditation.

Self-distraction is another coping 

strategy – using TV, reading, 

daydreaming or shopping, for instance. 

Taking the mind off difficulties in this 

way may work when people have 

invested properly in problem-focused 

strategies such as taking action and 

making plans. In cases of overwork, 

for example, it can be unproductive 

to put in yet more hours at the office, 

and switching off by doing something 

different at least for a while may be a 

better idea. In other situations, people 

misuse self-distraction – going shopping 

or watching TV rather than tackling the 

issues causing them stress.

One of the most effective emotion-

focused strategies is positive reframing. 

People who agree with statements such 

Stress is not something that has to 
happen to you. Two individuals can 
go through the same situation – job 
loss, long working hours, illness or 
bereavement, for example – yet report 
very different levels of stress.

In the late 1990s, the University of 

Miami’s Charles Carver looked at the 

effectiveness of particular behaviours 

and coping strategies at dealing with 

stress. For example, denial of issues 

is not uncommon but tends to bring 

further anguish. People who agreed with 

statements such as ‘I’ve been saying 

to myself this isn’t real’ and ‘I’ve been 

refusing to believe it has happened’ 

tended to report higher levels of distress.

Sometimes, people engage in 

behavioural disengagement, which 

is measured by agreement with 

statements such as ‘I’ve been giving 

up trying to deal with it.’ Another 

ineffective strategy is self-blame: people 

wasting energy on criticising themselves 

for the situation or wishing they could 

have done things differently. Self-blame 

is ineffective because it is clearly not 

possible to change what has already 

happened. Likewise, substance abuse 

– alcohol, medication or illicit drugs – is 

rarely helpful in the long run. It is better 

to deal with the root cause of the stress 

or to minimise the ensuing distress.

Tackling stress
In terms of dealing directly with the 

cause of a problem, three strategies 

have been linked to reduced stress. One 

involves taking action to improve the 

situation. A second involves planning – 

taking time to think ahead about steps 

to take. These two strategies are related 

Coping with 
stress effectively 

requires both 
problem-focused 

and emotion-
focused strategies
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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.

What am I doing wrong?

AYou have been invited to interviews, so employers

 clearly see you as having solid qualifi cations and 

experience. When I coach job hunters to pass interviews, the 

problems I spot are often to do with either the credibility or the chemistry 

of the individual – and sometimes both.

In terms of credibility, interviewers are massively infl uenced by how you come 

across. If you do not appear articulate and confi dent when answering questions, they 

may doubt your credibility. So make sure you invest time in writing down examples of 

situations where you demonstrated key skills. For example, if the job requires ‘leading 

teams’ and ‘managing change’, then be sure to have examples – compelling, real 

stories to tell – of why, how and who you led in order to get results. Then rehearse 

your examples out loud as if you were speaking to an interviewer. Writing them down 

is of little use unless you can articulate them clearly under pressure.

The other main issue is often to do with chemistry: your enthusiasm, likeability and 

how much interviewers want to work with you as opposed to merely respecting your 

competence. Often, preparing and rehearsing interview answers allows candidates 

to relax more so that they can demonstrate more of their humour, warmth and other 

human qualities in the interview itself.

If you are not certain you are creating suffi cient rapport, fi nd a friend or mentor 

with whom you can practise being interviewed. Focus in particular on using your 

tone of voice, facial expressions and the speed at which you speak to convey 

qualities such as passion, humility and an appropriate sense of humour.

Tips for the top 
If you are listening to a colleague and fi nding them boring or diffi cult to understand, 

did you know that you may be partly to blame? In a classic study, researchers led by 

the University of Victoria’s Janet Bavelas asked participants to narrate personal stories 

one-on-one to listeners they had never met before. Some listeners were instructed 

to respond normally by nodding, using encouraging noises – mm-hms and okays – 

and reacting with appropriate facial expressions; other listeners 

were told to make far fewer responses. The subsequent 

analysis of video recordings of the conversations showed 

that narrators who spoke to less responsive listeners 

were rated as having told their stories signifi cantly 

less well. Poor listening disadvantages storytellers. 

Psychologists call listening cues a back channel – a 

stream of information directed at the narrator that 

infl uences the narrator’s performance. If you are an 

unresponsive listener, you put off speakers and make 

them harder for you to understand.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I have started applying for 

a new job and have had fi ve 

interviews. However, I have not been 

offered a job, nor have I been invited 

to any second-round interviews. 

as ‘I’ve been trying to see it in a different 

light, to make it seem more positive’ 

and ‘I’ve been looking for something 

good in what is happening’ tend to 

experience better psychological 

well-being. Positive reframing 

involves deliberately seeking 

out the benefi ts of a situation 

– for example, being fi red is an 

opportunity to look for more 

satisfying work, or illness is a 

chance to re-evaluate values and 

priorities in life.

University of Kent researchers Joachim 

Stoeber and Dirk Janssen found that 

positive reframing was of particular 

use for people with perfectionist 

tendencies and unrealistic standards 

for themselves. Seeking the positives in 

a situation takes mental effort but may 

help to reduce levels of stress.

Another effective emotion-focused 

strategy is to seek emotional support. 

This is about seeking comfort and 

understanding rather than advice. 

Colleagues and business acquaintances 

may provide practical assistance when it 

comes to fi nding a new job or handling 

diffi cult circumstances at work, but 

friends and loved ones may be better at 

listening and compassion.

Stress does not have to be passively 

endured. It can often be assuaged by a 

combination of tackling the problematic 

situation and using the right emotion-

focused coping strategies. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.
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Shift + alt
With research concluding that work can change employees’ personality, it makes 
sense to start exploiting this characteristic. Nicola Davies explains how

static view of individual differences 

and characteristics because thriving 

emphasises growth and learning. I think 

that when we hire someone because 

they fit the job, we need to keep in 

mind that the fit is not static – the job 

will change, and so will they.’

The demands-affordances 

transactional model of personality trait 

development at work plots the multiple 

workplace factors that can influence 

changes in personality. It has three 

fundamental facets:

* demands – features of workplace 

tasks (such as project timelines and 

deliverables) or context feature, 

(such as team culture)

* affordances – the personality traits 

(such as organisational skills or the 

ability to multitask) that individuals 

use to manage workplace demands 

* the demand-affordance 
transaction – the process by which 

affordances are applied, adjusted 

and developed to meet demands, 

usually motivated by the goal of 

attaining positive outcomes in 

the workplace (such as rewards or 

job benefits).

The results of the demand-affordance 

transaction also impact demands and 

affordances. Woods explains: ‘People 

who have high demands and low 

control, for example, tend to increase in 

neuroticism over time.’

To illustrate this further, if a person has 

a job with a high level of responsibility 

but does not receive adequate support, 

then they may experience high levels of 

anxiety, stress and distress. Motivational 

elements in the workplace, such as 

bonuses and promotions, influence 

psychology at the University of 

Surrey in the UK. ‘The first examines 

normative development, which is 

the change in personality traits that 

accompany maturation. 

‘The second has looked at how 

individual experiences lead to 

individually specific change. These 

studies show, for example, that unique 

work experiences have a specific impact 

on how traits develop. 

‘The third looks at the role of 

interventions, showing that non-clinical 

traits do change and develop because 

of clinical intervention.’

Changes to personality are generally a 

response to changes in social roles, and 

work plays a very big part in people’s 

social lives.

Changing with the job
When personality traits are viewed as 

dynamic, they can be a powerful tool 

for continued development in the 

workplace – and even thriving in the 

workplace. Woods says: ‘The concept 

of thriving is incompatible with a 

According to the latest figures from 
the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development, 
individuals spend an average of 1,744 
hours a year at work (ranging from 
2,257 in Mexico to 1,419 in Norway). 
We all know that spending so much 
time in a single environment can impact 
us in numerous ways, but can work 
impact our personalities – the very core 
of our being? Recent research suggests 
that indeed it can. 

Personality is assumed to be an 

unchanging characteristic, which is why 

many organisations use personality and 

psychometric tests to predict how good 

a fit an applicant is to the position. The 

notion that personality is static is backed 

up by the existence of five personality 

taxonomies that are believed to be 

basic character dispositions that endure 

through adulthood:

* neuroticism – a tendency towards 

negative emotions such as anxiety, 

depression and self-doubt 

* extraversion – outgoing and 

sociable 

* openness to experience – curious 

and imaginative 

* agreeableness – kind, cooperative 

and considerate

* conscientiousness – driven to do 

tasks well.

However, research has indicated 

that personality is, in fact, a fluid and 

dynamic construct, changing over the 

course of time as a result of a range of 

factors, one of which is work.

‘The evidence for the development 

of personality traits comes from three 

lines of research,’ says Stephen Woods, 

professor in work and organisational 

‘When we hire 
someone because 

they fit the job, we 
need to keep in 

mind that the fit 
is not static – the 

job will change, 
and so will they’
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Make the most of your personality
* Keep close those who bring out the best in you. Spend time with colleagues 

who have a positive impact on your personality. If Jane brings out your 

conscientiousness and Derek your neuroticism, spend more time with Jane.

* Divide and conquer. Diffuse positivity into your environment by surrounding 

yourself with people, quotes, pictures and items that make you feel good and 

bring your agreeableness to the forefront. 

* Learn from others. Look for the strengths in others and establish how you can 

learn those skills or traits. Perhaps you admire Sarah’s openness to experiences. 

Which workplace tasks will bring out some of your curiosity, and how can you get 

more of these tasks?

* Self-develop. Spend some time on introspection to explore any personality traits 

you wish to improve or build on.

* Wholesome wellbeing. Focus on wellbeing outside of work – regular exercise, 

nutritious eating and kindness towards others – as this will generate a positive 

outlook that you can take to work with you. 

* Increase your autonomy. Find ways to demonstrate self-motivated actions, such 

as suggesting an improvement to an existing work process.

how individuals respond to demands 

and affordances, thereby impacting 

personality as well.

Harnessing change 
Humans are geared towards 

psychological growth, and this need 

for growth is primarily responsible 

for most personality changes. In this 

respect, personality change at work 

can be perceived as a developmental 

mindset linked to resilience, low stress 

and achievement. 

Research indicates that even modest 

personality change as a result of 

workplace demands and contingencies 

can have a profound, positive impact 

on an individual’s career growth. 

Some research even shows that an 

individual’s income may be reflected in 

their job-personality: the better the fit 

of personality traits with those that are 

ideal for the job, the higher the income.

It is good news that personality isn’t 

static. It complements our innate human 

need for growth and self-development. 

It also gives us the opportunity to 

improve our person-work fit, so that 

work becomes more than just a place 

we have to spend eight hours or more 

a day, five days a week; it becomes 

instead somewhere we can thrive. AB 

Dr Nicola Davies is a health psychology 

consultant, medical writer and counsellor.
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Power to the peoplePower to the people
Management might need to take a new perspective on how their teams are formed 
and motivated if they are to get the most from them, says Alison Young

outcomes. Disagreements about how to 

allocate resources or achieve outcomes 

is often more about the tension between 

the different agendas rather than a 

refl ection of the individuals themselves. 

The clash comes because they are being 

pulled in different directions by different 

external stakeholders, or because they 

have different perceptions about how 

the team needs to achieve its goals or 

its core purpose.

Start from the outside
Too often, our default can be to dive 

in and try to improve performance 

from the inside. Instead, starting 

from the outside will give the team 

new perspective, a common future 

How many times have you judged a 
team to be dysfunctional or simply 
not performing to the standard that’s 
required of it? A fi rst step in trying to 
‘fi x’ such a team is often to lift the lid 
and look inside to ask: what are the 
team dynamics? Where do different 
personalities or personal ‘styles’ clash? 
What are the unhelpful behaviours? 
While action in these areas may yield 
some short-term results, it may not 
produce sustainable team improvement 
because it fails to answer the key 
question: effective team dynamics for 
what purpose? 

In our haste to turn around a 

team’s performance, we can overlook 

important clues outside rather than 

inside the team. Gathering information 

from key stakeholders and the wider 

environment to clarify the purpose – and 

therefore the team’s licence to operate 

– will act like a magnet moving over 

iron fi lings lying randomly on a piece of 

paper. It will change their orientation 

to face a common direction and, when 

that direction is clear, there will be a 

motivation to embed new behaviours, 

collaborate with someone with a 

different style or work through that 

‘personality clash’.

In fact, the label ‘personality clash’ 

is often a misnomer. The ‘clash’ may 

be caused by different agendas being 

played out – for example, when two 

people are working to different goals or 
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Fast forward
As well as looking from the outside-in, 

it’s also worthwhile looking from the 

future-back: in other words, asking what 

will be required a certain period of time 

from now. This helps future-proof the 

impact of the team by keeping it agile 

to opportunities and threats.

Foundations for high performance are 

built on questions like these:

* How would we describe the task 

that our main stakeholder requires 

of us?

* What are our own personal hopes 

and vision for the business in the 

next two to three years?

* How far is our purpose, vision 

and strategy jointly owned by the 

whole team?

* What do we need to achieve by 

when, and how will we measure and 

demonstrate tangible success?

* How do our individual roles 

work together to achieve our 

collective ambition?

If this approach creates a sustainable 

level of high performance, then what 

stops many teams from doing it? Often 

the most challenging reason is that 

it requires the team to agree who its 

primary stakeholder actually is, and 

sometimes the most obvious answer 

is not the full one. When we overlay 

organisational politics, the fast-changing 

to focus on and a reason to want to 

put in place new behaviours or ways 

of working. 

Considering the team in its 

broader context helps us think more 

systemically and encourages us to 

draw on a richer range of infl uences 

and levers that create and sustain 

high team performance. In addition to 

giving the team more perspective both 

individually and collectively on what 

they’re in business for, it also grounds 

the team in their business context. They 

see the relevance and added value of 

their contribution, which in turn helps 

them make better decisions and use 

resources more effectively because they 

understand the ‘why’. 

environment in which teams operate, 

and the complexities of structures such 

as matrix, cross-company or cross-sector 

collaborations, the primary stakeholder 

may not be the obvious answer. 

While the person to whom the team 

reports may be the obvious primary 

stakeholder – and the person who 

wants to believe that they are the 

primary stakeholder – it may be that 

the real power lies elsewhere in the 

organisation. There may be other key 

infl uencers or budget holders who 

determine the fate of the team, or 

perhaps other decision-makers linked to 

regulatory or technological change who 

wield important power. 

Identifying and seeking out the 

opinion of the person or people who 

created the team – or who owns the 

mandate for its ongoing existence – is 

a good starting point, adding in others 

who also have a stake in the team’s 

existence and contribution. Listening 

to the needs of these stakeholders, and 

gathering information more broadly 

from the wider organisation or sector to 

consider trends into the future, will give 

the team a solid licence to operate and 

rich buy-in to the team’s success. Only 

once the mandate is clear is it worth 

the team moving on to address their 

vision, mission, scope and how they’ll 

work together based on what success 

looks like.

Only when the team has agreed 

and owns its collective ambition – and 

understands how individual roles need 

to work together to achieve it – will 

the scene be set to explore behaviour, 

style and team dynamics. AB

Alison Young is a director of Leaders 

in Change. @Leader_Insights.

Considering 
the team in its 

broader context 
encourages us to 
draw on a richer 

range of influences 
and levers
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Impaired vision

Adam Deller looks at developments 
in the IASB’s project on goodwill 
impairment at bit.ly/AB-Deller4.

Rainy days reconsidered
The most notable modification to the accounting standard for provisions looks likely 
to come from a change in how they are measured, as Adam Deller reports

The concept of an accounting standard 
for provisions is a long-standing feature 
of financial reporting, introduced to 
protect investors from companies 
engaging in profit-smoothing (because 
businesses with volatile earnings are 
regarded as riskier investments) by 
creating and releasing provisions to 
suit their situation. 

The standard’s key principle is that 

a provision is recognised if there is a 

probable outflow of economic events 

arising from a present obligation. As 

long as there is a reliable estimate, 

a liability is recorded on the entity’s 

statement of financial position. If the 

outflow is possible, but not probable, 

a contingent liability is recorded in the 

notes to the entity’s accounts, but not 

shown as a liability in the statement of 

financial position.

Similarly, a contingent asset relates 

to a potential future inflow, and is also 

shown only as a disclosure note, rather 

than being recorded as an asset in the 

statement of financial position. The bar 

for recognising a contingent asset is 

higher than for a contingent liability.

The introduction of IAS 37, Provisions, 
Contingent Liabilities and Contingent 
Assets, in 1998 aimed to prevent entities 

from being able to simply record 

provisions (and related expenses) in 

good years where targets are exceeded, 

releasing the liabilities (and so reversing 

the expense) in lean years. This standard 

has stood largely unchanged for many 

years, acting as the gatekeeper for the 

recognition of uncertain liabilities in 

many cases.

In 2015, the International Accounting 

Standards Board (IASB) decided to 
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conduct research on changes to IAS 37 

pending the fi nalisation of the revised 

Conceptual Framework. Following 

the publication in March 2018 of the 

updated framework, the research 

project for IAS 37 is fi nally active.

The issues surrounding the research 

project and the discussion around the 

accounting for provisions will examine 

the defi nitions used and the recognition 

and measurement criteria. We’ll look at 

the issues and potential actions to be 

taken for each of these.

Definitions
One of the issues is the defi nition of a 

provision, crossed with the defi nition 

of a liability. According to IAS 37, a 

provision is a liability of uncertain timing 

or amount, so the project was held 

back while the defi nition of a liability 

was under discussion for the revised 

Conceptual Framework.

The defi nition of a liability has now 

changed under the revised framework. 

Previously defi ned as ‘a present 

obligation of the entity arising from 

past events, the settlement of which is 

expected to result in an outfl ow from 

the entity of resources embodying 

economic benefi ts’, a liability is now 

defi ned as ‘a present obligation of the 

entity to transfer an economic resource 

as a result of past events’.

This change is likely to result in some 

of the most signifi cant discussions 

within the IAS 37 research project, as 

the defi nition of a liability no longer 

mentions expected outfl ow, whereas 

the standard continues to require a 

probable outfl ow of economic benefi ts 

to be recognised. Following the 

updates to the Conceptual Framework, 

the IASB believes the change is more 

of a recognition issue than a defi nition 

issue, so we will focus on the change in 

relation to possible recognition issues.

In addition, an explicit reference to 

prudence has now been included in 

the Conceptual Framework. It states: 

‘Prudence is the exercise of caution 

when making judgments under 

conditions of uncertainty.’ 

IAS 37 has long applied the principle 

of asymmetric prudence, which can be 

highlighted by looking at an example 

of a legal case. Imagine that entity A is 

being sued by entity B for $100,000 and 

is likely to lose the case: entity A must 

record a provision for $100,000, but 

entity B can only record a contingent 

asset (disclosing it in the notes to the 

fi nancial statements). 

Even though the probabilities are 

the same on each side of the equation 

in this example, the treatment in the 

books of both entities is different. 

Entity A must be prudent by recording a 

liability, while entity B must be prudent 

by only disclosing the contingent asset 

rather than recognising an asset in its 

fi nancial statements.

The IASB has concluded that 

asymmetric prudence is not an essential 

part of faithful representation, but that 

it is useful in certain contexts, such as in 

IAS 37. It will therefore remain in IAS 37 

and is unlikely to change.

Recognition criteria
While the defi nition of a liability may 

have changed, it is unlikely that this will 

affect the recognition of a provision in 

this sense. IAS 37 has often employed 

different criteria from other standards 

through the use of the ‘probable 

outfl ow’ threshold and the asymmetric 

prudence mentioned above.

Many respondents to the initial 

research project were concerned that 

the probability criteria in IAS 37 would 

be removed in line with the changes 

to the Conceptual Framework, but the 

IASB appears to have little appetite 

for that. It believes the recognition of 

provisions is working reasonably well 

and there is no particular requirement 

for this to be changed.

The definitions 
and recognition 

and measurement 
criteria of the 

accounting for 
provisions will be 

examined
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costs: direct labour, direct materials, 

cost allocations that relate to contract 

activities (such as supervision, insurance, 

depreciation), costs explicitly charged 

to the counterparty under the contract, 

and other costs incurred only because 

an entity entered into the contract.

Next steps
The likely way forward is a change to 

some wording to refl ect the updates 

to terminology in the Conceptual 

Framework, particularly the defi nition of 

a liability. It is also possible that some 

explicit reference to prudence will be 

incorporated. These changes are likely 

to be relatively minor and will not affect 

the process of accounting for provisions 

or contingencies for entities.

Despite the concern that the need for 

a probable outfl ow of economic benefi ts 

could be removed, this appears unlikely. 

The IASB has already concluded that 

while the defi nition of a liability no 

longer needs an expected outfl ow, the 

probability element is a recognition 

issue. It is therefore likely to remain in 

the standard, as the IASB has given 

no indication that any changes to the 

recognition are required or proposed.

The IASB will press on with the 

narrow-scope adjustments in relation 

to onerous contracts, which is likely to 

result in more specifi c guidance on the 

costs to be included. In addition, it will 

seek feedback on any other aspects of 

IAS 37 that stakeholders may feel need 

amending. Responses will be gathered 

in the fi rst half of 2019, with the aim of 

developing recommendations in the 

third quarter. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

Measurement criteria
Of all the areas to be looked at in the 

research project, the measurement of 

provisions seems most likely to result in 

notable changes to the standard. From 

initial research, there has been diversity 

noted in the measurement of provisions 

recorded, particularly on discount rates 

and which costs should be included in 

calculating the amount of a provision. 

IAS 37 does not specify whether the 

rates used to discount future cashfl ows 

should take into account the risk of non-

performance by the entity, sometimes 

called the entity’s own credit risk.

Nor does IAS 37 specify whether 

a provision should include only the 

incremental costs of fulfi lling an 

obligation or also allow an allocation 

of directly attributable overheads. This 

situation is already under consideration 

in the form of an exposure draft that 

considers the costs to be included in the 

recognition of an onerous contract.

IAS 37 defi nes an onerous contract 

as one in which the unavoidable costs 

of meeting the obligations under the 

contract exceed the economic benefi ts 

expected under it. It also states that 

those unavoidable costs refl ect the least 

net cost of exiting the contract, which is 

the lower of the cost of fulfi lling it and 

any compensation or penalties arising 

from failure to fulfi l it. 

It all sounds pretty sensible, and the 

rule for an onerous contract is that a 

provision is recognised in full for the 

loss to be made under the contract. The 

problem that has arisen is that IAS 37 

does not specify which costs to include 

in determining the cost of fulfi lling a 

contract, which is where the exposure 

draft comes in.

The IASB proposes to specify in IAS 37 

that the cost of fulfi lling a contract 

comprises the costs that relate directly 

to the contract, rather than only the 

incremental costs. The exposure draft 

goes on to suggest examples of such 

The definition of a 
liability may have 
changed, but it is 
unlikely to affect 

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

MAS continuity reviewed
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) is consulting on proposed 

changes to its business continuity 

management (BCM) guidelines for 

financial institutions (FIs). These 

reforms would tell companies to 

ensure continuity plans take account 

of interdependencies across FIs’ 

operational units and with external 

service providers. The central bank 

wants FIs to independently audit BCM 

plans’ effectiveness. 

Tech risk guidance
The MAS has also released revised 

draft technology risk management 

guidelines, advising FIs on ensuring 

effective cyber surveillance, software 

development, staging adversarial attack 

simulations and managing Internet of 

Things cyber risks. 

US exemption
Meanwhile, the US’s Commodity 

Futures Trading Commission (CFTC) has 

exempted some MAS-approved trading 

facilities from having to register with 

the CFTC as swap execution facilities 

to offer services in the US. In return, the 

MAS has announced that some CFTC-

certified derivatives trading venues will 

not require its authorisation to accept 

Singapore business. 

GST news 
The Inland Revenue Authority of 

Singapore (IRAS) has released guidance 

on the country’s Approved 3PL Company 

Scheme for GST-registered logistics 

companies working for overseas-

based businesses. The scheme allows 

Hong Kong

AEOI amendment
A Hong Kong Inland Revenue 

(Amendment) (No. 2) Ordinance 

2019 (Amendment Ordinance) has 

been released, amending automatic 

exchange of information (AEOI) rules. 

The law requires mandatory provident 

fund schemes, occupational retirement 

schemes, pooling agreements, 

approved pooled investment funds 

and credit unions to comply with the 

AEOI due diligence and reporting from 

January 2020. 

Fair value relaxation
The Hong Kong Inland Revenue 

Department has agreed, as an interim 

measure pending review, to accept 

2013/14, 2014/15, 2015/16, 2016/17 

and 2017/18 profits tax returns with 

assessable profits computed on a fair-

value basis. This follows a judgment at 

the Court of Final Appeal in Nice Cheer 

Investment Limited v CIR. 

CbC extended
The department has also given Hong 

Kong-based multinationals and 

branches of overseas international 

corporations an extra 45 days to file 

country-by-country financial reports for 

the first accounting period covered by 

this requirement (from 1 January 2018). 

These now must be filed by 15 May – on 

from the old 31 March deadline. 

HKEX agreement
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange has 

signed a licence agreement with the 

US-based index issuer MSCI to assess 

mainland futures contracts using the 

MSCI China A Index, accessible via 

Stock Connect from November.

Mainland China

Residency rule change
Individuals without permanent 

residential addresses in China will 

henceforth have to pay income tax 

based on the number of working days 

they spend in China, according to 

China’s state administration of taxation. 

Under a rule effective from 1 January, 

different tax rates will be levied on 

non-residents living in China for less 

than 90 days; non-residents living in 

China between 90 and 183 days a year; 

residents living in China more than 183 

days a year and less than six consecutive 

years; and those resident for more 

than six consecutive years. Meanwhile, 

temporary residents who are senior 

managers living in China for less than 

90 days and between 90 and 183 days a 

year will also pay tax at special rates.

Singapore

VCC consultation
Singapore’s finance ministry has 

been consulting on planned tax 

changes under the 2018 Variable 

Capital Companies Act, in which 

umbrella companies (VCCs) should 

file one corporate income tax return, 

regardless of how many sub-funds 

they control. Also, deductions and 

allowances for umbrella VCCs will be 

applied at the sub-fund level when 

assessing a sub-fund’s chargeable or 

exempt income.
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China gets tough on VAT counterfeit
The Chinese government has started to print newly designed anti-counterfeiting 

VAT invoices. According to China’s state administration of taxation, the new designs 

include anti-counterfeiting ink for invoice numbers whose colour will change if entries 

are tampered with and a specially designed number font which is difficult to copy. A 

new scanning device will also be supplied to officials to help them verify an invoice’s 

authenticity. Measures were taken to crack down on China’s burgeoning counterfeit 

VAT invoice supply chain. Such security measures may get tougher in future. In 2018, 

the tax office’s branch in Shenzhen, near Hong Kong, launched a blockchain-backed 

VAT invoice-issuing platform as a pilot project. 

micro, small and mid-sized companies; 

digitising broking value chains; and 

strengthening risk supervision and 

surveillance, especially regarding digital 

assets and trading strategies. 

Updating essential
The Inland Revenue Board of Malaysia 

has advised taxpayers to update 

personal and banking information in 

their annual income tax return forms to 

minimise failures to process tax refunds. 

In 2018 records, 6.22% of claimed refunds 

(MYR486.29m) were not processed 

because of outdated personal data.

 

Registration time
The Companies Commission of Malaysia 

has announced that section 241 of the 

Companies Act 2016 will be enforced 

from 15 March, requiring all qualified 

companies to import goods GST-free 

belonging to the logistics company or 

its clients. 3PL-registered companies can 

even supply such goods locally GST-free 

if customers participate in the Singapore 

Major Exporter Scheme; Approved 

Import GST Suspension Scheme; 

Approved Contract Manufacturer and 

Trader Scheme; or Approved Third Party 

Logistics Company Scheme. IRAS has 

also published advice on how traders 

in precious metals should account for 

GST when importing, purchasing and 

selling within Singapore. Meanwhile, the 

Singapore tax authority has simplified 

the filing of GST input tax claims by 

investment funds when they buy fund 

management services. 

New standards
The Accounting Standards Council 

Singapore has released new financial 

reporting standards on the legal 

definition of companies and on what 

kind of information should be regarded 

as important enough to be included in 

financial reports.

Malaysia

SC consults
Securities Commission Malaysia (SC) 

has been consulting on planned 

initial coin offering (ICO) and property 

crowdfunding controls. The SC is asking 

for comments on assessing the eligibility 

of ICO issuers, how to ensure transparent 

and adequate disclosures and any rules 

on utilising ICO proceeds. On property 

crowdfunding, the SC is seeking 

insights on eligibility requirements for 

first-time homebuyers, listing criteria 

for crowdfunded properties, platform 

operator obligations and financing limits. 

Priorities unveiled
The SC has released its policy priorities 

for 2019. They include strengthening 

alternative financing platforms for 

persons wanting to be a company 

secretary to register. The act gives 

existing company secretaries until 15 

March 2020 to apply for a practising 

certificate.

Forex relaxed
Bank Negara Malaysia has liberalised 

foreign exchange rules, allowing 

residents to hedge foreign currency 

obligations for 12 months (and longer 

with permission), aiding financial 

planning by businesses. From 2 May it 

will also allow net importing small and 

medium-sized businesses to receive 

foreign currency payments for domestic 

trades in goods and services from 

Malaysia-based exporters. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists 
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Crypto treatments
How should a crypto asset appear on the balance sheet? Georgina Kyriakoudes offers 
her take on the different accounting treatments for a very modern asset class

its subsequent use. Using a similar 

approach for the different categories of 

crypto assets and applying current IFRS 

defi nitions, the accounting treatments 

could be as follows:

* Purpose: payment for services 
Where cryptocurrencies are used 

as a payment, or receipt of payment, 

method between parties, they 

act as a medium of exchange 

and so can be treated as cash or 

a cash equivalent. However, cash 

equivalents are expected to require 

support by a central bank, and to 

date only Japan, Venezuela and the 

Marshall Islands have recognised 

cryptocurrencies as legal tender. 

Also, cash equivalents are defi ned 

as ‘subject to an insignifi cant risk 

of changes in value’, which is not 

the case with cryptocurrencies, 

given their high volatility. National 

accounting standards boards 

have accordingly concluded 

that cryptocurrencies cannot be 

classed under IAS 7, Statement of 
Cash Flows.

Alternatively, a fi nancial 

instrument (the Belarus choice) or 

intangible asset may be applicable. 

Under IAS 38, cryptocurrency meets 

On the basis of current accounting 
frameworks, and specifi cally in 
the light of IFRS Standards, it is 
unclear how crypto assets, including 
cryptocurrencies and digital tokens, 
should be accounted for. 

Several national accounting 

standards bodies have published 

discussion papers, but as yet only 

Belarus has issued offi cial national 

accounting standards for this 

new asset class. The Australian 

Accounting Standards Board (AASB) 

issued a detailed examination of 

the application of IFRS Standards to 

digital currencies back in December 

2016, which has been the basis for 

commentary from many other national 

accounting standards bodies.

While confusion certainly exists, 

some common themes are emerging 

from these discussion papers. Three 

asset categories are widely accepted 

as applicable: fi nancial instruments, 

inventory and intangible assets. 

However, discussions on treatment 

have so far focused on digital 

currencies, and not on the wider 

concept of crypto assets. There are now 

a variety of crypto assets with different 

functions and features: cryptocurrencies, 

crypto commodities, utilities tokens and 

securities tokens.

In addition to a crypto asset’s features, 

the reason why a party obtained the 

asset (and how it did so) needs to be 

considered. For example, defi ning 

a token as an intangible asset under 

IAS 38 raises an issue if the purpose 

is to sell that crypto asset, as it would 

then be classed as ‘held for sale’ and 

so excluded from the scope of IAS 

38; it would perhaps need to become 

inventory under IAS 2.

Belarus decided its accounting 

treatment based on the purpose and 

method of obtaining the asset and 

Treatment based 
on the substance 

of transactions 
may lead to 

the same asset 
being classified 

differently
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More information

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

seems to be IAS 2, Inventory. 

Given an active market, the 

appropriate measurement would 

probably be the market price at the 

balance sheet date, with changes 

recognised in profit or loss. This 

treatment is particularly applicable 

for commodity brokers holding the 

crypto assets on behalf of clients.

* Purpose: own token creation 
Belarus standards explicitly state 

that parties that create their own 

crypto assets will not be allowed 

to recognise them. However, 

under IFRS an intangible asset 

may be recognised if the asset will 

generate future economic benefit 

and the cost of the asset can be 

reliably measured. Given that many 

tokens are actively traded, it is 

possible that these two criteria can 

be met.

the definition of an ‘identifiable non-

monetary asset without a physical 

substance’ with an indefinite 

useful economic life. The initial 

measurement would be cost. As an 

active market generally exists, the 

option to measure the asset at fair 

value could be considered.

* Purpose: received via mining 
activities Where the party obtains 

the crypto asset as part of 

cryptocurrency mining activity, it 

would be treated as a finished good 

(ie inventory), with the actual cost 

of its production (such as IT and 

electricity resources) serving as the 

measurement criteria. 

* Purpose: for implementing  
token rights Crypto commodities 

and utility tokens are purchased 

for the use of the services the 

asset provides. For example, 

purchasing the golem crypto 

asset gives you the right to use 

distributed computing power. In 

this case, the asset has a contractual 

provision and can be classed as a 

financial instrument (IFRS 9) with 

a fair value through profit or loss 

valuation. Belarus standards use the 

purchase and transaction cost for 

initial recognition.

* Purpose: for trading or capital 
growth While ideally this applies 

only to securities tokens, in 

reality any crypto asset with an 

active market may be held as an 

investment. As a ‘held for sale’ asset, 

the most appropriate treatment 

IFRS undermined?
While applying IFRS Standards based 

on the substance of transactions seems 

to make the most sense, it leaves the 

issue of the same asset being classified 

under different IFRS Standards. The 

consequence is judgment-based 

classifications and issues in the 

comparability and understandability of 

financial statements – core principles of 

the IFRS framework.

A separate standard would be more 

beneficial, but at its current stage the 

asset class may not be material enough 

to warrant full standard setting. The 

AASB proposed developing standards 

that would cover digital currencies as 

well as address the wider issue of a lack 

of clarity and standards in accounting 

for intangible assets and commodities 

such as water or emission rights. 

As the ascent of crypto assets 

continues and the big rise in the value 

of these increasingly widely owned 

assets becomes material, accountants 

and auditors alike need guidance to 

be able to reach a conclusion on the 

completeness and accuracy of the 

financial statements, and to ensure that 

those statements provide useful and 

relevant information to users. AB

Georgina Kyriakoudes FCCA is 

co-founder of Dcentric.Solutions.
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Heard to be seen
With the use of voice search on the rise, your business stands to benefit if  
you find the best way to harness the new technology, says Tim Butler

The searches are on both Voice 

First devices (those that do not have 

a screen, like Amazon Echo and 

Google Home), mobile phones and 

increasingly desktop devices that have 

voice search capabilities. 

The power of AI 
As a consumer uses voice features 

on their device more, studies have 

shown that they start talking to the 

device like another person. This 

conversational language was, at first, 

something that held the effectiveness 

of voice search back. This is because 

initially the context of the searches was 

not being connected. For example, 

think of the following:

1. You: Hey, Siri, where is the closest 

place to get a coffee?

Investment in digital marketing is 
an increasingly important means of 
attracting potential customers online. 
By 2020, it is predicted that companies 
will spend 75% of their total marketing 
budget on digital opportunities.

One development that is beginning to 

revolutionise search marketing is voice 

search. Google recently announced that 

20% of searches on its mobile app and 

Android services are now carried out 

by voice, with an estimated 50 billion 

searches per month now activated in 

this way. 

No matter what the platform or 

device, any technology that changes 

the way in which consumers behave 

and search needs to be taken 

seriously. Businesses that ignore this 

risk falling behind competitors who are 

investing in this area and are already 

seeing the benefits.

Digital assistants
Digital assistants like Amazon Echo’s 

Alexa, Google Home’s Google 

Assistant and Apple’s Siri offer voice 

control with smart speakers and artificial 

intelligence (AI) built in. All but the early 

iPhones can run iOS at a version that 

uses Siri, as can Apple Mac computers 

with operating system versions from 

the last few years. Microsoft Cortana 

is native on the latest Windows OS. 

As for Google, its voice assistant 

works on Google Home, as an app on 

Android and iOS, and on its Chrome 

browser. This means that most internet 

connected devices have voice search 

capability now. 
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this technology. The main areas of 

impact are:

* There is no screen for results. Only 

the first result is read out by devices, 

so being number two has little 

benefit: you are just the first loser. 

The fight to be the number-one 

search result is going to become 

increasingly intense for marketeers. 

* There will be longer and question-

based search queries. Voice 

searches tend to be longer and 

more sentence-based than typed 

ones, so you need to optimise your 

content for themes rather than rigid 

sets of keywords.

* AI retains the context of what has 

been said before, which means that 

the results provided are dependent 

on this and increasingly granular 

personalisation. Businesses benefit 

from engaging with a consumer 

early in their journey as the search 

engines will remember if the 

consumer likes a particular brand/

location/store and then prioritise 

this in future.

* Searches like ‘find a coffee shop 

near me’ take into account the 

user’s geolocation data to provide 

results. Local businesses that are 

early adopters of voice-search 

marketing will benefit as they race 

to be number-one listing.

2. Siri: The nearest coffee shop to you 

is Starbucks on Main Street.

3. You: How much does a flat 

white cost?

4. Siri: A flat white costs $3.50 at 

Starbucks.

5. You: Give me directions to 

walk there.

6. Siri: Ok, here are the directions to 

Starbucks on Main St.

From interaction 3, Siri needs to 

remember that you are talking 

about Starbucks on Main St, even 

though you don’t explicitly say it. Now, 

a human finds this conversational 

connection very easy, but it has needed 

the rise of AI to make this work for 

computers. Few consumers realise the 

computing power that goes on behind 

the scenes to make their interactions 

with voice devices so simple. Few 

also understand that it is not their 

phones or computers that are giving 

them the answers: they are effectively 

just the microphone and speaker in 

this interaction. 

Changing behaviour
The immediacy of voice search is 

influencing how consumers behave. 

When using a screen or keyboard to 

search, a person thinks, types and 

scrolls, selecting the most appropriate 

answer from a page of results. Voice 

search can be done carrying out 

other tasks and requires the person to 

speak, ask and listen to the top result 

that the search engine selects. As we 

speak faster than we can type, voice 

search is more likely to be natural and 

conversational than a more considered, 

thought-through keyboard search.

Impact 
For business owners and marketing 

managers, the huge rise in voice search 

will impact consumer businesses more 

than B2B ones. However, both should 

be implementing plans to benefit from 

* Voice search is facilitating greater 

disintermediation. If you ask 

Amazon’s Alexa to order you a large 

pepperoni pizza, one will arrive 

from Domino’s: you do not get the 

choice. Being the chosen supplier or 

being number one in results gives 

massive market power when voice 

search is going direct to transaction.

* Brands with greater awareness 

will benefit as consumers request 

a specific brand. If Amazon is asked 

or jeans, will it select the product 

for which it has the best margin? If 

you ask Amazon for Levi’s it will only 

select products made by that brand. 

If you have brand strength, then 

you have more power to control the 

conversation on voice devices.

The virtual future
Virtual assistants source their information 

from the internet and will only relay 

the information that they find. You can 

help your business be at the forefront 

of the search revolution by reviewing 

your digital marketing strategy to 

include theme-based optimisation and 

more structured mark up so that search 

engines understand the context of your 

website content, and understand how 

content can give you greater impact. 

This is a new, multi-faceted area and 

you need experts to help you. Few 

agencies are actually working hard in 

the area of voice search as it doesn’t 

help them sell ‘creative’ services, so 

make sure you select your digital 

marketing agency carefully and don’t 

get left behind. AB

Tim Butler is founder of Innovation 

Visual, a digital marketing consultancy 

specialising in digital effectiveness. 

Only the first 
result is read out 

by devices, so 
being number two 

has little benefit: 
you are just the 

first loser
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Any, or all, of three options
The Approved Employer programme has three streams: 

* Trainee development (gold/platinum), giving students 

exemption from completion of the nine performance 

objectives required for ACCA membership

* Professional development, which focuses on support to 

ACCA members in meeting their continuing professional 

development (CPD) requirement

* Practising certificate development (general/audit), which 

is relevant for employers and members in public practice.

Mark of approval
ACCA Approved Employer status benefits organisations and employees alike, as the 
experience of global beauty business Mary Kay demonstrates. Julie Hepburn explains

ACCA’s Approved Employer 
programme recognises 
employers for their high 
standards in staff training 
and development. 

In 2018 the Texas-

headquartered beauty brand 

and direct sales company 

Mary Kay was granted 

professional development 

status under the programme. 

This is a recognition that 

ACCA-qualified members 

working in the organisation 

get its support to identify 

and complete relevant 

development activities 

aligned to their role and 

career ambitions. 

‘I’m so very proud that 

Mary Kay has become an 

ACCA Approved Employer,’ 

says Deborah Gibbins, the 

company’s chief operating 

officer and chief financial 

officer. ‘To be affiliated with 

an organisation with the 

history and stature of ACCA 

builds the reputation of 

Mary Kay as an employer of 

choice for accounting and 

finance professionals around 

the globe. In addition, our 

Approved Employer status 

will provide additional 

resources for our finance 

teams in developing the 

skills required to be effective 

in the future, as technologies 

such as blockchain and 

robotic process automation 

transform our work.’

Siobhan Pandya FCCA, 

director of lean and 

continuous improvement in 

Mary Kay’s manufacturing 

division, initiated and 

managed the group’s 

Approved Employer 

application. The process 

involved providing ACCA 

with key information – such 

as the number of ACCA 

members in the company’s 

global organisation – plus 

supporting documentation on 

the training and 

development 

support they 

receive. 

Pandya 

gathered the 

information 

in advance 

and found 

the process 

straightforward. 

‘You can use 

screenshots 

from your 

internal website, such as 

web pages with information 

on training programmes,’ 

she explains. ‘You can 

copy and paste blank 

forms. And I realised there 

can be a dialogue, so if 

some information was 

missing, there would be an 

opportunity to add it in.’ 

The process was free 

and quick, she adds – a 

‘two-week turnaround’ from 

application to approval.

CPD
Pandya points to numerous 

benefits in being an ACCA 

Approved Employer. For a 

start, she says, it makes the 

CPD process much easier. 

‘Normally you have to 

fill out a CPD form and 

list all the hours you have 

done,’ she explains, ‘but 

when ACCA approves an 

organisation as an Approved 

Employer, it’s saying the 

structure the organisation 

has in place gives ACCA 

faith that members are 

getting the developmental 

hours they need. So this 

year, when I complete my 

CDP, all I will have to do is 

confirm my employment at 

an Approved Employer.’ 

Vacancies
Discounted recruitment 

support is another big 

attraction. ‘Say we have a 

job vacancy in a competitive 

market where it’s difficult 

to hire,’ Pandya says. ‘We 

have access to the ACCA 

job board.’ The board 

is a global jobs portal 

for job-seeking finance 

professionals around the 

world. Approved Employers 

receive discounted rates for 

advertising on the site, along 

with access to virtual careers 

fairs and improved recruiter 

directory listings. 

Approved Employers also 

gain promotional benefits, 

81% of Approved 
Employers say 

their status 
helps them 

attract and retain 
good-quality 
graduate and 

finance employees
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Make-up marque: Mary Kay is a US-based privately 
owned company that manufactures and sells cosmetics.

Siobhan Pandya in front of a portrait of Mary Kay Ash, 
who set up the company as a way of empowering 
women in the workforce.

being listed in a directory 

of Approved Employers, 

and can use a special 

logo. According to ACCA’s 

research, 81% of Approved 

Employers say their status 

helps them attract and retain 

good-quality graduate and 

finance employees.

Approved Employers 

also have access to ACCA’s 

intellectual resources, such as 

content from its Professional 

Insights (PI) initiative. PI 

reports cover topics directly 

relevant to members and 

their organisations today and 

in the future. ‘As an Approved 

Employer you are not only 

a recipient of these reports, 

but may also participate in 

their development,’ Pandya 

says. Researchers involve 

Approved Employers in 

surveys, questionnaires 

and interviews. 

‘We also have access to 

webinars on a regular basis, 

keeping us up to date with 

what’s happening in the 

finance industry,’ Pandya 

says. ‘A big plus for me is 

the quality of the material.’ 

Other benefits include 

an Approved Employers 

newsletter and dedicated 

care from local ACCA offices. 

Employee views 
ACCA members at Mary 

Kay are pleased with the 

Approved Employer status. 

Nadezhda Kim, finance 

manager in Kazakhstan, 

believes it will strengthen 

Mary Kay’s ‘image and 

positioning as an employer, 

building the HR brand 

and making it more 

attractive and popular. 

It is recognition of high 

standards of development 

and educational support for 

finance employees.’ 

Paulynn Chiok FCCA, 

finance manager for Mary 

Kay Malaysia and Singapore, 

sees the status as a 

‘milestone’ for the company. 

‘The key difference will be 

simpler CPD completion and 

having assured learning and 

development in place,’ she 

says. ‘This will certainly help 

to enhance our corporate 

image and attract talent.’ 

Elena Kotova FCCA, 

manager in financial 

reporting and analysis 

for Mary Kay Russia, an 

ACCA member since 

2003, welcomes the 

‘official recognition’ of the 

company’s development 

support for finance staff. 

She expects the partnership 

between Mary Kay and 

ACCA to ‘provide new 

opportunities in learning 

and development for Mary 

Kay employees, motivate 

employees to grow in the 

profession, and elevate Mary 

Kay’s employer brand for 

finance professionals’.

Grasp the nettle
Pandya encourages 

ACCA members to take 

the initiative to achieve 

Approved Employer status – 

which is open to enterprises 

of any size. ‘Find out how 

many ACCA members there 

are in the organisation,’ she 

urges. ‘Even if it’s a handful 

of people, initiate the 

process. The application is 

simple and free. As ACCA 

members, each one of us 

can be an advocate for 

gaining Approved Employer 

status, because we are 

the ones who will reap the 

most benefits.’ AB

Julie Hepburn is ACCA’s head 

of quality and recognition.
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Council update
ACCA’s governing body met in March in London to discuss the ongoing 
development of ACCA’s strategy, governance, budgets, and more

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

* The president, deputy 

president and vice 

president updated 

Council on their activities 

since the last meeting, 

including ACCA’s 

participation at the World 

Congress of Accountants 

in November 2018 and 

attendance at events in 

China, Cyprus, Greece, 

Ireland, Poland, Romania 

and the UK.

* Council received a 

presentation and 

report from the chief 

executive focused on 

strategic performance 

to 31 January 2019 and 

key strategic matters 

and issues.

* Council received an 

update and broke 

into discussion groups 

to consider the 

second phase of the 

implementation of the 

governance review 

following the bye-law 

changes approved by 

members at the AGM 

in 2017.

* Council considered in 

discussion groups two 

possible scenarios for 

ACCA and the profession 

in 2030 as part of the 

ongoing development of 

ACCA’s future strategy.

* Council approved the 

proposed budget for the 

organisation for 2019/20, 

including the proposed 

membership subscription 

for 2020. Following a 

recommendation from 

a group of committee 

chairmen, Council also 

approved the measures 

and targets to be used 

to track ACCA’s strategic 

performance in 2019/20.

* Council received the 

annual report from 

the chairman of the 

Regulatory Board, 

including progress on 

priorities, progress 

made by each of the 

sub-boards, and data 

on the operation of the 

regulatory functions. 

* Council considered 

a paper on the 

development of the 

strategy partnership with 

the Shanghai National 

Accounting Institute 

in China.

* On a recommendation 

from Nominating 

Committee, Council 

agreed to co-opt Taiwo 

Oyedele and Amos Ng 

to Council for three 

years, in accordance with 

bye-law 23. Both are 

senior ACCA members 

who have made a 

significant contribution 

to the profession and 

wider ACCA member 

engagement, and 

Council believes this 

will further enrich the 

breadth of experience on 

Council.

* Council noted a report 

from the Qualifications 

Board, including the 

review of the December 

2018 examination results.

* Council agreed a 

timetable for choosing 

its preferred nominee for 

vice president in 2019/20. 

* Council received a 

presentation from 

the chairman of Audit 

Committee on the 

work of the committee, 

focusing on a deep-dive 

into risk management.  

* Council received 

reports from the 

Nominating Committee, 

Governance Design 

Committee, Audit 

Committee, Resource 

Oversight Committee 

and Market Oversight 

Committee meetings 

held during the period 

from November 2018 to 

March 2019.

Council will hold its next 

meeting in London on 

22 June 2019. AB
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The World Bank’s 
Jarett Decker.

Consultant Martin 
Turner.

Left to right: Tanzania’s auditor general Mussa Juma Assad, Nigeria’s AG Anthony 
Mkpe Ayine, Pakistan’s deputy AG Zamir Ahmad, and Jamaica’s AG Pamela Monroe Ellis.

Public gathering
Key figures from around the world update ACCA members 
on the issues around building a sustainable public sector

ACCA welcomed more than 
200 members to its annual 
public sector conference in 
Prague in March. 

Taking place at the Czech 

capital’s Marriott Hotel, the 

2019 event was subtitled ‘a 

sustainable public sector’, 

and sessions included: 

financially sustainable 

methods of funding 

infrastructure (including 

the launch of ACCA’s 

recent report Bridging the 
infrastructure gap); the role 

of accountants in tackling 

fraud, corruption and serious 

organised crime; innovating 

in the digital age; and the 

role of audit institutions 

in delivering a sustainable 

public sector.

The two-day conference 

also featured contributions 

from leading figures 

including Tomáš Vyhnánek 

from the Czech Republic’s 

Ministry of Finance; 

Stephen Walker, president 

of CA ANZ (Chartered 

Accountants Australia New 

Zealand); Thomas Müller-

Marqués Berger, chair 

of Accountancy Europe’s 

public sector panel; 

Mike Driver, head of the 

government finance function 

in the UK’s Civil Service; 

and auditor generals from 

Jamaica, Nigeria, Pakistan 

and Tanzania.

To read some of the 

highlights of the public 

sector conference, see 

page 40 of this edition of AB; 
or, for the full programme 

and list of speakers, visit 

bit.ly/ACCA-IPSC2019. AB
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EY’s Thomas Müller-Marqués Berger, Bonnie Ann Sirois of 
the World Bank, and Vincent Tophoff (ex-IFAC).

CA ANZ president 
Stephen Walker.

Tomáš Vyhnánek, Czech 
deputy finance minister.

Delegates take time 
out to network at the 
conference in Prague.

City of Mississauga 
CFO Gary Kent 
and CPA Canada’s 
Davinder Valeri.

Attendees enjoy a 
conference session.

Guyana Police’s Maame Addo-Danquah, Claire Jenkins 
of Companies House in the UK, and Transparency 
International’s Max Heywood.
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ACCA’s advocacy awards 
celebrate the achievements 
of individual members who 
have acted in a variety of 
ways to promote ACCA, 
the ACCA Qualifi cation or 
the accountancy profession 
in general. 

‘The idea for advocacy 

came from understanding 

the pride members have 

in the qualifi cation and 

in having worked so hard 

to achieve it,’ says John 

Weston, ACCA’s head 

of member advocacy 

and satisfaction. ‘Some 

members overcome all 

sorts of challenges to get 

the qualifi cation and then 

have fulfi lling careers. As a 

consequence, there’s a huge 

willingness to go out and 

spread the word.’ 

But there are benefi ts for 

the advocate too. Those 

who advocate ACCA benefi t 

personally and professionally, 

and it is true 

to say that 

the more you 

contribute to 

ACCA, the 

more you will 

get out of it.

The concept 

of advocacy 

has deliberately 

been defi ned 

in very broad 

terms, allowing 

it to encompass 

a range of activities that 

members undertake in 

promoting ACCA and the 

profession. This could involve 

talking to school or university 

students about the potential 

of an accounting or fi nance 

career and the benefi ts of 

the ACCA Qualifi cation, 

or promoting ACCA 

professionals to employers. 

It might involve taking part 

in ACCA committees and 

initiatives, or participating in 

a broader forum to share a 

professional perspective. 

Realising that many 

members spontaneously 

act in such ways, ACCA 

launched its inaugural 

advocacy awards in 2017, 

with winners recognised 

the following March. The 

positive response from 

around the world confi rmed 

a strong and widespread 

desire to celebrate the 

achievements and activities 

of ACCA members who 

act as advocates for the 

accountancy profession. 

National winners
This year the comprehensive 

selection process again 

began with the identifi cation 

of national winners in 17 

countries. These national 

winners were then assessed 

by panels of senior members, 

including members of 

ACCA’s governing Council, 

to come up with six 

regional winners. 

Nominees were asked to 

provide supporting evidence 

to show how they had 

demonstrated advocacy in 

action in a variety of ways: 

attracting and inspiring 

the next generation of 

accountants; developing or 

supporting other members; 

sustaining and building 

ACCA’s reputation; and 

leading the profession. 

‘The willingness 
of advocate-

members to share 
their experiences 

for the benefit 
of others is 

outstanding’

Champion celebration
For the second year running, ACCA has recognised members who champion their 
profession, inspiring and supporting fellow and future members – and society at large
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Choosing the regional 

winners was a challenging 

process, triggering extensive 

discussions. Nevertheless, 

six outstanding regional 

ACCA advocates were finally 

selected, and their successes 

are being celebrated in their 

home markets among friends 

and colleagues. 

The winners come from 

both private and public 

sector backgrounds. 

Through their various forms 

of advocacy they have 

increased ACCA members’ 

skills and knowledge 

by using social media 

and improving access 

to technology courses. 

They have also inspired 

and mentored future 

generations of ACCA 

students, encouraged wider 

business understanding of 

the importance of corporate 

governance and ethics, 

and identified how ACCA 

professionals can improve 

the lot of humanity. 

Six of the best
The six regional advocacy 

award winners, who took the 

initiative to lead and inspire 

while presenting ACCA in 

the best possible light, are 

as follows:

* Middle East and South 
Asia (MESA): Suren 

Rajakarier FCCA, 

partner and head of 

audit and assurance, 

KPMG Sri Lanka

* Emerging markets: 
Jaroslaw Grzegorz 

FCCA, associate partner 

in forensic and integrity 

services, EY Poland

* Europe and Americas: 

Etain Doyle FCCA, 

executive coach and 

non-executive director 

based in Ireland

* ASEAN and ANZ: Alice 

Tan FCCA, chief financial 

adviser at the Land 

Transport Authority of 

Singapore

* China and Hong Kong: 

Major Qinxue Mei FCCA, 

chief operating officer 

and chief HR officer, 

Jiawei Renewable Energy

* Africa: Paul Ankunda 

FCCA, head of finance 

and administration 

for the financial 

management and 

accountability 

programme hosted by 

the Ministry of Finance, 

Planning and Economic 

Development in Uganda.

‘There are many inspiring 

stories, and choosing winners 

from among such active 

advocates is very hard,’ says 

Weston. ‘Advocacy is such 

an inclusive, broad, umbrella 

term. It could range from 

talking to your neighbour 

about what their teenager is 

going to do for a career, to 

helping build the profession 

in your country. 

‘This year’s winners have 

all proved to be leading 

advocates for ACCA and the 

profession. The willingness of 

such members to share their 

experiences for the benefit 

of others is outstanding, 

and I would encourage 

more members to come 

forward and share their 

pride in ACCA and their own 

advocacy stories.’ AB

ASEAN and ANZ winner: Alice Tan 
My father had a role in finance, and I was inspired by him 

to follow a career in accountancy. I trained in external audit, 

then worked in internal audit and operational accounting, 

before moving into the transport sector. Being an ACCA 

member has helped me tremendously in my career. Having 

this qualification, which is both local and global, has given 

me the professional standing to help me in my various roles 

in setting up processes, governance and risk management. 

It has also given me access to a valuable post-qualification 

network and exposure to many of the learning and 

education series that ACCA organises. 

I am grateful to ACCA for offering me many opportunities 

to advance my career in the public sector. I look forward to 

sharing with other senior finance professionals insights and 

views gained from ongoing ACCA research, conferences 

and discussions designed to help the profession embrace 

change and be future-ready in this global environment.

I have actively promoted ACCA and was instrumental in 

helping the Land Transport Authority register as an ACCA 

Approved Employer. I am a strong believer in people 

development. Partnering with ACCA enables our students 

to find good career opportunities in both the private and 

public sectors. I have appeared in a video interview aimed 

at inspiring others to pursue a career in accountancy. I have 

also shared my insights in ACCA articles, roundtables and 

conferences, as well as speaking at high-level events run by 

other professional bodies. 

I encourage other members to become ACCA advocates 

by making themselves available to participate actively in 

the various ACCA and partner programmes, contributing 

to the development of the accountancy profession locally, 

regionally and globally. Networking with like-minded 

professionals in the community definitely strengthens 

members professionally and personally.
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More information

To find out more and to register, visit accaglobal.com/digital.
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Power of digital 
Join ACCA’s online event next month on embracing the 
challenges – and benefits – of digital transformation

To tie in with its current 
focus on ‘the power of 
digital’, ACCA is running a 
one-day virtual conference 
to examine the technology 
themes that are impacting 
the accountancy profession 
around the world today and 
into the future.

Registration to attend 

the free event on 11 June is 

now open. Members who 

can’t join live can register to 

receive details of how to join 

in the on-demand period. 

All attendees can gain up to 

seven units of verifiable CPD.

The online conference will 

include sessions looking at 

ACCA’s professional insights 

report on machine learning 

and artificial intelligence 

(see also page 36 of this 

issue); how the ACCA 

Qualification is adapting 

to tech developments; 

how to manage change 

and lead digital 

transformation, with 

organisational psychologist 

Dr Rob Yeung; and the 

latest developments 

in blockchain. AB
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