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Welcome
As we introduce our theme of the purpose of the accountancy profession, we start 
the conversation by considering what a world without accountants might look like

conversation started, we take a look at 

what a world might look like without 

professional accountants – think of 

a Wild West frontier without rules 

(page 44). 

On page 18, our columnist Manu 

Bhaskaran considers the Covid-19 

outbreak and its implications for 

economies in Asia as containment 

efforts have intensified across the world.   

And ACCA president Jenny Gu gives 

her views on how ACCA members and 

staff have proved resilient in a crisis, 

dealing with the challenges posed by 

the spread of the virus (page 19).

On page 28, we review the 

latest ACCA/IFAC report on the 

importance of accrual accounting in 

the public sector. Accrual accounting 

allows governments to take decisions 

that support their public duty goals 

and respond to emergency pressures 

– crucial to maintain public trust, given 

the recent global developments we 

are witnessing. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Imagine you’ve been asked to 
write a mission statement for the 
accountancy profession. How 
would you describe its purpose? 
What are the foundations that 
underpin the profession, and have 
these shifted as globalisation and 
the digital economy change the way 
business is done? What might the 
profession look like in the future 
and how can it ensure it has value 
in society?

Now imagine another ACCA 

member has been asked the same 

questions. Would your replies 

be similar? Chances are there will 

be some overlap but your own 

professional experiences will have 

given you unique observations on what 

makes the profession tick. And everyone 

will have a compelling story to tell.

In this issue, we announce the 

launch of ACCA’s latest theme – 

the purpose of the accountancy 

profession. It’s an opportunity for 

members to talk about what matters 

to them. You can find out more on 

page 66. And this month, to get the 
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 ‘If you don’t 
take simplicity 
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complexity comes 
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Greg Lecoeur won the 
international Underwater 
Photographer of the Year 
2020 competition with 
his image of crab-eater 
seals circling icebergs 
in Antarctica. Amazon 
CEO Jeff Bezos has 
pledged US$10bn to fight 
climate change.

President Donald Trump 
pushed Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
to reduce import tariffs 
on US motorcycles such 
as the Harley-Davidson. 
India recently cut the rate 
from 100% to 50% but 
the US wants a further 
reduction. 

US astronaut Christina 
Koch landed in 
Kazakhstan after 328 days 
on the International Space 
Station – the longest 
continuous spaceflight by 
a woman. She also took 
part in the first all-female 
spacewalk with fellow 
astronaut Jessica Meir.

The Splash by British 
artist David Hockney 
sold for £23.1m 
(US$29.2m) at Sotheby’s 
auction house in London. 
The 1966 painting – 
part of a series of three 
– was last on the market 
in 2006 when it fetched 
£2.9m (US$3.7m). 
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Waste not
Malaysia is the latest South-East Asian country to reject 

recyclable waste from wealthy countries. Following the lead 

of China, Indonesia and the Philippines to no longer accept 

imported waste, Malaysia has sent back 150 containers to their 

country of origin. Authorities said that 3,737 metric tonnes of 

unwanted waste had been returned to 13 countries, including 

France, the UK, the US and Canada, adding that they hope to 

send back another 110 containers by the middle of 2020. 

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

Digital deal closer 
Singapore, New Zealand 

and Chile are moving closer 

to an agreement aimed at 

advancing digital trade. After 

wrapping up negotiations 

for the Digital Economy 

Partnership Agreement, 

the three governments 

said they hoped to have it 

formally signed as early as 

April. In a joint statement, 

ministers from the three 

nations said they recognise 

that digitalisation has 

transformed the nature of 

trade, ‘and that as small, 

outward-facing and trade-

dependent countries, we 

share a common objective 

of advancing trade in the 

digital era’. 

AML penalties 
Twelve of the world’s top 

50 banks were fined for 

non-compliance with anti-

money laundering (AML), 

know your customer and 

sanctions violations in 2019, 

according to data compiled 

by Fenergo, a provider 

of client and regulatory 

technology for financial 

services. Penalties totalling 

US$36bn represented a 160% 

increase in the 15 months 

since Fenergo’s last report 

as the ramifications from the 

global financial crisis bear a 

significant impact. By country, 

Switzerland was the biggest 

offender after tier one bank 

UBS received the largest 

single fine at US$5.1bn, from 

the French Criminal Court, 

for AML breaches. Italian 

banks were the second 

biggest offenders in 2019, 

racking up almost US$1.5bn 

for sanctions violations and 

general data protection 

regulation breaches.

Combating slavery 
Forensic accounting is one 

of the strategies the financial 

services sector can use 

to protect itself from the 

threat of money laundering 

linked to modern slavery. 

According to a report by 

the Association of Certified 

Anti-Money Laundering 

Specialists, of the estimated 

40 million men, women and 

children in modern-day 

slavery today, 62% are in Asia 

Pacific, followed by Africa 

(23%), Europe and Central 

Asia (9%), the Americas (5%) 

and the Arab states (1%). 

Asia’s share includes victims 

of forced sexual exploitation, 

those forced to work by state 

authorities, people in forced 

labour exploitation and 

those in forced marriages. 

Carbon neutral plan
EY has announced plans to 

be carbon neutral by the 

end of 2020. To achieve 

this ambition, the firm will 

focus on areas including 

reducing travel emissions, 

introducing sustainable 

procurement practices and 

purchasing more renewable 

energy to power EY offices 

– for example, wind or solar 

energy. It will also purchase 

carbon credits to offset the 

EY carbon footprint and 

invest in projects that reduce 

carbon emissions or remove 

carbon from the atmosphere, 

such as reforestation 

projects. In addition, EY is 

also expanding its global 

sustainability strategy, 

which will focus on helping 

clients innovate and use 

technology to reduce their 

own carbon emissions, 

while driving sustainable 

economic growth.
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High-quality audit takes five
The International Federation of Accountants (IFAC) has outlined 

five factors it considers essential for achieving high-quality 

audits: the right process, people, governance, regulation and 

measurement. IFAC CEO Kevin Dancey says that, as partners 

in a larger ecosystem striving for better outcomes, ‘we call 

on regulators and professional accountancy organisations 

to collect, analyse and publish more and better data – both 

aggregate and granular – on audit quality with the goal of 

enhancing transparency and promoting higher audit quality.’

 
people governance regulation

 
measurement

 
process

Global perspective
ACCA and IMA (Institute of 

Management Accountants) 

have published the Global 
Economic Themes report, 

which examines three of the 

longer-term structural issues 

that are affecting the global 

economy as well as the 

global economic impact of 

the US-China trade tensions. 

The three issues covered are 

fiscal integration of the euro, 

China’s prosperity and public 

debt challenges in the US. 

Tax havens escape 
The European Union has 

added Panama, Cayman 

Islands and Seychelles to its 

tax-haven blacklist, but has 

let the Bahamas, Bermuda 

and the British Virgin Islands 

– which Oxfam describes as 

some of the world’s most 

harmful tax havens – off 

the hook. According to 

Chiara Putaturo, Oxfam’s 

EU policy adviser on tax and 

inequalities, ‘these countries 

run an unfair tax competition 

and lead the race to the 

bottom in corporate tax by 

offering zero tax rates, or 

very low tax rates, so that 

companies avoid paying 

their fair share’. 

Call to action
In the decade ahead, the 

financial sector will have to 

grapple with preventing the 

next financial crisis as well 

as handling newer ones, 

including climate-related 

shocks, says Kristalina 

Georgieva, managing 

director at the International 

Monetary Fund (IMF). 

Trade Agreement, a digital 

economy partnership could 

help take the relationship 

between the two countries 

to the next level. ‘If we 

ought to think for the future, 

actually this is something 

that can broaden and 

deepen our relationship,’ 

he said during a visit to the 

Rolls-Royce @ NTU Corporate 

Lab at the Nanyang 

Technological University. 

 

Probe settled
Bank of China has agreed 

to pay €3.9m (US$4.2m) 

in a settlement with 

French tax authorities who 

had launched a criminal 

prosecution into the bank. 

The settlement, reported 

by Bloomberg, follows 

allegations Bank of China 

failed to notify the authorities 

of millions of euros its clients 

were transferring from France 

to its accounts in China. The 

investigation was initiated by 

Tracfin, a French anti-money 

laundering body.

Referring to the US-led global 

financial crisis, which defined 

the last decade, Georgieva 

called on the financial sector 

to ‘build a more inclusive 

system’ in the 2020s, citing 

new research from the IMF 

showing that inequality tends 

to increase before a financial 

crisis, ‘signalling a strong 

link between inequality and 

financial stability’. 

US makes inroads
The US’s financial industry, 

previously largely locked 

out of China, is hoping to 

make inroads into the world’s 

second-biggest economy 

following January’s signing 

of a new US-China trade 

deal. The deal includes 

provisions to boost Chinese 

market access to financial 

services firms – engaged in 

banking, insurance, asset 

management, and payment 

and fund management – and 

an agreement by Beijing to 

move forward the deadline 

for removing foreign 

ownership caps on securities 

firms, including investment 

banking, underwriting and 

brokerage operations, by 

nine months to 1 April. 

Trade deal mooted
The UK is looking at the 

digital economy as an area 

to strengthen its relationship 

with Singapore as both sides 

negotiate a new post-Brexit 

trade deal. As reported by 

the Straits Times, Foreign 

Secretary Dominic Raab 

said that while the new 

deal would be based on 

the EU-Singapore Free 

Company tax break
Singapore businesses will get 

a 25% tax rebate, capped at 

S$15,000 this year – a move 

announced in the recent 

Budget aimed at improving 

their tax flow. Measures 

include automatic extension 

of interest-free instalments 

by two months for payment 

of corporate income tax 

on estimated chargeable 

income, provided that this 

is filed within three months 

of a company’s financial year 

end. Companies will also 

be allowed to carry back 

the unabsorbed capital 

allowances and trade losses 

of up to the three preceding 

years of assessment, or opt 

to accelerate the write-off 

of the costs of acquiring 

plant and machinery and 

renovation incurred for the 

year of assessment 2021. 

Transfer guidance
The OECD has released new 

transfer pricing guidance 

on financial transactions. 
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SMP e-zine hits the inboxes
ACCA has launched a newsletter for small and medium-sized 

practitioners (SMPs) around the world. It aims to address the 

unique set of challenges they face, from keeping up to date 

with regulation to meeting the fast-changing demands and 

expectations of clients, and explores the need for a new set of 

skills to meet changes brought about by technology and an 

evolving business environment. You’ll find a range of practical 

articles, videos, CPD support and other ACCA resources that 

address the hot topics in this sector. 

The newsletter is being sent to all members who have 

indicated in myACCA that they work in practice. If you would 

like to receive it, please update your details in myACCA.

As part of the base 

erosion and profit shifting 

(BEPS) package, it aims to 

contribute to consistency 

in the interpretation of 

the arm’s length principle 

and help avoid transfer 

pricing disputes and double 

taxation. The report, 

Transfer Pricing Guidance 
on Financial Transactions: 
Inclusive Framework on 
BEPS: Actions 4, 8-10, is 

significant because it is 

the first time the OECD 

Transfer Pricing Guidelines 

include guidance on the 

transfer pricing aspects of 

financial transactions. 

Positive outlook
Malaysian accountants 

are highly optimistic on 

business performance in 

2020, as revealed in the 

ACCA/Malaysian Institute 

of Accountants Business 
Outlook 2020 survey. 

Some 83% of respondents 

are forecasting increased 

revenue for 2020, of whom 

48% expect growth of 5% 

or more. In terms of profit 

outlook for 2020, 86% of 

respondents expect it to 

be positive, with about half 

of them anticipating profit 

growth of 5% or more. 

The Malaysian Institute 

of Accountants says this 

bodes well for corporate 

earnings going forward, 

fosters an attractive 

climate for investment 

and stimulates more 

employment opportunities 

in Malaysia, while enabling 

investment in digital 

transformation, product 

and market innovation and 

productivity gains. 

Gender bond first
Asia Pacific’s first-ever multi-

country listed gender bond 

series has gained support 

from the United Nations as 

well as the Economic and 

Social Commission for Asia 

and the Pacific (ESCAP), 

the United Nations Capital 

Development Fund and the 

Rockefeller Foundation. 

Listed on the Singapore 

Stock Exchange, Impact 

Investment Exchange’s 

Women’s Livelihood Bond 

series will create sustainable 

livelihoods for more than 

250,000 underserved women 

in the region. Armida Salsiah 

Alisjahbana, United Nations 

under-secretary-general and 

executive secretary of ESCAP, 

said 2020 will be a critical 

milestone in accelerating 

progress for women’s 

economic empowerment 

across the Asia-Pacific region.  

Tighter regulation
A Chinese official has 

committed to strengthening 

financial services regulation 

this year. Wang Jingwu, head 

of the Financial Stability 

Bureau at the People’s Bank 

of China, told China Daily 

that regulations would be 

expanded to cover nearly all 

types of financial services, 

ranging from large financial 

holding groups to financial 

infrastructure and online 

financial activities, to ensure 

that no risk will threaten 

economic stability when the 

whole country is fighting 

to achieve the ‘centennial 

goals’. China will also 

improve the revision work of 

the central bank law in 2020, 

and strengthen legislative 

work in key areas such as 

taming illegal financial 

activities, Wang said.  

Advisory growth
Advisory has propelled Asia 

Pacific to be the fastest 

growing region for KPMG, 

with a revenue increase of 

9.3% for 2019 delivered on 

the back of an ambitious 

strategy to double in size 

by 2023. While all three key 

functions saw clear growth, 

with revenues of US$2.14bn 

in audit and US$0.87bn in 

tax and legal, advisory’s 

US$2.13bn – driven by a 

14.1% growth in services – 

contributed to revenue of 

US$5.14bn overall in Asia 

Pacific. KPMG’s Asia-Pacific 

region has committed to 

a multi-year investment 

programme to develop 

holistic and tailored solutions 

for its clients, including 

the KPMG Origins tracker, 

which empowers supply 

chain participants with a 

blockchain-based track and 

trace solution. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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Read the Unlocking Technology for the Global Goals 
report at bit.ly/unlock-tech.

More information

The appliance of science 
A survey by the World Economic Forum and PwC reveals that the great potential for 
modern technologies to tackle major global challenges is far from being realised

Tech hits the target
The report reveals the potential 

of technology to help deliver 

the United Nations’ Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs), 

which tackle, among other things,  

poverty, climate change, nature 

loss and inequality.

Making progress
The United Nations’ SDGs that have 

attracted the highest number of 

fourth industrial revolution (4IR) 

applications are: 

Some way to go
But technology has been little help so far in 

addressing the challenges posed by a number 

of other SDGs. Those with the lowest number 

of 4IR applications are:

Moonshot majors
The ‘moonshot’ technologies (ie offering radical solutions 

to huge problems) that most support the SDGs include:

Technology could have 

a high impact on 10
of the 17 SDGs

Internet connectivity 
(drones, satellites)

Zero-waste materials for clean 
energy and heat capture

Synthetic biology to 
remove micropollutants 

Quantum-based datacentres 
and supercomputers

70% of the 169
SDG targets can be 
directly supported 
by tech innovation

SDGs 1, 4, 5, 8, 9,10,11 SDGs 7, 9,11,12,13 SDGs 6, 11,13,14,15 SDGs 7, 9, 12,13

70%
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Basicsi

€2.0bn–€2.1bn
DHL Express’s anticipated 

2019 EBIT (out of €4.0–€4.3bn 

for the Deutsche Post group) 

955,000
International shipments 

handled every day

260+
Dedicated aircraft serving 

500 airports globally, 

alongside 34,000 vehicles 

101,000+
Employees

Giving it some gas
It’s been quite a journey for Ken Allen FCCA, whose turnaround success at multiple 
DHL Express divisions got him the ultimate job of reviving the organisation globally

The son of a miner in the UK’s once 
thriving Yorkshire coalfield, Ken 
Allen FCCA used the springboard 

of his accountancy qualification to travel 
the world and ultimately rise through the 
managerial ranks at DHL Express. Having 
spent 10 years as global CEO of what he 
calls ‘the most international company in 
the world’, he’s still actively shaping the 
company’s future. 

Known as ‘the singing CEO’ for his habit 

of launching into inspirational songs during 

management meetings, Allen has an 

unconventional leadership style. In 2009 he 

was appointed global CEO of DHL Express 

and a member of the board of management 

of its parent company Deutsche Post, which 

acquired DHL in 2002.

When Allen took the top job, DHL 

Express was a loss-making subsidiary: its 

2008 losses totalled €2.2bn (over US$3bn). 

By 2010, the business had been turned around, and was 

generating a profit of more than US$500m. Last year, when 

Allen stepped down from his global leadership role, DHL 

Express was on track to deliver EBIT (earnings before interest 

and taxes) of more than €2bn.

Allen describes his experience as global CEO as a 

‘magical journey’, during which he applied everything he 

had learnt about the business – from correct pricing to 

people motivation. He believes in simplicity. ‘If you don’t take 

simplicity seriously, complexity comes in,’ he says. ‘People who 

have got a good strategy keep it very simple.’

Allen’s strategy emphasises the importance of customer 

service and making more sales only if that will generate profits. 

‘There’s no point doing things if you’re not making money,’ 

he says. He also believes in constantly looking for ways to 

do things better. ‘If you keep looking at what you’re good 

at, you can tweak it forever,’ he says. ‘We recently bought 

14 Boeing 777 aircraft. Before, we’d always leased them or had 

them through partners. But then you think, how much is the 

bank and everybody else making out of that? There’s always 

something more you can find to improve.’

People power 
The importance of people is another key 

element in Allen’s management philosophy. 

‘Motivated people deliver great service 

quality, which keeps all our customers 

loyal,’ he says. ‘Loyal customers are your 

best advertising, and your best route to 

profitability.’ The idea may not be new, 

but it works. Market share, EBIT, customer 

and employee satisfaction metrics all 

consistently rose under Allen’s leadership. 

One of his proudest achievements is the 

development of the Certified International 

Specialist programme – a foundation course 

that introduces every DHL Express employee 

to the fundamentals of international 

shipping and company strategy. To date, 

more than 100,000 employees across the 

world have taken part – including Allen 

himself. Employees who complete the 

course get a DHL Express ‘passport’, with a 

stamp for every training module they complete. 

‘We started the passport so everyone could have a record 

of what they were doing, but it’s morphed into something 

else,’ Allen says. The passport gives employees a sense of 

community and shared experience. Everyone can succeed, 

regardless of nationality, race, gender or sexual orientation. 

‘As people, what binds us together is far more than what 

separates us,’ he adds. ‘We want DHL to be the best in the 

world at what it does, but we also want DHL to be an example 

of the world at its best.’ 

Global tracking
Allen’s achievement in turning around DHL Express’s global 

performance was built on the back of previous successes. His 

first big turnaround role was as DHL Express country manager 

for Canada from 2004 to 2006. After an unwise acquisition, 

the Canadian business had gone from profit to loss in around 

18 months. Allen set about prioritising customer service 

and strengthening financial discipline. He emphasised the 

importance of EBIT and cashflow over revenue. ‘I’m amazed 

at how people get addicted to the drug of revenue growth,’ 
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he says, referring to the 

concept of the ‘razor’s 

edge’ – selling at the 

finest margin possible to 

get more volume. Allen’s 

approach worked, with 

the Canada operation 

returning to profitability 

within two years. 

Following this success, 

Allen was promoted to 

CEO of DHL Express for 

Eastern Europe, Middle 

East and Africa (EEMEA). 

‘The region had good 

growth and profits,’ he 

explains, but had suffered 

from inappropriate cost 

cutting. In EEMEA he 

discovered the real power 

of motivated people. 

‘All you had to do was 

go and see them, get 

them together, ask about 

what was going on in 

their markets and what we 

could do better,’ he says. 

‘The reaction was magic. 

Everywhere I went people 

had great ideas. We almost 

doubled revenue growth 

and margin within two 

years. So I showed I wasn’t 

just a good turnaround 

guy, I was also a good 

grower of business.’ 

His success led to another internal promotion – to CEO of 

DHL Express USA, where he was in charge of the day-to-day 

implementation of the US Express restructuring programme – 

the business had been haemorrhaging money. ‘We lost about 

US$113m in one month alone – over a billion a year,’ he recalls. 

The business was trying to compete domestically, on price, 

against the local leaders FedEx and UPS. ‘The underlying 

systems weren’t great and nobody really understood what 

was going on,’ Allen says. After the tough decision was taken 

to close down the domestic US business and focus purely on 

international business, 12,000 US jobs had to go. ‘We were 

very honest,’ Allen says. ‘We went to the Teamsters Union and 

we didn’t lose a day to strikes.’

He spent a year running the US operation before receiving an 

unexpected invitation to take on the global CEO role in 2009.

The position was far removed from anything the young Allen 

could have imagined in 1972 when he left school aged 16 and, 

at random, took a purchase ledger job at the local Slazenger 

factory in Yorkshire, around 150 miles north of London. 

After switching employer he gained his ACCA Qualification, 

but the early 1980s were difficult times for UK manufacturers. 

So Allen opted for a life overseas, joining an international hotel 

chain run by Lebanese entrepreneur Albert Abela, becoming 

financial controller for a hotel in Sudan. During his three years 

there he worked in various locations, including the Canaries and 

Jamaica, often called in to turn around a troubled operation. 

Tipsi

* ‘Join a company that 

fits your personality – 

and then be yourself, 

because everybody 

else is taken.’ 

* ‘To really understand 

the business, make the 

effort to spend time 

with frontline staff, 

especially supervisors, 

because they’re the 

ones who know the 

details of getting 

things right.’

  

* ‘Everyone is a 

salesperson. Even if 

you’re in finance, ask 

your manager if you 

can meet a customer 

or have responsibility 

for a customer. It’s 

critical that everybody 

understands 

customers.’

* ‘Put up your prices 

every year – just get 

into the discipline of 

doing it.’

CVi

2019 
CEO of DHL eCommerce 

Solutions

2009 
Global CEO of DHL 

Express and board 

member of Deutsche Post 

2008
CEO, DHL Express USA

2006
CEO, DHL Express EEMEA

2004
President, DHL Express 

Canada

1985
Various responsibilities at 

DHL Express Middle East

1982
Finance and managerial 

roles in the Abela group, 

an international catering 

and hotel company

1981
Gained ACCA Qualification 
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In 1985 he heard that DHL was recruiting finance people in 

the Middle East and decided to apply. ‘I kept hearing that DHL 

was very entrepreneurial, going places, rapidly expanding,’ 

he says. ‘That was the start of my love affair with DHL. I never 

thought I’d still be here 35 years later.’ 

In 2019, after a decade as global CEO, he decided it was 

time to give someone else a go at running the business. He 

also found time to publish his experiences in a book, Radical 
Simplicity, which includes advice for aspiring CFOs and CEOs. 

He’s still helping shape DHL’s future, though, as CEO of 

its e-commerce division. ‘Today, anybody in the world can 

become an entrepreneur and have a global marketplace,’ 

he says. ‘If I’m in southern Nigeria and start designing a 

product, I can put it online; if someone in America wants to 

buy it, DHL can tell me, through its algorithms, what pick-

up, customs and delivery are all going to cost. I can have a 

global audience.’  

Even the B2B arena is moving more towards e-commerce, 

Allen says. ‘It’s all about looking at where we can make money 

with this. Where does our skill – in linking entrepreneurs, 

in doing great pick-up, delivery, customs clearance and 

everything else – fit? Where do we add the most value? Where 

should we focus our attention? As more people come online, 

it’s going to get bigger and bigger.’ AB

Sarah Perrin, journalist
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HKEX’s move 
reflects a 

new era of 
thinking about 

sustainability and 
climate risk

Demonstrating relevance
As the Hong Kong Stock Exchange ramps up its environmental, social and 
governance reporting, accountants can play a pivotal role, says Chris Davis

climate risk, in which investors and 

consumers are increasingly turning 

to ESG data as a lens to examine an 

organisation’s sustainability strategies 

and corporate purpose. With ESG 

reporting still relatively new territory 

for many HKEX-listed companies, as 

accountants respond to client needs, 

they have the know-how to improve how 

their client organisations communicate 

with regulators and stakeholders by 

ensuring the quality and integrity of 

their reporting. ESG considerations are 

broad, evolving and varying in their 

order of priority across different sectors, 

making it crucial for accountants to 

identify suitable strategies and tools. 

Meanwhile, with growing demands from 

investors and other stakeholders for 

more information and transparency from 

companies, accountants can help their 

clients define ESG-friendly strategies 

and implement sustainable practices. 

As consensus grows that business 

organisations should be more 

accountable for their impact on society 

and the environment, accountants 

can ensure that organisations benefit 

from sustainable practices by working 

closely with internal and external cross-

functional experts to embed ESG best 

practices into daily business operations. 

Furthermore, with mounting evidence 

supporting the positive correlation 

between transparent ESG practices and 

business performance, accountants 

can play an important role as strategic 

partners helping their clients’ transition 

towards a more sustainable future. AB

Chris Davis is a freelance journalist who 

writes for business titles in Asia.

Like other professions, accountants 
are increasingly being challenged 
to demonstrate their relevance, 
as many in the global scientific 
community single out 2020 as the 
make-or-break year to put the world 
back on track for a more sustainable 
future. Accounting professionals are 
in a prime position to leverage their 
expertise to help their clients make 
sense of sustainability facts, figures 
and information. 

Such expertise will shortly be 

tested in Hong Kong. With the 

increasing recognition of sustainability 

performance and its impact on 

business, the Hong Kong Stock 

Exchange (HKEX) is pushing ahead 

with a number of upgrades to its 

environmental, social and governance 

(ESG) reporting framework for listed 

companies. Although historical 

data suggests that on average ESG 

performance in Hong Kong still lags 

behind global peers, in recent years, 

the regulatory authorities have stepped 

up efforts to promote compliance 

and awareness. 

From 1 July, a number of ESG 

disclosures will become mandatory 

– primarily relating to the role of the 

board and preparation of the ESG 

report – while other disclosures will 

be elevated from ‘recommended’ to 

being required on a ‘comply-or-explain’ 

basis. For instance, listed companies 

will be required to disclose additional 

information about the risks related to 

climate change and new details about 

greenhouse gas emissions. 

The move reflects a new era of 

thinking about sustainability and 
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Shareholder 
activism 

encompasses 
a range of 

approaches; many 
of these are about 

engagement rather 
than antagonism

Speak up, shareholders!
Securities Commission Malaysia has released a corporate governance checklist to 
promote meaningful dialogue at AGMs. But do shareholders really care, asks Errol Oh 

Watch Group (MSWG), lists 51 

questions to consider before, during 

and after an AGM.

Here is another popular perception 

that is hard to ignore: that most 

retail shareholders care little about 

meaningful engagement and even less 

about activism – and that most of the 

handful who bother to attend AGMs 

do so to enjoy the hospitality. When 

a blogger wrote about the checklist, 

one follower jokily responded with his 

own questions, including ‘Where is the 

toilet?’, ‘Can I have another free gift for 

my wife, who is also a shareholder?’ and 

‘Is there a dividend next year?’

Another commentator argues that 

there is usually no point in going 

because the information can be found 

elsewhere. If a shareholder needs to 

attend, he added, it is out of distrust 

and lack of clarity – so why buy the stock 

in the first place?

Apathy and cynicism among investors 

is bad for the capital market. But maybe 

there is cause for optimism. In an 

interview in the October 2019 issue of 

AB, MSWG CEO Devanesan Evanson 

said that shareholder activism in 

Malaysia is on the rise. ‘There will always 

be trivial questions because a portion of 

these minority shareholders, especially 

the retirees, just come for the door 

gifts, freebies and food,’ he pointed 

out. ‘But we measure by the minority 

shareholders who ask more relevant 

questions – and this is increasing.’ 

Now that there is a checklist, we can 

expect that trend to strengthen. AB

Errol Oh is executive content officer of 

The Star.

The popular perception of shareholder 
activism carries a hint of idealism and 
heroism. Most of us have in mind 
David-and-Goliath battles of wills as 
investors go up against the board of 
listed companies wielding their rights 
as minority shareholders.

At times, such a quest seems quixotic 

when the directors and executives do 

not have a history of listening to those 

with slender voting power. However, 

shareholder activism encompasses a 

range of activities and approaches, and 

many of these are about engagement 

rather than antagonism.

But unless they are big fund managers 

with the clout to arrange visits, briefings 

and telephone calls, investors in 

Malaysia have few opportunities to 

interact with those in charge. The AGM 

is that one annual event that allows face 

time with directors and top executives.

It matters a lot that everybody gets 

the most out of these meetings, and 

that is why in February, Securities 

Commission Malaysia (SC) released an 

AGM corporate governance checklist. 

One of its goals is for shareholders to 

engage effectively with the directors 

and senior managers at AGMs, making 

informed voting decisions.

‘Shareholders play an important 

role in driving responsible corporate 

behaviour and the AGM is one of the 

platforms where they can raise material 

issues for discussion or seek explanation 

from the board and management,’ SC 

chairman Datuk Syed Zaid Albar said in 

a media release.

The checklist, which was developed 

with the Institutional Investors Council 

Malaysia and the Minority Shareholders 
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More information

See ACCA’s briefing, dated 
4 February, at bit.ly/ACCA-Covid19.

The bigger picture
Manu Bhaskaran considers the Covid-19 outbreak and its implications 
for economies in Asia as countries around the world feel the impact

ensuring that the initial effects are 

not amplified. The good news is 

that mainland China, and its neighbours, 

are mounting just such a reaction. 

Interest rates are being cut and central 

banks are pumping liquidity into the 

financial system. Regulators are also 

encouraging lenders to go easy on 

distressed companies. We should 

expect more fiscal policy stimulus – 

mainland China and Singapore have 

already announced such measures. 

In addition to extra spending, 

governments are introducing incentives 

for companies to retain rather than 

retrench workers. In Singapore, a Jobs 

Support Scheme will provide wage 

subsidies for this purpose. 

Taking all this together, it is likely 

that global economic growth in the 

first quarter of this year will slow. In 

mainland China, output could stagnate 

or even decline slightly from the year 

before, stabilise weakly in the second 

quarter and then rebound sharply in the 

second half. East and South-East Asian 

economies will follow a similar pattern, 

with the tourism-related sectors hurt the 

most but also activities tied to supply 

chains in Asia. Countries with more 

policy space and which took early action 

to control the spread of the virus – such 

as Singapore – will tend to outperform 

other economies. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO at Centennial 

Asia Advisors.

The Covid-19 (coronavirus) outbreak 
has reached all parts of the world, 
spreading not just the virus but a raft of 
government restrictions that are taking 
a toll on local economies and putting 
the larger global economy at risk. How 
is the crisis impacting on Asia?  

While Covid-19 has a lower mortality 

rate compared with SARS and MERS, up 

to 20% of sufferers could require acute 

or critical care and healthcare systems 

could be overwhelmed. Responses by 

governments and businesses will also 

reduce economic activity; at the time 

of writing, containment efforts had 

intensified, including restrictions on 

inbound travellers, large-scale events 

and other social activities. Tourism and 

air travel have diminished sharply across 

Asia as a result, and this is increasingly 

the case in the Middle East and Europe. 

We are seeing, too, dislocation of 

supply chains. The American Chamber 

of Commerce in Shanghai’s survey 

of manufacturers found that 78% of 

respondents in the Yangtze Delta were 

not operating at full capacity, while 

also suffering from other logistical 

bottlenecks such as the curtailment of 

shipping services. Vietnam, a key hub 

for smartphone assembly, has restricted 

the flow of people and goods from and 

to mainland China; in an era of just-

in-time manufacturing, firms are much 

more susceptible to disruption. Another 

concern is that a sudden drop-off in 

cashflows could lead to loan defaults.  

A vigorous policy response is 

therefore needed to contain the 

economic damage. The most important 

requirement is to strengthen the 

economic shock absorbers while 

The most important 
requirement is 

to strengthen the 
economic shock 
absorbers while 

ensuring that the 
initial effects are 

not amplified
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Coping in a crisis
ACCA members and staff have responded superbly to the disruption and concern 
caused by Covid-19, and this fills me with pride, says ACCA president Jenny Gu

harder when adversity strikes, and the 

path ahead is strewn with uncertainty.

As I write this in early March, I am 

confident whatever happens in the long 

term, everybody at ACCA – members, 

students and staff – will continue 

achieving great results, and supporting 

each other in every way we can.

Of course, my final message, wherever 

you are, is to wish you and your families 

all good health, and to thank you for 

everything you do, under any and 

all circumstances. AB

Jenny Gu FCCA is chief executive officer 

at Richemont China.

The best test for any organisation’s 
resilience arrives when crisis strikes.

That word, crisis, is over-used and 

you hear it uttered in connection 

with relatively trivial trials. Yet there 

has been nothing trivial about the 

outbreak of Covid-19 (coronavirus), 

which has resulted in many deaths all 

around the world and has disrupted 

everyday life for millions.

As a Chinese person living in 

Shanghai, and as the leader of a 

company employing 3,000 people 

across China, this has been a cause of 

acute concern. The welfare of all my 

staff has been at the front of my mind 

every waking moment. So too has the 

welfare of all our members, students 

and ACCA staff across the region.

I’ve been disappointed to cancel a 

number of trips around the world that 

I had planned to make on behalf of 

ACCA. But life goes on, and I was able 

to contribute to our new members’ 

ceremony in February in Dhaka virtually, 

by recording my speech and sharing it 

with our friends at the event. We also 

faced a number of logistical issues with 

exam sittings in some of the regions 

that have been most affected by the 

spread of the virus. I would like to thank 

all our students for their patience and 

fortitude as these challenges have been 

tackled. And I also pay tribute to our 

staff around the world for the skill and 

ingenuity they have shown in finding 

solutions to these problems.

Despite the daily difficulties created 

by Covid-19, ACCA members and staff 

have responded superbly – and that fills 

me with pride as your president. It is 

easy to lead and work in an organisation 

when the sun is shining, the road is clear, 

and the wind is at your back. It is far 

It is easy to lead 
when the sun 
is shining, the 

road is clear and 
the wind is at 

your back. It is 
far harder when 
adversity strikes 
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Thinking innovatively

Watch the video expanding on the need for these skills, at  
bit.ly/AB-entrepreneurs.

Get in the zone
Rachel Stockey and Julie Devonshire FCCA explain how finance professionals can 
learn from and support innovators by adopting their entrepreneurial mindset

Entrepreneurship is vital for a flourishing economy, so 
it’s important to have not only the right environment 
for encouraging innovation but also one that helps 

develop the skills that entrepreneurs need. 
As part of the ongoing work to support innovative thinking 

among the students, staff and alumni at King’s College 

London, a UK university, the King’s Entrepreneurship Institute 

has researched the skills essential for an entrepreneurial 

mindset. These are important for innovators but also for the 

finance professionals who support them. Adopting these 

values will also help us become more innovative in our careers. 

Compel
When you are compelling, you have a powerful and irresistible 

effect on others and can influence and negotiate. You are also 

able to pitch ideas clearly and concisely, and in a way that will 

spark a reaction from your audience.

One way to really engage them is to master the art of 

storytelling. This helps when pitching ideas, allowing people 

to buy into your journey and vision. When you compel, you 

enhance your leadership credibility, allowing you to gain 

the loyalty of others and change their behaviour. It’s an 

increasingly vital skill for finance professionals.

Disrupt
We disrupt when we question the way things are done – 

and when we are bold about proposing revolutionary or 

better ways of thinking and doing, being innovative and 

challenging the status quo. We must also embrace feedback, 

recognising it as an opportunity to learn at every stage of the 

innovation journey. 

For finance professionals, this means supporting the creative 

teams to bring their ideas 

forward in a professional way.
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Think lean
Start-ups are often dedicated to 

rapid, continual, iterative learning, 

and adapt their products and 

services  through testing. This 

approach is known as the lean 

start-up methodology.

When you think lean, you abandon 

the idea that a product should only 

be launched when it is as close to 

perfect as possible. Instead, you 

test early to validate your ideas 

and then apply your learning to 

develop iterative upgrades. As a 

result, you arrive at better solutions 

faster. Finance professionals need to support their teams in 

being agile and experimenting, and need to be careful not 

to stifle creativity.

Validate
By getting validation for your ideas, you will prove they 

are viable and likely to gain traction. Validation also helps 

eradicate bias and assumptions that you might bring to the 

innovation process.

Validation requires you to be problem-focused rather than 

solution-focused. This is because solutions will come more 

easily if you have done thorough research into the nature of 

the problem, based on objective questioning and testing of 

customer needs. 

Finance professionals are particularly good at this, as it’s a 

fundamental part of our training, and you can help others learn 

validation methodologies and analyse risks in their projects.

Be resilient
There are three elements of resilience in an entrepreneurial 

context. The first is withstanding setbacks. Having a thick skin 

will enable you to step out of your comfort zone into your 

‘stretch zone’, where you are more likely to achieve personal 

and professional growth. 

The second element is being able to understand and apply 

a growth mindset. That means taking feedback on board and 

using it to improve, but having the capacity to objectively 

assess when it is time to stop pursuing a particular idea.

Finally, it is key to have the confidence and self-awareness 

to ask for support from your network. Entrepreneurs are often 

painted as ‘lone individuals battling against the world’. But in 

reality they tend to have extensive networks of family, friends, 

investors and peers operating in their co-working spaces. 

Finance directors have a duty to support others in their 

Finance 
professionals need 

to support their 
teams in being 

agile and should 
be careful not to 

stifle creativity

organisation to be resilient. You can 

use tools to teach people to identify 

and manage risk and to be able to 

deal with ‘no’.

Build teams
To foster innovation and combat 

‘group think’, you need to find, 

develop and grow effective, diverse 

teams. Entrepreneurs actively seek 

out diversity of thought and ideas, 

as well as team members who will 

challenge each other’s perspectives.  

If you work with people who 

are different from you, you will 

probably encounter more conflict. But by handling this conflict 

objectively and professionally, you can make it a force for 

good that enables the whole team to advance. Cultivate 

a positive culture within the team where everyone feels 

included, motivated and valued. Finance professionals who 

do this will discover that their output improves and that they 

have more impact.

Get it done 
Talk alone does not achieve great results, so if you want 

to make real progress, you will need to take real action. 

That means prioritising execution above all else. Finance 

professionals and entrepreneurs alike should analyse possible 

actions and identify the most effective option for reaching 

their desired goal. Then implement the strategy, in a focused 

way and without delay. Work on overcoming the mental blocks 

that are stopping you from moving forward. How can 

you boost your productivity by minimising procrastination and 

maintaining your accountability, focus and motivation? Be 

fearless about tackling the tasks that stretch you the most, as 

these will enable you to make the greatest progress.

What next?
A good place to start is to review each of the seven skills 

to see where your existing strengths lie and identify 

potential areas for development. Then ask yourself what an 

entrepreneurial version of you looks like. Then you can work 

on becoming that person and reaping all the professional 

benefits that transformation will bring. AB

Rachel Stockey is head of entrepreneurial skills at the 

Entrepreneurship Institute, King’s College London, and 

Julie Devonshire FCCA is the institute’s director. kcl.ac.uk/

entrepreneurship.
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Green machine
With time running out to act on climate change, can the EU’s proposed system for 
identifying environmentally sustainable activities work? Barbara Davidson reports

Only 10 years remain to achieve the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals. The World Economic Forum 
has declared that ‘serious climate action’ is needed 

in order to avoid a dangerous level of global warming by 
limiting the planet’s average temperature to no more than 
2°C higher than pre-industrial levels (in accordance with the 
Paris Agreement). It asked participants at its Davos 2020 
summit to commit to net-zero carbon emissions by 2050. 
The European Union (EU) alone must invest an additional 
€175bn–€290bn (US$190bn–US$315bn) annually to meet its 
climate and emissions targets. Is the EU equipped to meet 
these objectives, especially in light of recent weather events?

Investing in environmentally sustainable activities is a 

key part of the solution. Despite this, there is currently no 

single, agreed way to identify such investments. Different 

governments and institutions use different identification 

criteria; this can lead to confusion, reduced confidence, higher 

costs and conflicting results. A reliable, consistent approach 

is needed. Enter the EU’s ‘unified classification system for 

sustainable activities’. Better known as the EU Taxonomy, it 

forms part of the European Commission’s (EC) 2018 Action 

Plan on Financing Sustainable Growth.

Common language
The Taxonomy provides a common language for identifying 

‘environmentally sustainable’ economic activities and selling 

corresponding products. It can help increase access to 

financing, improve transparency 

and reduce opportunities for 

‘greenwashing’ (providing 

misinformation about environmental 

performance). It is designed to meet 

current and future climate goals.

The Taxonomy is a product of 

political and technical processes. 

It will become law by means of a 

taxonomy regulation, the proposed 

text of which was agreed by the EC, 

the European Parliament and the 

EU Council in December 2019. The 

proposed regulation specifies that an 

economic activity will be considered 

environmentally sustainable only if it ‘substantially contributes’ 

to at least one of the following six environmental objectives 

(while doing no significant harm to the others):

* climate change mitigation 

*  climate change adaptation

* sustainable use and protection of water/marine resources 

* transition to a circular economy 

* pollution prevention and control 

* protection and restoration of biodiversity and ecosystems. 

The activity must also meet certain social safeguards and 

comply with technical screening criteria. The proposed 

regulation excludes power generated by solid fossil fuels, and 

is silent on nuclear and gas. It recognises that the Taxonomy 

must evolve with changes in science, technology and business, 

and so also requires: 

* consideration of existing legislation/frameworks/standards

* technological neutrality where possible

* lifecycle assessments

* periodic reviews and updates. 

Disclosures include how and to what extent environmentally 

sustainable products, or products with environmental 

characteristics, comply with the Taxonomy criteria. The 

dislosure requirements will apply 

to any ‘financial market participant’ 

that sells products in the EU, and 

to entities covered by the EU 

Non-Financial Reporting Directive. 

In addition, eligible non-financial 

entities will have to disclose 

the percentage of revenues, 

and investments/expenditures, 

associated with ‘Taxonomy-eligible’ 

activities. Any other EU financial 

product must indicate if Taxonomy 

criteria were not taken into account.

The EC formed the independent 

Technical Expert Group on 

Economic activities 
must ‘substantially 

contribute’ to at 
least one of six 
environmental 

objectives

Hottest topic

Listen to Barbara Davidson’s podcast for ACCA’s Student 
Accountant on how accountants can help tackle the climate 
crisis, at bit.ly/SA-climate. 
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More information

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

Sustainable Finance (TEG) to determine how an economic 

activity contributes to the first two objectives (climate change 

mitigation and adaptation) while assessing the need to do 

no significant harm across the four other objectives. In 2019 

the TEG issued its draft taxonomy report (the final version is 

expected in the first half of 2020), which includes:

* science-based recommendations

* technical screening criteria, with suggested minimum 

thresholds, for assessing climate mitigation for 67 activities 

across various sectors 

* a context-driven, process-based approach for deciding 

if activities meet the climate 

adaptation criterion 

* guidance and case studies 

* recommendations for the 

Platform on Sustainable 

Finance, which replaces 

the TEG later this year. 

The stringency of the proposed 

technical screening criteria 

provides a level of assurance that 

eligible activities will help meet 

ambitious emissions targets. 

Drawbacks
International convergence on environmental 

sustainability is crucial to meeting worldwide 

climate targets. Consequently, there are concerns 

that the Taxonomy is not a global standard. 

Although it can be a valuable reference for 

investors, an activity-based taxonomy 

may be of little use in some 

jurisdictions. Canada, a resource-

based economy, is developing 

its own taxonomy. And while a 

focus on economic activities 

rather than companies could 

help with transition, obtaining 

good-quality data, such as 

revenues or carbon emissions, 

by activity may be difficult. 

This also re-opens the 

debate on making climate-

related disclosures mandatory. 

Investors typically use GICS global 

classification to identify sectors, whereas 

the Taxonomy uses the European industry-based NACE 

system. Although the TEG recommends mapping between the 

two, there is concern that this is an unnecessary complication.

What next?
Meanwhile, Taxonomy-related disclosures will not be 

required until the Taxonomy regulation (and related technical 

screening criteria) comes into force (full implementation 

expected by 2022). Political concessions were needed to 

agree the proposed regulation in a timely manner, and the 

EC is required to consult with a member states expert group 

before adopting technical screening criteria into law. Political 

pressure, along with numerous actors, could delay the dates or 

dilute the Taxonomy content. 

After the TEG hands its completed recommendations to the 

EC, the Platform on Sustainable Finance 

will go on to finalise the technical 

screening criteria, with staggered 

effective dates. It will also 

advise on future amendments, 

perform cost-benefit analyses, 

evaluate stakeholder input, 

monitor sustainable investment 

trends, and take on any other tasks 

that may arise.

In the interim, investment firms 

should familiarise themselves with 

the activities and technical screening 

criteria needed to identify or design 

environmentally sustainable products – the 

sustainability reporting commitments made 

at Davos, if implemented expeditiously, could 

help with this. In addition, corporates could 

direct their future spending towards 

environmentally sustainable activities; 

investors could refine their investment 

requirements and increase their 

engagement; and stakeholders can 

participate in public consultations.

By providing a weapon in 

the battle against climate 

change, the EU Taxonomy for 

sustainable economic activities 

may help this decade kick off 

on a positive note. AB

Barbara Davidson formerly 

headed investor engagement 

for the IASB.
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Troubled waters
Could climate change trigger a financial crisis? It’s a fear that is driving central banks to 
green the financial system through climate risk reporting disclosure

When builders take sick leave in a heatwave, 
productivity falls and delays occur in the 
construction of new homes, with knock-on 

effects on the economy. Against a background of rising 
temperatures and increased rainfall, the financial risk of 
such productivity loss is to be incorporated into the Bank of 
England’s first-ever stress test to measure whether climate 
change could trigger a financial crisis. The UK’s central bank 
plans to publish the findings of its assessment, known as the 
biennial exploratory scenario, in 2021.

It is one of a number of related activities by a consortium of 

central banks – the Network for Greening the Financial System 

(NGFS), which was set up in December 2017. Spearheaded by 

outgoing Bank of England governor Mark Carney, it aims to 

incorporate climate change into financial stability models and 

improve the information that helps evaluate climate risk. 

Other leading members of the NGFS include the central 

banks of France and the Netherlands, and the network 

now has 54 members globally, from China to Colombia and 

Mexico to Malta, although it lacks the backing of the Federal 

Reserve, the US central bank. Many of the member institutions 

supervise commercial banks and insurers, as well as making 

their own investments.

Principles around climate disclosure reporting are already 

available and could be applied. In most countries there is as 

yet no parliamentary legislation to mandate disclosure but this 

is an option also available to central banks. ‘We may require 

banks to publish exposure to climate change risk. If we made 

it compulsory, we would get better market discipline,’ says 

Morgan Després, deputy head of financial stability at Banque 

de France. But that decision has yet to be taken. The NGFS 

meanwhile is still at an early stage of development, and not all 

commercial banks have engaged on climate voluntarily.

Assessing the risk requires appropriate data, the acquisition 

of which entails an arduous quest for information that neither 

central nor commercial banks have considered up to now. 
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Accounting’s call to action
In the run-up to the 26th UN Climate Change Conference in 

November, the major accounting bodies have signed up to a 

declaration calling on the profession to put sustainability and 

climate change action at the forefront of its work.

The Accounting Bodies Network (ABN) is part of the 

Accounting for Sustainability (A4S) project and represents 

over 2.5 million accountants worldwide. It says its members 

have a critical role to play in effecting change because of 

their expertise in advising businesses about risk and their 

responsibility to act in the public interest. Accountants 

can help businesses build sustainability into their working 

practices, commercial relationships and supply chains.

‘This is a call to action not just for accountants but also for 

the professional bodies of which they are members,’ says 

ACCA chief executive Helen Brand. ‘We all have an immense 

role to play here, and ACCA has signed up to three proactive 

commitments that will help our members and future members 

rise to the challenge.’ The commitments are:

*     to integrate climate change risk into organisational 

strategy, finance, operations and communications

*     to support sustainable decision-making 

* to provide sound advice and services.

Read more about the ABN’s work at bit.ly/ABN-climate-action.

At its most basic, it involves a better understanding of the 

groundwater, drains and sewers that cities depend on, for 

example, and the potential impact of floods or hurricanes in 

their individual contexts. At this early stage, central banks are 

still groping through tangled pathways for that data.

No two approaches to modelling the physical risk to real 

estate are identical and no two flood or fire or drought events 

are alike, so the extent of that risk is not visible to the central 

banks either. ‘Take a global bank with a portfolio of residential 

mortgages – we expect them to experience more extreme 

weather events where the mortgage holders are, but we don’t 

know where or how much risk exposure is in that particular 

portfolio. That’s very specific to each bank,’ Després explains.

 
The right risk metric
Agreeing effective reporting techniques is one solution. 

‘To identify the risks, you need to get the risk metrics right,’ 

Després says. The standardisation of climate scenario analysis, 

as promoted by global high-level group the Taskforce on 

Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), would help. 

But this could take many years to develop for both physical 

and transition risk. Transition risk (financial risk from adjusting 

towards a lower-carbon economy) depends on views of the 

progress of fossil fuel policy, for example. Unlike historic 

financial reporting, scenario analysis is forward-looking and 

thus more subjective, which makes standardisation harder.

As well as stress testing, tools at the disposal of central 

banks include easing lending conditions for green 

investments. A financial instrument known as the ‘green 

supporting factor’ lowers the capital risk requirements for 

green assets. It could also be accompanied by a ‘brown 

penalising factor’ – raising capital requirements on assets with 

high sustainability risks. However, there is currently insufficient 

evidence that green assets have a lower level of default to 

justify this policy, which raises concerns that such an approach 

would undermine the general rules for lending.

Other options to help green the financial system include 

purchases of financial assets such as green bonds, or setting 

explicit targets or discounts to interest rates to guide bank 

lending to preferred sectors such as greener transportation. 

Of all the possibilities, the most widely expected is 

mandatory reporting. For example, in July 2019 the UK 

government set out a green finance strategy that requires 

all listed companies and large asset owners to make climate 

risk disclosures in line with TCFD recommendations by 2022 

(see also ‘Disclosing arguments’ at bit.ly/AB-disclosing). If 

large institutions, including financial services companies and 

commercial banks, don’t agree climate risk reporting rules, 

they can expect compulsory requirements (see page 22). 

Some commercial banks accept they have to act and are 

keen to be seen as first movers. Simon Connell, sustainability 

strategy head at Standard Chartered, believes rapid action 

is needed. ‘This topic is rapidly growing but clients are not 

necessarily at the point where their disclosures are fully in line 

with the TCFD so we need to find more innovative ways to get 

to the answers,’ he says.

That responsiveness may be key, as the NGFS has already 

conceived an irrevocable change to economies. Its launch 

report stressed that central banks will cooperate globally with 

policymakers, the financial sector, academia and others to 

distil best practices in addressing climate-related risks. 

Action on mandatory reporting and carbon pricing may 

ensue. ‘Without carbon pricing, it makes it more complicated 

to make the transition,’ Després points out. ‘This requires 

policymakers to step in and price carbon in such a way that it 

reflects its real US$80–US$90 price.’ 

Yet most governments have baulked at carbon pricing. 

Clearly, outstanding individual leadership is still required if real 

progress is to be made. AB

Elisabeth Jeffries, journalist
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Tax without tears
If governments want to improve the effi ciency of corporate taxation systems, they fi rst 
need to understand the compliance motivation – or alienation – of businesses
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Tax morale is an incredibly important concept, but one 
that doesn’t always translate well from English – the 
default tongue of many international tax discussions 

– into other languages. 
In its lengthy and detailed programme of work, the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) defines tax morale as the ‘intrinsic willingness to pay 

tax’. It further defines this intrinsic motivation in its consultation 

document What is driving tax morale? as ‘our understanding 

of what motivates taxpayers to participate in, and comply 

with, the tax system’. It regards this as ‘a vital aspect of the tax 

system, as most tax systems rely on the voluntary compliance 

of taxpayers for the bulk of their revenues’. 

Tax morale is about far more than an individual’s moral 

beliefs; it also includes their actions, which may well not 

reflect those professed beliefs. G20 public trust in tax, an 

international survey of citizens’ 

attitudes to tax by ACCA, IFAC 

and CA ANZ, found overwhelming 

evidence that across the G20 group 

of major economies, tax is seen as 

a legal rather than a moral duty. 

However, compliance with those 

legal burdens is arguably more of a 

moral issue. 

If the law is strong enough and 

compliance measures effective 

enough, individuals will pay taxes 

even if they think them morally 

wrong. In the UK, for example, when 

Margaret Thatcher’s government 

introduced a hugely unpopular poll 

tax in 1989-90, there were riots and demonstrations, but most 

people paid up. However, an onerous compliance mechanism 

can discourage voluntary payment of a tax that taxpayers 

might not otherwise object to. Tax morale is about the whole 

tax ecosystem, not just internalised individual beliefs.

Unavoidable truths
Within this ecosystem, every taxpayer evaluates, consciously 

or subconsciously, a range of factors. For many, taxes are an 

unavoidable fact of life – as US founding father Benjamin 

Franklin declared in 1789, ‘in this world nothing can be said 

to be certain, except death and taxes’. Employees can rarely 

control how much tax they pay, as this is largely managed by 

their employers. Individuals have little choice but to pay sales 

taxes on consumer goods. But even when compliance rates 

are high, employees and consumers may resent the levels or 

goals of taxation, or how they see the funds being spent. 

If tax liabilities 
cannot be accurately 

predicted, 
businesses may 
reduce or divert 
investments, or 

adopt more complex 
structures to 

mitigate the risk

For businesses, the mechanism of taxation is more complex, 

operating through a number of constraints and variables that 

are usually more or less within the control of the business. 

Profits are calculated over a given period, for a given 

geographical area, based on a finite class of financial actions. If 

the business can demonstrate that a particular transaction falls 

outside the time period covered by its calculation of profit, 

then no tax will arise on it (at least within that tax return). 

Similarly, all governments currently restrict the scope of their 

taxation to those entities that have some connection, whether 

physical or legal, with their own geographical boundaries. 

And taxes fall only on particular transactions. For example, 

most jurisdictions will allow a tax deduction for payment 

of interest to an unconnected third party but not for the 

payment of a dividend (for more on this, see Why is Tax Law 
Incomprehensible? by lawyer John Prebble, at bit.ly/Prebble-

tax). A third party can interpret how 

to treat the return on its investment 

to its best tax advantage, but 

an investor will have their own 

incentives and conditions around 

the format and characterisation of 

the investment. The possibility of a 

tax-free dividend may well be less 

attractive to them than the certainty 

of a (taxed) interest receipt.

Harder to fathom
There is no simple way to measure 

the tax morale of businesses, so 

proxies – such as the fraction of sales 

concealed from tax authorities – are 

typically used. Similar datasets to those used for individuals’ 

tax morale simply do not exist. The OECD What is driving tax 
morale? research found that if liabilities cannot be accurately 

predicted, businesses may reduce or divert investments, or 

put more complex (expensive/inefficient) structures in place 

to mitigate that risk. It may not be possible to attribute moral 

values to a business, but its willingness (or not) to engage with 

local systems can be assessed, and that can give a good guide 

to likely impacts on tax receipts, and indeed wider investment. 

The importance of this information to governments and 

policymakers cannot be overestimated if they are to make 

appropriate evidence-based decisions to improve corporate 

tax systems. Tax morale may be a difficult concept to 

disentangle from morality, but it is one that the evidence 

suggests is well worth the effort. AB

Jason Piper is ACCA’s head of taxation.
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Accrual (37 countries)
Cash, transitioning to accrual (67)
Cash (46)
No data (106)

Cash retreat
By moving to accrual-based accounting, governments are improving value for money, 
enhancing public scrutiny and positioning fi nance at the heart of decision-making

How do you make sure that your public sector 
accounts are capturing the real value of assets and 
liabilities? Accrual-based accounting is how.

Take the example of building a well to serve a rural 

community. Under cash accounting, the construction costs are 

recognised in year one, but after that the well disappears from 

accounting view. There are no records to indicate whether the 

well is doing what it should or if it needs maintenance. Nor is 

there any information on funds available to build more wells. 

The situation is completely different under accrual 

accounting, where the well is assigned a value based on its 

working condition. Accrual accounts accordingly provide 

useful information for decision-makers to understand where 

additional resources should be allocated to fi nance the 

replacement of vital assets.

This well scenario is a real example, from Tanzania, cited in a 

new report issued by ACCA and the accountancy profession’s 

global body IFAC (International Federation of Accountants). 

The report, Is cash still king? Maximising the benefi ts of 
accrual information in the public sector, draws on extensive 

research, including interviews and roundtables with experts 

with experience of implementing accrual accounting. 

The trouble with cash
The report acknowledges that cash accounting, which was 

applied in 2018 by 75% of all governments in some form, has 

its uses, but warns: ‘Cash accounting doesn’t present the most 

accurate picture of a government’s fi nancial health, nor does 

it enable decision-makers in the public sector to adequately 

plan for the development, delivery and maintenance of the 

services, programmes and infrastructure on which people rely.’ 

That, in turn, leads to a breakdown of trust in governments.

Accrual accounting has none of these weaknesses. As well as 

providing useful information on assets, it shines a brighter light 
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Reap the rewards
The Is cash still king? report offers the following tips for 

maximising the benefits of accrual information:

* Adopt a ‘net worth’ perspective in setting fiscal rules, 

remembering that what gets excluded gets exploited.

* Improve asset management by using accrual information 

to highlight where asset maintenance is inadequate as well 

as to identify decommissioning/replacement costs.

* Use asset impairments to challenge the performance of 

public sector projects.

* Direct fiscal policy institutions to assess contingent 

liabilities and produce recurring fiscal risk reports.

* Use accrual accounting as the baseline for intertemporal 

balance sheets and fiscal sustainability reports.

* Plan to align the bases for budgeting, reporting and 

forecasting, as working from comparable bases will 

provide more current data that can improve forecasts.

* Implement accrual budgeting to put finance at the heart 

of decision-making, while embedding performance 

management across government.

More information

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

on liabilities, such as pension schemes. If holes are appearing, 

they should become apparent. Accrual accounting allows 

governments to take decisions that support their goals without 

burdening future generations with unmanageable debt. 

Encouragingly, according to the 2018 International Public 

Sector Financial Accountability Index, 65% of governments 

surveyed have implemented accrual accounting or plan to 

by 2023. This means that about 40% of them are currently 

transitioning to full accrual accounting. This, as the report 

points out, is ‘a truly momentous global transition’. 

Transitioning governments can anticipate enjoying the core 

benefits of implementing accruals-based accounting. Those 

advantages include delivering value for money, facilitating 

public scrutiny and putting finance at the heart of decision-

making, and they are all derived from the provision of new, 

decision-useful information.

Information generated by accrual accounting can dispel 

fiscal illusions (ie accounting devices that give the illusion of 

change without any substance) and avoid perverse incentives. 

For example, governments using cash accounting can be 

tempted to postpone payments to suppliers or lenders in 

order to choose the financial year in which transactions appear. 

In doing this, not only is the financial position misstated, 

but deferring payments may result in government facing 

additional interest costs. 

Compelling but challenging
The benefits are compelling, but moving from cash to 

accrual accounting is likely to be a highly complex process. 

Transitioning governments may benefit from the experiences 

of those who have gone before. The report has 30 specific 

recommendations for public officials planning to introduce 

accrual accounting. These address how to maximise the 

benefits (see panel above) and cover key topics such as setting 

objectives and planning, engaging 

stakeholders, creating effective 

systems and developing skills. 

On the subject of skills, finance 

staff have to produce analysis based 

on accrual accounting information to 

help policymakers take a long-term 

view. Governments will therefore 

need to increase the number of 

qualified accountants they employ. 

They may also need to introduce 

training programmes (read about 

ACCA training that would help meet 

these needs, at bit.ly/cert-pfm and 

bit.ly/cert-ipsas). 

Information 
generated by accrual 

accounting can 
dispel fiscal illusions 

and avoid perverse 
incentives

Internal training will need to extend beyond the preparers 

of accounting information to include auditors, members of 

parliamentary committees and procurement officials, among 

others. If accrual-based accounts are to have maximum 

impact, a broad pool of stakeholders will need to be able to 

interpret the new information they receive.

Policymakers and public sector officials gearing up for the 

challenge of implementing accrual accounting should remain 

focused on the benefits awaiting them. Governments that 

use accruals-based accounts take a longer-term view of their 

finances than those that rely on a cash basis. Strong balance 

sheet management supports low 

borrowing costs, which in turn gives 

governments greater flexibility to 

respond to emerging pressures 

and absorb fiscal shocks. In what 

seems to be an ever more volatile 

world, those advantages are well 

worth pursuing. AB

Sarah Perrin, journalist
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Voice of reason
Failing to communicate at all or barraging staff with bombastic declarations – both only 
heighten employee stress. Alison Young explains how to reassure during disruption

Research tells us that a lack of control 

leads to feelings of powerlessness, 

accompanied by anxiety and stress. 

It is not only large-scale change 

that can have this effect; it is a natural 

human response in the face of lower 

levels of disruption too. Epidemics, 

environmental disasters, international 

trade wars, political change and 

terrorism may be no more than a threat 

but they can all have an effect on the 

average employee. 

Colleagues at all levels worry 

about when and how these types of 

How many times has a note from the 
CEO to all staff trumpeted the ‘exciting 
opportunities’ of a merger or the 
‘untapped potential for collaboration’ 
with a new strategic partner? 

Such grandiose statements may 

be a reflection of what the CEO truly 

thinks or just spin from a well-meaning 

corporate comms department. But 

whatever the motivation, such emails or 

videos can be met with cynicism, even 

outright hostility, by staff recipients.

What is greeted as an exciting 

opportunity by a CEO might be 

viewed as a job threat by a colleague 

much further down the food chain. 

Equally, that untapped potential for 

collaboration for the commercial 

director or CIO might jeopardise a 

valued and valuable supplier contract 

for an overstretched team in a region far 

away from head office. 

It is often the case that those closest 

to a new business deal or organisational 

initiative are the ones who are least 

threatened by it, while those further 

away have access to less information 

and so feel that they have less control. 
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threats assessed, and a view taken. The 

executive committee feels it has done 

its job and has it all in hand should 

things escalate, and so moves on to the 

next item on its packed schedule.

Say something
The senior leadership team’s diligent 

and responsible assessment and 

management of risk is rarely shared 

with colleagues at large, because senior 

executives decide they ‘don’t want 

to stir up panic’, or believe ‘there’s 

nothing we can do, so there’s nothing 

to say’. But this misses the point. The 

role of internal communications is 

not just about providing information. 

Importantly, it also plays a key role in 

the emotional health of employees, who 

need to know that senior leaders are 

taking action and making decisions even 

if that happens behind closed doors.

Why are messages of reassurance that 

the leadership team is addressing these 

lower-level threats so important to the 

organisation as a whole? 

At the heart of the answer is 

psychological safety. In the organisation 

as a whole, within their team or in a 

face-to-face meeting with their manager, 

people need to feel psychologically 

safe. A lack of safety causes anxiety and 

stress, and employees look to leaders to 

provide that safety.

background disturbance will begin to 

affect their world. Will the environmental 

disaster or trade war disrupt the supply 

chain? Will terrorism or epidemic limit 

the ability to travel to overseas offices? 

Will political change cause currency 

swings that affect the value of shares 

or the strength of the balance sheet 

and therefore the ability to pay out the 

annual bonus or fund the pension pot?

Most large organisations constantly 

monitor the outside world and are 

required to log and assess risk on an 

annual basis. Within that cycle, the 

executive committee’s month-to-month 

agenda addresses specific incidents 

of lower-level threats and risks such 

as a sudden outbreak of large-scale 

illness or a specific environmental 

disaster. Experts are consulted, policies 

dusted down, opportunities and 

When there’s a ‘hum’ of danger in 

the background, it is heard inside the 

organisation too – in the lifts, in the 

queue for coffee or lunch, as colleagues 

gather for a meeting or pause to chat 

in the middle of the afternoon. When 

the subject of the hum is the very 

person supposed to provide safety, the 

consequences can be dramatic: it is 

said that in one particular organisation, 

there was so much distracting chatter 

at all levels in the business about the 

potential replacement of the CEO that 

the company fell victim to a hostile 

takeover bid. Of course, this is hardly 

an everyday occurrence, but wasted 

time and the productivity drain caused 

by colleagues worrying about other 

types of low-level threat should not be 

underestimated by management.

In response to some external events, 

a change of policy may be required 

or, at the very least, a confirmation 

of the current policy may be useful. 

When there’s been a terrorism or health 

incident, for example, it’s always worth 

setting out what travel is still allowed 

as well as what is now prohibited. At 

a more mundane level, managers 

should, for example, be armed with the 

company policy about any changes to 

dress code or travel or working hours if 

the weather is unseasonably hot or cold. 

The reassurance required to settle 

some employees can be surprising. One 

senior executive received a genuine 

question from a more junior colleague 

about whether they should destroy a 

suitcase that had been used six months 

before for a trip to a region that was 

only now in the throes of a potential 

epidemic. Whatever the seemingly 

inconsequential nature of a low-level 

threat, the importance of offering a 

feeling of safety and reassurance should 

not be underestimated. AB

Alison Young is a director of Leaders in 

Change. @Leader_Insights.

Providing 
information plays 

a key role in the 
emotional health 

of employees, 
who need to know 
leaders are taking 

actions 
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Take control

Watch our video in which Dr Rob 
Yeung talks about reducing worry at 
bit.ly/ACCA-RobYeung.

Be positively negative
A tendency to worry can benefit managers in determining possible problems  
so that they can put plans in place to deal with them, says Dr Rob Yeung 

in a sample of business owners. 

Entrepreneurs who had levels of 

optimism below the mean earned 

30% more than those who had levels 

of optimism above the mean. The 

self-employed ordinarily have much 

more discretion in how they work than 

employees; consequently, it may be 

doubly important for self-employees 

to worry and be prudent – rather than 

recklessly optimistic – about the choices 

they must make.

If there is a theme here, it is that a 

moderate amount of worry motivates 

planning, preparation and the prevention 

of negative outcomes. People who rarely 

worry may benefit from investing a little 

more time thinking through potential 

difficulties and worst-case scenarios to 

ensure they avoid disaster. Reviewing 

a large number of studies on the topic 

of worry, researchers Kate Sweeny 

and Michael Dooley at the University 

of California, Riverside concluded: 

‘When people have control over a 

future outcome, worry illuminates the 

importance of taking action to prevent 

an undesirable outcome and keeps the 

situation at the front of one’s mind to 

ensure that appropriate action is taken.’

Worry most serves a purpose 

when we have a degree of control 

over a situation: an upcoming exam, 

presentation or job interview, for 

example. When we have no control 

over an outcome, however, worry 

may have little practical value and be 

Individuals who are overly worrisome 
in the workplace are often criticised for 
being too negative and insufficiently 
optimistic. However, worry may in fact 
have certain positive consequences, 
both at work and in life more broadly.

When most people talk about worry, 

they may be referring to a pattern of 

repetitive negative thoughts about past 

regrets, current problems or anticipated 

future situations. However, psychologists 

typically define worry as an aversive 

emotional experience that comes about 

as a result of persistent, unpleasant 

thoughts only about the future.

It is commonly believed that high 

levels of worry are harmful to people, 

causing restlessness, disturbed sleep 

and perhaps a reduced ability to 

concentrate. However, a study by 

psychological scientists Adam Perkins 

and Philip Corr challenges this simple 

idea. In their sample of managers from a 

UK financial institution, they found that 

the tendency to worry was positively 

correlated with job performance – but 

only for those individuals who had 

above-average levels of cognitive 

ability (ie they scored above the 50th 

percentile on intelligence). In other 

words, worry benefited managers who 

were able to identify threats and had the 

capability to deal with them. Rather than 

blindly hoping for positive outcomes, 

individuals who are both smart and 

prone to worry may ponder likely or 

merely possible problems and put plans 

in place to pre-empt them.

A separate study, published in the 

academic journal European Economic 
Review, explored the relationship 

between optimism and earnings 

Worry most 
serves a purpose 

when we have 
a degree of 

control over 
a situation
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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.

several hundred employees redundant. However, the 

shutdown will be gradual and my role could be safe for 

nearly three years. I can’t get motivated to plan so far in 

advance. What should I be doing?

APeople who fi nd it diffi cult to motivate themselves sometimes fi nd

  that they  can be more productive when working with a partner or 

perhaps a small group of peers. Can you fi nd like-minded individuals to work with? 

They could be people from the same business or individuals from entirely different 

industries who are considering a career change.

To set up an effective peer coaching group, ensure that everybody has the same 

objective: to take action and secure fulfi lling work rather than simply chat, make 

friends or complain about how unfair life is. So be sure to agree on an agenda and 

ground rules for how the group will operate and keep each other accountable.

Given that you have a good amount of time, I suggest investing some time 

to research and consider a variety of career options. Perhaps buy a small number 

of self-improvement books focused on career change. Skim-read these to see 

what exercises you might do – either alone or with your fellow job hunters. 

For example, some people fi nd it useful to write about past, favourite work 

projects and experiences, and then try to distil the skills they most enjoyed 

using from them.

Consider also reaching out to set up plenty of face-to-face conversations with 

people doing different types of work. Interview them to get ideas on what else 

you may enjoy, the barriers you may face and the steps you would need to take to 

improve the trajectory of your career.

Tips for the top
Hunger may adversely impact our ability to make sensible decisions, according to 

new research by Jordan Skrynka and Benjamin Vincent at the University of Dundee. 

People were given choices when they had either just eaten a meal or been made to 

skip one. Across several studies, the researchers found that people who were hungry 

tended to be more impatient.

In one study, participants were offered a cash reward now 

or double in the future. Those who were satiated were 

willing to wait 35 days; in contrast, hungry participants 

could wait only three days.

Many people know that it is generally not a good 

idea to go food shopping when hungry as hunger 

often leads to more indulgent food purchases. 

However, this new research suggests that we should 

avoid making important business and career decisions 

when hungry, too.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I work in the UK for an 

international business, which 

is headquartered overseas. The 

business has announced its intentions 

to close the UK operation and make 

unnecessarily unpleasant – such as 

when we may be waiting to hear about 

a job interview we attended. 

Sweeny also worked with Jennifer 

Howell to track levels of worry in 

a group of law graduates over 

four months while they waited for 

the results of their bar exam, the 

major test that would-be lawyers 

must pass before they are allowed 

to earn a living in the legal 

profession. Budding lawyers worried 

less when they experienced high levels 

of competence: for example, taking on 

and mastering challenging tasks. They 

also worried less when they experienced 

a high degree of autonomy, ie they felt 

free to pursue projects and activities 

that they wanted to do rather than ones 

they had to do. In terms of the third 

need, they worried less when they felt 

a greater sense of relatedness – when 

they spent more time with people they 

cared for and felt appreciated by.

That suggests that when you are 

worried about things over which you 

have no control, you should take three 

steps. First, keep busy by developing 

your competence and capabilities: what 

can you do in the short term to improve 

your knowledge or skills? Next, make 

an effort to do at least some things that 

genuinely interest you rather than tasks 

you feel compelled to do. Finally, spend 

more time in the company of cherished 

friends, family and important others. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk. 
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The complete package
We examine the role of the finance business partner, the skills and experience required 
for the job, how to get into the specialism and where it can take you in your career

a single division. ‘This requires liaising 

with different leaders to understand 

divisional requirements and each area 

differs immensely,’ says Ijaz.

The ability to influence and 

persuade senior stakeholders and 

people with little to no finance 

understanding is vital; you will not 

always be delivering welcome news, so 

confidence and the ability to motivate 

are also crucial. 

Getting in and getting on
There is no one specific route to 

finance business partnering. The ACCA 

Qualification plus experience is a loose 

minimum, boosted by proven analytical, 

communication and commercial acumen 

skills.For example, after graduation, 

Ijaz started in investment banking. She 

moved over to the bank’s decision 

support team, where she is liaising with 

different areas of the business including 

marketing and HR. In her experience, 

decision support teams are a genesis for 

modern finance business partnering. 

When she moved to Australia three 

years ago she introduced the role 

of finance business partner in the 

insurance industry.

‘I would say the opportunity was more 

organic as business units required more 

support,’ she says. ‘I believe a finance 

business partner can gain numerous 

skills over the years, and future 

ambitions would include becoming an 

FD or CFO. Alternatively, working with 

a specific division may spark interest in 

that area and lead on to various senior 

managerial positions.’ AB

Neil Johnson, journalist

In an increasingly complex business 
environment, organisations are 
demanding that all units add greater 
value. Finance is doing this through 
business partnering, which helps 
other parts of a business improve 
analysis and decision-making. This 
also helps to foster a culture of 
governance, accountability and 
scrutiny, where strategic and tactical 
decisions alike are founded on data and 
projected figures.

The role
Finance business partners are 

accountants who work very closely 

with the business to help it make key 

decisions. They discuss historical results 

as well as future projections. Key 

strategies are also discussed, as these 

all impact on the financial results.

Finance business partners will 

often be embedded within specific 

business units to create active 

partnerships that provide real-time 

support and analysis. This makes them 

trusted advisers focused on adding 

value to businesses. 

Key skills
An ability to understand your audience, 

to analyse data and to deliver 

information in a clear and user-friendly 

manner is critical. 

‘Soft skills are essential to succeed 

as a finance business partner, as great 

communication is required to liaise 

successfully with different business 

units,’ says Nadeya Ijaz ACCA, a finance 

business partner at Allianz in Sydney, 

Australia. ‘Furthermore, an ability to 

explain numbers in “non-financial 

language” is a must. Not all business 

heads have a financial background.’

Financial business partners also need 

to be able to see the bigger picture of 

the company rather than focusing on 
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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.

Digital solutions
BDO USA has launched BDO Digital, 

a digital advisory business focused on 

helping middle-market organisations 

harness innovation and capture the 

full power of technology. Bob Knott, 

partner at BDO USA and co-leader of 

BDO Digital, says that, for the middle 

market, digital disruption is both an 

existential threat and an unprecedented 

opportunity. ‘It’s a new world order 

of increasing connectivity, complexity 

and risk, one that no business can 

ignore,’ he says. According to BDO, 

54% of middle market organisations 

are pursuing digital transformation 

strategies this year. 

Mazars expands
Mazars has announced a 10% increase 

in revenues for the financial year ended 

2019, fuelled by record organic growth 

and expansion in China. Announcing 

global revenues of €1.8bn, Hervé Hélias, 

CEO and chairman of Mazars Group, 

said the 9.0% organic growth was the 

highest level recorded since 2011/12. 

In line with its expansion strategy, more 

than a third of the firm’s fee income is 

coming from outside of Europe. Asia 

Pacific, the strongest growth region 

(up by 22.6%), now represents 15% of 

total revenues. 

The view from
Leo Lew SH ACCA, founder and CEO, Forreststone 
Corporate Advisory Group, Malaysia

stopped learning and am 

sharing my experiences at 

work and with volunteers. 

It’s not just about how 

good you are at your job; 

it’s about how to be a 

better person. 

I’m a committee member for 
the small and medium practice 
committees for both ACCA and the 
Malaysian Institute of Accountants, 
ACCA network chairman for Johor 
region and an adviser to the Johor 
Tourism Association. I’m trying my 

level best to share my thoughts and 

experiences with associations and 

agencies, and hope to bring changes 

to the new Malaysia that we all hope 

for. Having a new government brings 

many challenges to business and the 

economy. Small and medium-sized 

businesses need time and resources 

to adapt.

In 2010, I set up as a sole proprietor 
providing tailored outsourced 
services to clients in small and 
medium-sized industries. I’ve 

walked in the shoes of our clients, 

experiencing the bitterness and 

sweetness along the way. Over the 

years, I’ve had many mentors and 

now I’m focusing on internal growth, 

on nurturing talent from within and 

pledging to help small and medium 

businesses facing challenges in the new 

business environment. AB

Over the years I have 
worked for small, medium 
and large audit firms. 
Each opportunity has 

provided insights into the 

benefits, opportunities 

and challenges that each 

type of firm faces, but also 

what we look for as employees. As I’ve 

grown from audit assistant to manager 

and then audit principal, I’ve studied 

the issues and opportunities from 

different perspectives.

I have spent eight years in the 
manufacturing industry, from 
accountant to financial controller. In 

industry you must look at things from 

different perspectives – what our bosses 

think, how businesses are run, how our 

staff think and even the production 

processes. I feel that industry lacks 

business intuition or acumen. Many of 

us want to move out of our comfort 

zones but don’t know how to: we 

understand business needs but don’t 

know how to get there. 

Who and what I am today is a product 
of all my experiences, including as a 
volunteer with St John Ambulance; I’m 
now a deputy area commander for St 
John Ambulance in Johor Bahru. First 

responders are trained not only in first 

aid but also in skills such as leadership, 

management and emotional skills. I’ve 

applied what I’ve learned in my career 

and at home, and vice versa. I’ve not 

31% 
hike over the past decade 
in the average hourly fees 
US public companies pay 
external auditors.
Source: Financial 
Education & Research 
Foundation

The digital practitioner

In her latest podcast, Heather Smith FCCA, a digital practitioner in Brisbane, 
Australia, considers the benefits of mentoring. Listen at bit.ly/AB-pod-heather-smith.
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Virtual banks like Monzo, Revolut 
and Starling appeal to customers 
by offering something different.

Shaking it up
In sectors where conformism is the norm, bold, edgy brands have a real opportunity to 
stand out. Jason Ball urges firms to leave tradition behind and be more ‘punk’

True disrupters create and iterate their 

products to alter and improve the status 

quo, and their branding follows suit. 

Firms without a disruptive product can 

still borrow from that mindset, changing 

the game in how they engage with 

clients and prospects.

Many accountancy firms today 

still make the mistake of producing 

marketing material that is all about 

them, and often at great expense. Yet 

for the most part, their clients don’t care 

about them at all. The trick is to rethink 

your brochureware to make it far more 

about your clients and their challenges, 

while still showing how you can help 

solve their real-world problems. 

The target here is to achieve radical 

empathy – talking to clients about what 

really matters to them in a way that 

exudes humanity, and delivered in a 

format that’s easy to consume.

Mapp is a good example from another 

sector; its punk brand philosophy goes 

deeper than its rebel sheep mascot. The 

US-based cloud marketing technology 

platform finds numerous opportunities 

to drum home the message that it has 

built a product for marketers that don’t 

want to follow the flock. Its content is 

evidently created to help its marketing 

clients do their jobs better. 

In reality, most products and services 

in any competitive set are broadly 

comparable. There are very few bad 

ones. If social media has done one 

thing of real value in the world of B2B, 

it’s been to kill off the lemons. Today, 

there’s nowhere to hide for poor 

products and rubbish customer service. 

This also means that competition is 

stiffer than ever before. 

In any sector where there is plenty of 
overlap between the services that firms 
offer and the value they add, branding 
may be the only way to stand out from 
the crowd.

Why be more punk, you may ask, if 

we need to be seen as a safe pair of 

hands? The answer is that your market 

is already brimming with long-standing 

incumbents, including the Big Four. 

These are seen as the safest bet and, if 

in doubt, clients will always default to 

the market leaders.

But building a bold, fresh brand 

needn’t come at the expense of trust 

or credibility. We only have to look at 

young brands that have successfully 

disrupted saturated markets to 

understand this. Last year, the millennial 

appeal of branchless, app-based 

banks Monzo, Revolut and Starling 

was identified as a leading cause for 

diminishing the brands of seven UK 

high-street banks, which lost a collective 

£1.6bn in brand value in one year, 

according to Kantar.

Part of their appeal is what they offer 

– something that’s refreshingly different 

from normal banks, such as digital-first 

banking with no queuing in branches, 

the ability to budget income and ring-

fence ‘pots’ of money within the app, 

and no fees or exchange-rate markups 

for spending abroad. But the deeper 

appeal of Monzo, for example, is its 

commitment to transparency and simple 

language: it has even published its 

‘tone-of-voice’ guidelines on its website. 

It’s striving to create an emotional bond 

with its customers, as well a brand 

worthy of social media sharing.

Anyone can do it
But given that most accountancy firms 

are neither disrupters nor challengers – 

and simply smaller and more agile than 

their rivals – is it still possible to stand 

out? Certainly, and cutting through the 

complexity and jargon of tax matters is 

something that any accountancy firm 

can replicate.

C
PD
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More information

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

This means creating a brand that has 

real purpose that is relevant to clients. 

A great example is HSBC. In December, 

the bank announced that, as part of its 

‘commitment to supporting the people 

and communities of the UK’, it would 

offer current accounts to the homeless, 

making it a lot easier for those with no 

fixed home address to receive benefits.

Importantly, you can’t simply pay lip 

service to your purpose. It must be 

rooted in what matters to the leadership 

of the business – a good place to 

start is exploring why they started 

the firm in the first place, rather than 

simply climbing the ladder at another 

established practice. What were they 

trying to fix?

To be more punk, figure out your point 

of differentiation. A good rule of thumb 

is this: when you clearly have a unique 

product, focus on that in your branding 

and marketing. But if what you offer is 

broadly at parity with your rivals, then 

focus on differences in how you do what 

you do. If everyone does it the same way 

(and many accountancy firms do), then 

focus on why you do what you do.

Another is to find an enemy. What do 

you hate about the way firms in your 

sector operate? Is it the jargon, the 

glacial speed of change, the tendency 

to put numbers before people? For 

example, what would it mean to 

become the un-accountancy practice?

This is the direct route to becoming 

more punk and making sure you stand 

out in the market. AB

Jason Ball is founder of B2B marketing 

agency Considered Content.

Firms without a 
disruptive product 

can still borrow 
from that mindset, 
changing the game 
in how they engage 

with clients  
and prospects
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Reskilling for advisory
Prepare your practice for the future by preparing your people for theirs, advises  
Keith Underwood in the first of a two-part series looking at skills for tomorrow’s world

There is a growing and urgent 
need to develop existing employees 
while hiring new people in order to 
face the rapidly evolving demands 
of clients. Talent development 
and retention, and adapting roles 
to fit new workflows and client 
services, will be one of the critical 
issues for practitioners over the 
next few years.

The foundation of all this is to set the 

framework for how your practice will 

operate, and for whom, over the long 

term, starting by understanding how 

you currently operate.

Start-up practices that are cloud-

based, taking a modern approach 

to automating compliance while 

offering value-added services, are in a 

position to scale quickly and be agile 

– whether it’s around their offering 

or, more crucially, the people who 

deliver it. But the more established, 

traditional small practices are finding 

these newer services challenging to 

implement. They want to update their 

business model but are finding that 

there is a mismatch between their 

existing staffing and their organisational 

structure and processes.
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both senior or manager-level roles, 

as these are the key touchpoints 

between a practice and the client. 

Where interpersonal skills currently 

exist, they may only be with a select 

partner or partners. 

Also vital when offering more 

advisory-style services are analytical 

skills, commercial awareness, and an 

entrepreneurial approach to solving 

clients’ problems and working with 

them on challenges. Mentoring and 

coaching by more senior staff or 

partners can be very helpful here.

The objective of this training is to 

enable staff to identify any ‘half-open-

door’ opportunities with clients and to 

upskill individuals so that they can start 

engaging with clients at all levels on a 

more holistic-service spectrum. 

You may need to engage outside 

resources to provide some of the soft 

skills training, mentoring and coaching. 

This third-party investment should be 

measurable against pre-set goals for 

each individual.

Do you have what it takes?
In developing these abilities and skills, 

the practice will need to look at the 

present complement of staff at all levels. 

Not all managers or seniors, or even 

partners, naturally make good advisers. 

It may be necessary to recruit more 

appropriate staff who have different 

interpersonal or advisory skills and 

experience. Some practices are 

considering appointing non-accountants 

to lead their advisory and business 

development services – individuals with 

strong networks and soft skills.

Not all accounting staff will make  

the transition, or want to. Most 

traditional firms of accountants are 

trying to evolve and train or reskill 

their staff; however, it might be time to 

rethink how the analytical and client-

facing roles are resourced. If this trend 

becomes the norm, the historical career 

structure of the traditional practice will 

be no more. AB

Keith Underwood is managing director 

of Foulger Underwood.

Some practices 
are considering 

appointing  
non-accountants 

to lead their 
advisory services 

– individuals with 
strong soft skills

One of the business models that 

some of these practices like to follow 

is to offer a broad service provision to 

SMEs and owner-managed businesses 

(OMBs). But these practices are getting 

squeezed. Start-up practices can be 

nimble around the market and squeeze 

from below, while larger practices have 

more employees and financial resources 

to retrain and invest, squeezing from 

above. As margins from compliance 

work erode due to automation, 

outsourcing and commoditisation, a 

firm’s expensive partners and managers 

need to refocus their abilities towards 

higher-value services.

These smaller practices need to 

increase management time and raise 

investment. The only way forward is 

to start from the beginning, reviewing 

existing abilities and offerings. For 

example, a drive to attract more OMB 

clients requires partners to assess who 

the core clients will be and then refocus 

their marketing activities to appeal to 

the chosen sector and size of client.

The services a practice offers 

also need to be analysed. Once 

understood, you may decide that 

your offering needs to be expanded. 

Some examples of additional, 

value-added services are in the 

panel (above right). Whatever you 

decide on, the style of the advisory 

services has to reflect the ethos of the 

accounting practice.

Layered training
There are many calls to move a practice 

into advisory work, often driven by 

software providers, but for the move 

to be effective, a practice needs to 

consider if client-facing staff need 

retraining and reskilling. 

The skills to deliver the services 

outlined in the panel will include 

interpersonal skills, which are 

needed, for example, in payroll, 

bookkeeping and audit work, by 

Service suggestions
Many accountants have relied on compliance services and ignored the need to build 

the trusted adviser role. This has to change. New service offerings to run alongside 

accounting and tax services might include:

* mining a client’s historical financial information

* extrapolating the historical information to the future, further modelling features 

of the client’s business and growth opportunities

* spending time in discussions with the client to establish the business drivers, the 

strengths of the business, its challenges and aspirations

* analysis of the technology or workflow processes that could be adopted to give 

the business a competitive advantage, become more efficient or save costs

* offering ‘all-hours availability’ to deal with the client’s requests and queries.
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Complex audits
Presenting a clear, understandable picture of the financial situation of a massive  
global entity demands year-round planning and a consistent approach

at a complex series of activities to a 

point where we can sign off the audit.’

However, Lord observes that the 

challenges she and her colleagues 

confront will be mirrored by those faced 

by the directors of the business, which 

can give an initial direction for the audit 

team to follow. ‘They will all have a 

structure of their own, so you shape the 

audit team to reflect that,’ she explains.

From there, the auditor will be able 

to identify the components required 

to tackle the audit and therefore build 

a team to cover each of these areas. 

Breaking the process down in this way 

ensures that tasks remain manageable.

Global audits will generally be 

governed by international standards of 

auditing (ISAs), as set by the International 

Auditing and Assurance Standards 

Recent criticisms of the audits of 
certain multinational groups in India 
have suggested that lapses could be 
attributable to the complicated nature 
of companies’ subsidiary structures. At 
a time of increasing regulatory focus on 
the role of auditors around the world, 
the practical issues involved in checking 
the financial statements of huge, highly 
complex multinational companies 
present a continuing challenge for 
engagement partners.

These businesses may have a vast 

global web of subsidiaries, employ tens 

of thousands, operate complex supply 

chains and face reporting requirements 

that vary across jurisdictions. 

So what are the challenges in auditing 

such structures, in communicating with 

their senior executives around the world 

and ensuring consistency within the 

audit team? How large should the audit 

team be and what skills will it need? And 

what is the role of technology?

Above all, how is it possible to 

pull together the disparate threads 

of the audit to ensure it delivers a 

comprehensive and coherent result 

in the form of an audit report that 

the group engagement partner has 

confidence in and is willing to sign?

‘As lead engagement partners, we are 

all very aware that we are single audit 

partners who have complete personal 

responsibility when it comes to signing 

an audit report,’ says Gilly Lord, PwC’s 

head of audit strategy and public policy. 

‘For large multinationals that might 

mean we need to pull together a team 

of 2,000 auditors in 60 countries looking 
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ISA 600 will need to align with ISA 

220, Quality Control for an Audit 
of Financial Statements, to cover 

communications between the group 

engagement team and component 

auditors, and facilitating stronger two-

way communications, as well as various 

aspects of the group engagement 

team’s interaction with component 

auditors. This includes communicating 

the relevant ethical requirements and 

determining the competencies and 

capabilities of component auditors.

Then there is the issue of scalability 

– recently the IAASB has focused on 

how its standards could apply to small 

and medium-sized enterprises. But Jui 

emphasised that ‘scalability is not just 

about scaling downward, but also about 

the largest, most complex multinational 

group structures’.

However, there is an extra tier of 

support for these highly complex 

international audits: the global networks 

of the audit firms themselves. ‘The 

member firms will have the same 

technology and methodology, and will 

speak the same business language. 

There will also be the global quality 

programmes that ensure standards are 

maintained,’ says Lord.

The International Federation of 

Accountants (IFAC) plays a role here. 

Members of IFAC’s Forum of Firms, 

Board (IAASB), though there may be 

local variations depending on the 

requirements of particular jurisdictions. 

However, while auditors of private 

companies in the US can use ISAs, the 

US Securities and Exchange Commission 

sets its own standards for listed 

companies through the Public Company 

Accounting Oversight Board (PCAOB).

Relying on other firms
For crossborder international group 

audits not governed by the PCAOB’s 

standards, the headline standard is ISA 

600, Special Considerations – Audits 
of Group Financial Statements. This 

governs the work carried out by auditors 

in different countries, setting out how 

a group auditor can rely on the work of 

other firms.

ISA 600 is currently being revised by 

an IAASB task force, with an exposure 

draft expected to be approved by 

the board in March 2020. At an IAASB 

update meeting in June 2019, board 

member and ISA 600 task force chair Len 

Jui highlighted a number of issues that 

the team is seeking to address. These 

included the major area of public interest 

issues as well as the risk-based approach 

that is being adopted for the standard.

Among the public interest issues 

the task force has added fostering 

the appropriately independent and 

challenging sceptical mindset of 

the auditor – this will require the 

identification and assessment of the 

risks of material misstatement due 

to fraud in component entities. The 

group engagement team will also need 

to evaluate whether sufficient and 

appropriate audit evidence has been 

obtained by component auditors to 

provide a basis for the opinion on the 

group financial statements.

Communications between the group 

engagement team and component 

auditors are also highlighted as a 

major public interest issue. Here, 

which include 30 of the top international 

accountancy networks and regional 

groups, must demonstrate their 

commitment to adhere to and promote 

the consistent application of high-

quality audit practices worldwide.

Audit team members around the 

world need to be able to trust the work 

produced by others in the team, as well 

as the information produced by the 

senior executives of the group being 

audited. This is why a considerable 

amount of travel is still involved in such 

audits – often there is no substitute for 

‘being in the room’ when critical matters 

are under discussion.

There are obvious practical challenges 

in this type of audit. Even if all use 

the same language there can be 

subtle differences in meaning. A good 

auditor will also be sensitive to local 

culture. Technical skills are an obvious 

requirement, and there will be a need to 

understand and implement a particular 

firm’s audit methodology – which can 

require individuals being seconded 

to particular locations to ensure 

consistency, especially where specific 

skills and industry expertise are required.

Technology is already having a 

significant impact on how such audits 

are carried out, but again, there needs 

to be consistency. As Lord says: ‘A 

shared platform ensures we are working 

together – there are huge efficiency 

benefits and huge quality benefits.’

Lord sees a future where technology 

will create the ability for greater 

centralisation of even the most complex 

groups, which will reflect how these 

groups organise themselves as well. But 

she believes there will always be the 

need for auditors: ‘I think the elements 

of human interaction will remain 

important. Have you understood the 

culture, the tone from the top and how 

it influences the organisation?’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist

‘A shared platform 
ensures we are 

working together 
– there are 

huge efficiency 
benefits and huge 

quality benefits’
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Take one
The latest video in our series of interviews with ACCA members in interesting roles, we meet 
Natalie Milsted FCCA, managing director of UK-based Woolley and Wallis auction house

Natalie Milsted FCCA 
talks about the day-
to-day running of a 
busy auction business, 
including a burgeoning 
Asian line that has seen 
sales of individual lots 
of over £1m 

Under the hammer

Watch the interview at  
bit.ly/AB-Milsted

More information
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5G rollout leader
Asia Pacific will be the leading region in 

terms of 5G technology adoption, with 

1.14 billion subscribers accounting for 

65% of global 5G subscriptions by 2024, 

according to new research. GlobalData’s 

Asia Pacific Mobile Broadband Forecast 

Pack reveals that the region will account 

for 44% of the sector’s revenue, followed 

by North America with a 32% share. 

Countries with early 5G launches – 

among them South Korea, China, Japan 

and Australia – are expected to lead 

mobile data traffic growth over the 

forecast period. 

Technology disruptors
Technology leaders have identified 

e-commerce platforms as the most 

disruptive business model over the next 

three years (27%), followed by social 

networking (22%), digital payment (17%), 

entertainment (14%), ride-sharing (9%), 

autonomous transportation (7%) and 

lodging platforms (4%). Respondents 

to the KPMG survey also anticipate 

five industries to experience the 

greatest transformation as a direct 

result of emerging technologies, 

namely telecommunications; 

industrial manufacturing; healthcare/life 

sciences; aerospace and defence; and 

financial services.

The view from
Myron Jiang FCCA, regional controller, China, 
Hypertherm, mainland China, on the power of IT

suppliers and customers to 

help the management team 

make the best decisions. 

IT has changed business 
and the profession a 
lot. ERP systems help 

accounting teams work 

more effectively and efficiently and 

the function’s boundaries are fading 

because technology has reduced 

manual work. 

Thanks to ACCA, I have the perfect 
professional network. Meeting friends 

at ACCA events is the most wonderful 

thing because every member is an 

expert and I can learn from them. 

ACCA is also in a leading position to 

be a bridge between China and global 

markets based on ACCA members’ 

professional networks.

In China, online business is developing 
quickly. People rely more and more 

on smartphones and use apps for 

information searching, electronic voting, 

online shopping, calling taxis, booking 

hotel and air travel tickets, taking the 

subway or bus, e-learning and even 

making friends. 

My proudest career moment was when 
I worked for an insurance broker and 
redesigned its accounts receivable (AR) 
process. After I talked to customers 

and managed to reduce the AR balance 

by 50% within one year I received an 

excellent service award from the group 

CFO. I think it’s my proudest career 

moment because my communication 

and negotiation skills improved. AB

Meeting friends at 
ACCA events is the 

most wonderful 
thing because 

every member is 
an expert and I can 

learn from them

I graduated from a local 
accounting college in 1997 
and my first job was as 
assistant accountant at a 
China-US joint venture. I was 

fortunate to be involved in an 

enterprise resource planning 

(ERP) project and learnt 

knowledge and skills I wouldn’t have 

found in college textbooks. Since then, 

I’ve worked for foreign banks, insurance 

companies and trading companies, 

and my career has gone from assistant 

accountant to head of finance in China.

I work for a multinational and my 
role is to support the sales team. I’m 

responsible for accounting, treasury, 

financial planning and analysis, 

internal control, risk management 

and so on. Most of my time is spent 

communicating with the sales team 

and other departments; I need to 

understand their perspectives and help 

them to understand the accounting 

language and to be in compliance with 

local regulations and company policies. I 

also analyse information from them and 

>80% 
of C-suite 
executives have 
created or are 
creating a corporate 
culture of lifelong 
learning, while 17% 
plan to do so.
Source: Deloitte
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True purpose 
Prosperity, growth, trust, innovation – professional accountants help engender the 
conditions for business and society to thrive. Imagine a world without them…

accountants. Imagine how government 

spending would be controlled without 

accountants. Who would be able to 

say how taxes paid by Jane and her 

company were being spent? For that 

matter, who would be able to say how 

much the government has raised in the 

fi rst place through tax or bonds?

This is as true at a local level as at a 

national level – without accountants, 

there would be no checks and balances 

to counter political whims. Whether 

providing funds for schools, repairing 

potholes or building the infrastructure 

that allows businesses like Jane’s to 

fl ourish, local government projects 

could run out of control without the 

fi nancial discipline provided by the 

accountancy profession.

Tax collection itself relies on 

accountants, in fi nance ministries and 

revenue collection agencies. Tax policy 

requires input from tax accountants 

to ensure it will work and achieve the 

desired outcomes. And if the current 

tax code appears complicated at the 

moment, imagine what it would be like 

without accountants to interpret it.

If the worst happens and Jane falls 

victim to a scam, what then? How can 

fraud be fought effectively without 

forensic accountants? Following the 

money is a key accounting skill – 

illegitimate bank transactions, money 

laundering and tax evasion can all be 

identifi ed by accountants.

Fraud’s bedfellow is corruption. 

Whether that involves bribing 

directors to secure a lucrative contract, 

government offi cials to infl uence public 

policy or customs offi cers to look the 

other way, at the forefront of the anti-

Jane has long wanted to start her 
own business and now has an idea 
that could make her fortune. She 
turns to her accountant for advice 
on setting up the company, fi nding 
investment, getting the right invoicing 
system in place, and making sure the 
books balance.

One year on and the business is 

going well, so Jane takes on staff. 

Her accountant advises on payroll, 

and ensures the right amounts are 

paid at the right time, including tax 

contributions.

The business continues to grow into 

its third year, and Jane is developing 

more products and services. Her 

accountant advises on research and 

development tax reliefs. And as she is 

now also working internationally, the 

accountant helps ensure she complies 

with all import and export requirements.

A few years on with a now very 

successful business, Jane’s backers are 

looking to realise their investment. The 

accountant advises on the options: trade 

sale, fl otation, sale to other investors. At 

the same time, Jane is concerned about 

the impact her business is having on 

the world around her. The accountant 

evaluates her non-fi nancial position, 

advising on environmental, social and 

governance issues. When in time Jane 

looks to stand back from the business, 

her accountant will be there to advise on 

the best way forward.

Where would Jane be in a world 

without accountants?

Wild West
Imagine capital markets without fi nance 

professionals. Jane’s investors rely on 

company accounts when assessing 

where to invest. These accounts need to 

be accurate, to give a true and fair view 

of the fi nancial state of the company. 

Who else apart from accountants would 

be qualifi ed to prepare these accounts, 

abiding by a set of principles and 

standards that ensure they provide a 

meaningful picture of fi nancial health?

And, of course, ‘external accountants’, 

or auditors, further mitigate the 

reporting risk. Jane and her investors 

value an independent set of accountant 

eyes, which add to the checks and 

balances. Imagine a world without 

auditors, those specialist accountants 

professionally trained to provide that 

independent layer of fi nancial scrutiny. 

Without such scrutiny, the capital 

markets, vital for business investment, 

would cease to work in any meaningful 

way. They would become a Wild West, 

frontier towns where the only rule is that 

there are no rules. An investor might get 

lucky and strike gold, but they would 

more likely return home empty-handed.

But it is not just Jane’s business 

and her investors that benefi t from 

Without 
accountants, 

capital markets 
would become a 

Wild West – frontier 
towns where the 
only rule is that 

there are no rules
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More information

Find more on ACCA’s latest theme, 
‘the purpose of the profession’, at 
accaglobal.com/purpose.

an essential role as governments and 

industry grapple with climate change. 

If something cannot be measured, 

then it does not get changed. 

Professional accountants have the skills 

not only to measure the non-fi nancial 

impact of economic activity, but 

also to guide individuals, businesses 

and governments towards making 

better decisions. They can advise on 

governance structures, social and 

environmental impact, assess risk 

corruption effort is the accountant. Who 

else would be able to investigate when 

something does not look like it adds up.

Beyond the numbers
The skills needed to balance the 

books can also be put to good use 

elsewhere – anywhere there is the 

need for measurement and evaluation. 

Accountants have long been in the 

business of measuring environmental 

impact, and will continue to perform 

and ensure that all stakeholder concerns 

are addressed. 

In short, accountants underpin global 

sustainability. Jane’s world would be a 

very different place without you. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Keep the magic alive
While mainland China has cornered the unicorn market, an unpredictable 
economic climate is making financing tougher for high-value start-up companies

Beware equity financing
With equity financing usually easier 

to obtain than debt financing, 

unicorns are often on the lookout for 

listing opportunities. 

‘It is also a common exit strategy for 

the stakeholders,’ says Wong. ‘Some 

will be bought by other firms in private 

acquisitions, too.’

Mada Seghete, co-founder of tech 

unicorn Branch, warns that issuing 

equity to raise money isn’t necessarily 

a good thing as it comes at the 

expense of the team’s ownership of 

their business. 

‘We will never, ever celebrate a 

fundraiser,’ she says. ‘It’s definitely 

important that you raise money to 

fuel your company. If you do give 

out a percentage of your equity, you 

dilute yourself and your employees. 

It really comes down to how much 

focus the government is putting on 

the unicorn space – how willing they 

are to create an environment for 

young entrepreneurs.’

Most economies in Asia Pacific are 

working to tap the power of unicorns 

by creating the conditions for these 

disruptive businesses to not only 

emerge but grow. Indonesia, Malaysia 

and Thailand are all working to develop 

powerful innovation ecosystems 

to compete with those created by 

mainland China and Hong Kong, South 

Korea, Japan and Singapore, according 

to a recent report on innovation in Asia 

by Lux Research. 

‘While the infatuation with Silicon 

Valley is still prevalent in innovation 

circles, we are seeing an increasing 

interest in Asia, and rightfully so,’ 

Mainland China and the US 
dominate the market for unicorn tech 
start-ups but other parts of Asia are 
laying the groundwork for their own 
boom – even as global trade and 
economic uncertainties emerge as 
key challenges. 

A recent report from the Shanghai-

based Hurun Research Institute of all the 

world’s unicorns – start-up businesses 

valued at over US$1bn but not yet listed 

on any public stock exchange – found 

that China and the US account for 83% 

of the total. 

China tops the October 2019 list 

with 206 of the 494 unicorns across 24 

countries. The US has 203. There are 

a handful of unicorns in South Korea, 

Indonesia, Singapore and Australia, 

while Malaysia and Thailand are laying 

the groundwork for rapid growth.

‘These young companies, only seven 

years old on average, are the world’s 

most exciting start-ups, leading a new 

generation of disruptive technology,’ 

Hurun chairman and chief researcher 

Rupert Hoogewerf said in the report, 

adding that other countries ‘need to 

wake up and create an environment that 

allows unicorns to flourish’.

Capital support is essential for 

unicorns to grow. A recent study by 

PwC China of 101 rapidly growing 

high-valuation enterprises found that 

80% expect a new round of financing in 

the next two years. Government policy 

and diversified financing channels have 

created myriad opportunities for both 

the companies and investors.

Despite their billion-dollar valuations, 

unicorns often face financial challenges 

that are becoming more pronounced. 

Good decision-making and cashflow 

management in the initial period are 

crucial for these companies, regardless 

of their geographic location, says 

Benson Wong, entrepreneur group 

leader at PwC Hong Kong.

‘If they take one wrong step, it will 

burn too much capital, and it is already 

hard for them to raise funds from 

outside sources at the beginning,’ 

Wong explains. ‘Most unicorns 

usually have weak income statements 

initially; they need to show the banks 

they have decent operating cashflows 

and outlooks.’ 

If a unicorn has a good idea but lacks 

strong backing, banks may be unwilling 

to lend them money because of the risk. 

‘Angel funds, venture capital and 

private equity are better bets for 

early-stage unicorns,’ Wong says. ‘The 

ideal choices are strategic investors 

conducting businesses in similar 

industries, who see that the products 

of the start-ups could benefit their 

businesses. That way they can create 

more synergies together.’

‘Most unicorns 
usually have weak 
income statements 
initially; they need 
to show the banks 

they have decent 
operating cashflows 

and outlooks’
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Singapore, for instance, offers a 

promising environment for unicorns 

with tax incentives and funding. Its 

biggest unicorn is Grab, a regional 

Uber lookalike that is expanding quickly 

into financial services. Privately valued 

at US$14bn, Grab recently received a 

US$1.5bn cash boost from SoftBank and 

reportedly plans to invest in Indonesia. 

South Korea’s largest online retailer, 

Coupang, was the country’s highest-

value unicorn at US$9bn, followed 

by video game developer Bluehole 

(US$5bn) and mobile software company 

Yello Mobile (US$4bn). Viva Republica, 

Yuan-Sheng Yu, a senior analyst at Lux 

Research, said in the white paper State 
of Innovation in China. ‘China and South 

Korea may be the shining stars of Asia 

today, but we believe South-East Asia’s 

innovation landscape will inevitably lead 

to the next global boom in innovative 

ideas and unicorns.’

And they have had some success. 

In 2018, for instance, venture capital 

investments in South-East Asia topped 

US$7.8bn across 327 deals, according 

to Alvin Gan, head of IT-enabled 

transformation practice at KPMG 

in Malaysia.

a developer of mobile financial services, 

was the lowest-valued Korean unicorn at 

US$1.2bn.

In turn, Australia’s online design 

platform Canva has users in 190 

countries and claims that 20 million 

people use its services each month. It is 

currently valued at US$3.2bn – triple its 

worth 18 months ago. 

Uncertain times
While the number of unicorns has grown 

rapidly, market uncertainty could put a 

dampener on the future. Cathy Choi, 

senior analyst at BCP Investment in 
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Why governments need to groom their unicorns
Government support, in any country, is a key catalyst to the growth of unicorns 

and for young people to choose entrepreneurship over working at large and 

established companies.  

‘Governments need to show they are willing to create conditions that will motivate 

their citizens to actually want to begin start-ups,’ says Cathy Choi, a senior analyst at 

BCP Investment in Hong Kong. 

‘The UK is a good example,’ Choi adds, pointing out that almost half of all 

investment in the British technology sector come from US and Asian investors. 

Choi notes that mainland China has followed suit by working to create ‘an 

environment that turbocharges the individual’s drive to create new companies’. 

For instance, the Shanghai municipal government recently introduced a set of 

incentives to nurture fintech research and innovation, cutting the enterprise tax on 

hi-tech companies from 25% to 15%. Shanghai also provides favourable housing and 

medical benefits to attract talent. 

‘Those are the sort of things that motivate young adults to want to pursue their 

own business ideas. Starting a new business is always risky but these supportive 

policies make the decision easier,’ Choi says. ‘Instead of aiming to work in huge, 

established multinational corporations, many university students in China think about 

how to create something new and how to run a new company, because they know 

their government supports and encourages start-ups.’ 

many Chinese start-ups could be at risk 

of a valuation slump, or might even have 

to close down altogether. 

‘Greater China’s private equity and 

venture capital industry slowed down in 

2018 and continued to slow in the first 

half of 2019,’ says Ee Fai Kam, head of 

Asian operations at Preqin. ‘It is getting 

harder to raise funds and close deals in 

China due to an economic slowdown, 

high debt and trade tensions with 

the US.’ 

Countering these issues with funding 

are the changes under way in China.

‘China is transitioning to a system 

powered primarily by domestic 

innovation, and new opportunities 

are being opened up for investors 

and fund managers,’ Kam says. ‘With 

technological innovation expanding into 

new sectors, there is a lot of potential to 

find new opportunities for investment in 

Greater China.’

Thanks to the government’s focus 

on innovation, Chinese graduates are 

more willing than their peers elsewhere 

to invest time and effort on innovative 

ideas and are more likely to create new 

businesses. Indeed, the Beijing municipal 

administration for market regulation 

reported around 180,000 new businesses 

registered in 2018. 

The focus of innovation is, for 

instance, at the heart of the Greater Bay 

Area initiative, which groups together 

nine cities in Guangdong with Hong 

Kong and Macau to create a unified 

economic region. 

‘Innovation is one of the main focuses 

of the initiative,’ Wong says, ‘and 

Chinese government agencies provide 

many incentives to help promote the 

development of innovative industries. 

Many other countries have failed to do 

so. But without government funding, the 

costs and risks of creating start-ups are 

much higher.’ AB

Alex Ho, journalist 

Hong Kong, says there has been less 

investment into unicorns in China over 

the past year as a result of the slowing 

global economy and the trade dispute 

with the US. 

Newer developments like the 

Covid-19 (coronavirus) outbreak also 

cast a shadow on the outlook. Fitch 

Solutions Macro Research recently 

noted that it could revise down its China 

real GDP growth forecast to a range 

of 5.4% to 5.9% for 2020 due to the 

impact of the virus. ‘Unicorns are having 

trouble attracting investment,’ Choi 

says. ‘Investors now want to think twice 

before they close a deal.’

Research firm Preqin, a capital market 

intelligence company, backs that up. 

According to Preqin, the value of 

2,209 venture capital investments into 

Chinese start-ups in the first three-

quarters of 2019 was nearly half that 

of 2018. Though China still dominates 

the unicorn space globally, the drop in 

the value of investments may explain 

why the number of unicorns fostered in 

China fell 30% in 2019, compared with 

the same period in 2018. 

‘Strategic investors, such as Tencent 

and Alibaba, have been a big driver of 

late-stage investing but that has slowed 

down quite a bit as equity values in the 

public market have decreased,’ says 

Jason Tan, partner and chief investment 

officer at Jeneration Capital.

Preqin has found that the number of 

venture capital transactions in mainland 

China and Hong Kong fell by about 

half to 1,375 in the first half of 2019, 

compared with 2,593 in H1 2018. In 

dollar terms, transaction values fell 

66% year on year to US$59.2bn. At the 

same time, mega-sized funding rounds 

dropped to just two in 2019, from four 

a year earlier, with the slowdown mainly 

felt by late-stage companies. 

Slowing to a trot?
The underperformance of China’s 

venture capital industry may mean that 
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Transfer 
speculation
Football fever comes to the aid of Adam Deller over 
the application of accounting standards

Football finance has become 

an increasingly common topic for 

discussion. Uefa, the body responsible 

for organising European football 

competitions, implemented something 

called Financial Fair Play (FFP) in 2009, 

which has been updated periodically 

since. Its aim is to prevent what some 

see as financial doping in football, 

where investors put in huge resources, 

spending far more than their income to 

achieve success. 

The FFP regulations were born out of 

the desire for clubs to be sustainable 

over a period of time. This is done by 

limiting the losses that football clubs 

are able to make if they are to qualify 

for European competitions, such 

as the Uefa Champions League or 

Europa League. At the time of writing, 

Manchester City has been banned from 

European football competitions for two 

years following an FFP breach. The club 

has registered its appeal to the Court of 

Arbitration for Sport.

The question arises as to where 

exactly the IASB comes in. The board’s 

IFRS Interpretations Committee 

(IFRIC) is responsible for responding 

to questions on the application of 

Every good financial reporting lecturer 
has a favourite financial reporting 
standard. Some may try to hide it, 
while others of us wear it as a badge 
of honour. In my office I have a 
whiteboard where I get students to 
write their favourite standard before I 
will answer any questions. This is not 
always a popular move, and the wall 
remains sparsely populated. 

In a world of big data and innovation, 

the nuances of accounting standards 

can sometimes fail to capture the 

imagination. I dare say there are even 

times when considering developments 

in the world of financial reporting can 

even be a slightly arduous task. 

Sometimes, though, a news item 

emerges that is a gift to the financial 

reporting nerd and can grab the 

attention of students. So when Kathryn 

Donkersley of the International 

Accounting Standards Board (IASB), 

which sets IFRS Standards, tweeted: 

‘After a morning of IFRS 16, the IFRS 

Interpretations Committee will resume 

at 13.40 to discuss the accounting for 

football players,’ I knew that I finally 

had something that would not fail to 

engage my students. 
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shall be determined as the difference 

between the net disposal proceeds 

if any and the carrying amount of the 

asset. It shall be recognised in profi t or 

loss when the asset is derecognised… 

Gains shall not be classifi ed as revenue.’

IFRIC decided that as the payment 

had been made in respect of 

extinguishing the registration right, 

it represented compensation for 

disposing of an intangible asset. 

Therefore neither the proceeds nor the 

gain on disposal could be recognised 

within revenue by applying IFRS 15.

Is revenue even possible?
So far, the response appears pretty 

much as expected, with the suggested 

treatment being in line with the current 

treatment. But the interesting part 

of the decision relates to whether it 

would even be possible to recognise 

the transaction as revenue. There was a 

surprising response from IFRIC here.

For an entity to record the proceeds 

as revenue through IFRS 15, the 

registration right could not have been 

initially held as an intangible through 

IAS 38 but would have had to be held 

as inventory in accordance with IAS 2, 

Inventories. In the case presented to 

IFRIC this was not possible, but IFRIC 

accepted that such a situation could 

arise. The committee pointed out that 

paragraph 2 of IAS 2 requires an entity 

to apply IAS 2 to intangible assets that 

meet the defi nition of inventories.

To be classed as inventory, the 

registration rights have to be held for 

accounting standards. As these 

questions are raised, IFRIC makes a 

series of agenda decisions, which clarify 

the application of a particular standard 

in specifi c circumstances. 

The recently implemented standards 

IFRS 16, Leases, and IFRS 15, Revenue 
from Contracts with Customers, are 

valuable tools for limiting potential 

off-balance-sheet fi nancing or incorrect 

recognition of revenue, both of which 

are very relevant for FFP. In addition, 

questions can still arise in specifi c cases, 

which takes us to the recent discussion 

from the committee.

Transfer request
IFRIC received a request about how to 

recognise payments relating to player 

transfers, which can obviously be a key 

source of income for football clubs. 

Current practice is generally not to 

include the income from such transfers 

as revenue, but as a gain or loss on 

disposal of a non-current asset.

The query to IFRIC was made by a club 

that had acquired a player’s registration. 

In such a case, the player is prohibited 

from playing for any other club, and the 

registering club has an employment 

contract with the player that prevents 

the player from leaving without mutual 

agreement. The club had recognised 

the employment contract and the player 

registration together as a registration 

right, which was held as an intangible 

asset. This was capitalised at the cost of 

obtaining the asset under the principles 

of IAS 38, Intangible Assets.

The club then sold the player 

to another club under a transfer 

agreement, with the selling club 

receiving a transfer payment in return 

for releasing the player from the 

employment contract. The playing 

registration did not transfer to the new 

club but was extinguished when the new 

club registered the player.

Revenue or asset disposal?
The question raised with IFRIC was 

whether the entity could record the 

transfer payment in revenue, through 

the application of IFRS 15, or should 

recognise the transaction as a disposal 

of an intangible asset.

The tentative agenda in this situation 

was consistent with the current 

treatment: that this would be a disposal 

of an intangible asset. IFRIC quoted 

paragraph 113 of IAS 38, which states: 

‘The gain or loss arising from the 

derecognition of an intangible asset 

The revenue 
and leases 

standards are 
very relevant for 

Financial Fair Play
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sale in the ordinary course of business. 

IFRIC decided that, for an entity 

whose ordinary activities include the 

development and transfer of players, 

it is conceivable that circumstances 

exist in which the recognition rights 

associated with some players meet the 

definition of inventories.

This situation provides an interesting 

point of discussion. While some of the 

larger, global football clubs may not 

appear traditionally to have the transfer 

of players (or at least the sale of players) 

as part of their ordinary activities, this 

may be changing. The combination 

of the emergence of FFP and the 

increased number of players in football 

academies has led to larger squads of 

players and increased sales of surplus 

players, even from the largest clubs.

It can certainly be argued that the 

transfer of players may be part of the 

ordinary business of smaller clubs. 

As a supporter of one of these clubs 

(Grimsby Town, an English Football 

League Two club in a port community 

where the fans sing songs about fish), 

I know what it is to see an exciting 

prospect develop with the certain 

knowledge that the player will be 

transferred to a larger club before long.

Accordingly, we may start seeing 

some football clubs assess whether 

they can start to hold some player 

registration rights as inventory. This 

development could change the 

accounts, as these rights would possibly 

be held as cost (or the lower of cost and 

net realisable value) as set out in IAS 2, 

instead of being amortised over the life 

of the contract as in IAS 38. This could 

impact profits annually, and start to 

change how a club’s assets are held.

The value of the asset could change 

as well. It would now be held at the 

lower of cost and net realisable value. 

This means that the rights could hold 

their value longer, due to the lack of 

amortisation. There could be more 

judgmental discussions over the net 

realisable value, as players reach 

the end of their contracts, which 

could introduce a greater amount of 

judgment than the current intangible 

asset treatment. In theory, the current 

treatment allows for judgments in the 

form of revaluing the rights. However, 

the rights are unlikely to meet this 

criteria due a lack of active market.

On the face of it, IFRIC’s decision 

seems to have maintained the status 

quo, but the door has been opened to 

a possible change in treatment for some 

clubs. Perhaps unwittingly, this could 

lead to more changes than expected. 

So there we have it. The combination 

of new accounting standards and the 

existing practices of older accounting 

standards is busy at work helping to 

protect aspects of the beautiful game. 

It is unlikely that members of the IASB 

will ever get to hear their names sung 

on the terraces, but the board continues 

to be an important part of the financial 

fabric of the industry. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.
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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

Mainland China

Tariff slash
China has slashed tariffs by half on 

selected goods imported from the US, 

effective from 14 February, according 

to the Ministry of Finance. Among the 

affected 916 products are certain frozen 

meat, frozen fish, dry fruits and grain, 

which will henceforth face a 5% tariff 

rather than the previous 10%. A total of 

801 products, including certain cattle, 

dairy products and first-aid supplies, will 

attract 2.5% tariffs instead of 5%. 

Overseas earning rules
China’s finance ministry has issued 

comprehensive tax rules for Chinese 

taxpayers generating personal income 

from abroad. The regulation explains 

what kind of income will be classified 

as overseas earnings, such as payments 

from a company based outside China, 

income from out-licensing deals and 

dividends from stocks of companies 

outside China, as well as rent from 

leasing properties outside China. The 

rules also stipulate how much of this 

income should be regarded as taxable. 

Malaysia

Token response
Securities Commission Malaysia (SC) 

has published guidelines outlining 

its controls on fundraising through 

digital token sales. Issuers may raise 

up to MYR100m (US$23.6m) and tap 

investments from retail, sophisticated 

and angel investors. Each issue must 

be accompanied by a white paper 

providing material information on 

Hong Kong SAR

Safeguarding institutions
The Hong Kong Monetary Authority 

has launched a public consultation 

on proposed rules mandating 

contractual stays on termination 

rights in financial contracts for 

troubled financial institutions at risk 

of closure. These would prevent 

potentially damaging runs on poorly 

performing banks. 

Mexico agreement
Hong Kong and Mexico have signed 

an investment promotion and 

protection agreement, involving the 

signatories providing investors with 

fair, equitable and non-discriminatory 

treatment of their investments, 

compensation for expropriation of 

investments, and the right to free 

transfers abroad of investments and 

returns. Hong Kong and Mexico have 

also agreed that investment disputes 

involving parties from their jurisdictions 

be settled under internationally 

accepted rules. 

Improve annual reports
The HKEX has recommended how 

companies can improve information 

provided in annual reports. Suggestions 

include disclosures about the impact of 

upcoming regulatory change, and that 

assumptions behind impairment testing 

assessments regarding intangibles are 

not overly optimistic. 

Crossborder scheme launched
An innovative digital crossborder 

payment system has been 

developed by Hong Kong and 

Thailand. It involves 10 commercial 

banks conducting fund transfers and 

foreign exchange transactions on a 

peer-to-peer basis, reducing settlement 

administration. Project Inthanon-

LionRock was created by the Hong 

Kong Monetary Authority and the Bank 

of Thailand.

Boost for ship lessors
The Hong Kong government has 

published an Inland Revenue 

(Amendment) (Ship Leasing Tax 

Concessions) Bill to give profits tax 

concessions to qualifying ship lessors (at 

a 0% profits tax rate) and qualifying ship 

leasing managers (generally at 8.25% 

profits tax rate).

WVR proposed
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange 

(HKEX) has released a proposal for 

consultation on allowing corporations 

to offer weighted voting rights 

to special investors able to bring 

technological expertise and support to 

their expansion plans. Such corporate 

shareholders must own at least 30% of a 

listed company to qualify. 

Early-warning system
The Securities and Futures 

Commission has released guidance 

on its front-loaded approach to 

catch wrongdoing in financial 

markets before it can cause 

widespread damage, through 

early regulatory intervention in 

listings, enhanced supervision 

of intermediaries and focused 

enforcement actions. 
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Malaysia demands systemic banks boost reserves
The Malaysian government has issued a Domestic Systemically Important Banks 

(D-SIB) Framework, which instructs financial institutions of importance to Malaysia’s 

wider economy to hold minimum levels of reserves to protect themselves against 

troubled times. Mandatory ‘higher loss absorbency’ requirements for listed systemic 

banks, ranging from 0.5% to 1.0% of risk-weighted assets, will come into force from 

31 January 2021. 

and provides for tax exemptions in 

the source country for certain capital 

gains. Meanwhile, a reciprocal tax 

information exchange agreement 

between Singapore and the US agreed 

in 2018 entered into force on 5 March, 

and changes to double taxation deals 

between Singapore and Mauritius and 

Latvia to take account of international 

tax information exchange commitments 

have also come into force.

Advice on intangibles
The Singapore Stock Exchange (SGX) 

and the Intellectual Property Office of 

Singapore have launched an intangible 

disclosure evaluation and audit scheme 

programme for SGX-listed companies 

and companies preparing for a listing. 

It aims to encourage companies to 

value their intangible assets, boosting 

disclosure and helping investors better 

appreciate their value.

the issuer, the digital token and 

planned utilisation of funds. After 

completion, the SC will conduct post-

issuance monitoring. 

E-wallet push
The Malaysian government is spending 

MYR450m (US$106.3m) on encouraging 

Malaysians to use e-wallets. Its e-Tunai 

Rakyat programme offers MYR30 (US$7) 

to every adult Malaysian earning less 

than MYR100,000 (USD24,100) annually 

through one of three e-wallet operators:  

Grab, Boost and Touch ‘n Go eWallet. 

The goal is to promote digital payments 

among Malaysian consumers and 

businesses, especially small retailers. 

Road to understanding 
The Inland Revenue Board of Malaysia 

has released a graphical roadmap 

explaining how taxpayers should 

comply with national tax rules, including 

making enquiries about tax laws, audit 

processes, appeals, collection and 

litigation procedures. 

CDD preparation extended
Bank Negara Malaysia has extended by 

six months the transitional period for 

introducing new customer due diligence 

(CDD) for financial institutions, to fight 

money-laundering and terror finance. 

The additional time will help financial 

institutions assess their CDD policies 

for government-linked companies, 

state-owned corporations and 

registered persons.

Singapore

DTAs come into force
Singapore has signed a revised 

avoidance of double taxation 

agreement with its neighbour 

Indonesia, updating a 1992 deal. The 

new agreement lowers withholding tax 

rates for royalties and branch profits 

on Singapore-Indonesia commerce, 

Disclosure revision
The SGX has released revised guidance 

on how listed companies should comply 

with continuous disclosure obligations 

where price and trade-sensitive 

information is circulated promptly, 

boosting investor confidence. 

Flexible approach
The MAS and the Accounting and 

Corporate Regulatory Authority 

have launched a variable capital 

companies corporate structure for 

investmesnt funds, offering managers 

greater operational flexibility and 

cost savings. These funds can include 

venture capital, private equity, hedge 

funds and even the incorporation of 

business’s environmental, social and 

governance strategies. AB

 

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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Challenges ahead
Charles Chan, Wilson Cheng and Stanley Ho, co-chairmen of ACCA Hong Kong’s 
tax sub-committee, give their verdict on the Hong Kong SAR Budget 2020/21

substantial surplus of HK$937bn, which 

leaves Hong Kong in a strong position.  

WC While Hong Kong has healthy 

reserves, in view of the size of the 

one-off relief measures and the deficit 

position, the financial secretary hinted 

that similar one-off measures may not 

be repeated in the coming years. 

CC In view of the expected increase 

in expenditure outweighing income 

over the next few years, the financial 

secretary mentioned a holistic review of 

the current tax system. In a subsequent 

press interview, he didn’t rule out the 

possibility of broadening the tax base to 

deal with the deficit situation. 

Q What were the missed opportunities?
WC I can’t say the financial secretary 

missed any major opportunities. 

However, it would have been helpful if 

he had explained more about the goals 

and mission of the Tax Policy Unit and 

the longer-term plans for Hong Kong’s 

tax system to stabilise the economy.

SH While the financial secretary didn’t 

say when the portfolio will be launched, 

he did say the government is planning to 

draw from the Future Fund to establish 

a new portfolio. Such a fund could help 

to manage public savings and offset 

any changes to the tax system, which 

could help to maintain Hong Kong’s 

low and simple tax system – one of the 

advantages of doing business. 

Q What were ACCA’s main suggestions 
and which ones have been adopted?
WC Although we suggested HK$30,000 

as a tax rebate, the HK$20,000 tax 

saving for each individual and the cash 

payouts are in the same direction. 

Predicting an ‘enormously’ challenging 
year ahead for Hong Kong, Financial 
Secretary Paul Chan delivered the 
2020/21, HK$120bn Budget package in 
February. Against a backdrop of Hong 
Kong’s first budget deficit in 15 years 
of HK$37.8bn – forecast to rise to a 
record HK$139.1bn in 2020/21 – the 
measures are necessary to help local 
enterprises and the community.

Speaking to AB.CN, ACCA Hong 
Kong’s tax sub-committee co-chairmen 

– Charles Chan, Wilson Cheng and 

Stanley Ho – give their views.

Q In addition to the HK$30bn relief 
package already earmarked for 
relieving the impact of the Covid-19 
outbreak and the downturn in the 
economy, did the Budget do enough to 
help businesses and the community? 
SH Overall, ACCA Hong Kong supports 

the measures. In view of the unusual 

circumstances, it was a broad-brush 

Budget that provided both widespread 

relief and stimulus. The one-off cash 

payment of HK$10,000 to permanent 

residents aged 18 or above and relief 

on profits and salaries tax under 

personal assessment is welcomed by 

the general public. We can see that the 

government has put the society’s needs 

into consideration. Importantly, while the 

one-off measures will amount to about 

4.8% of GDP during the coming financial 

year, the financial secretary explained the 

underlying issues, which has maintained 

the confidence of credit rating agencies. 

One could say the government could 

have done more; however, with the 

Covid-19 situation evolving quickly, 

we suggest that while the government 

continues to monitor the situation closely, 

it could roll out additional measures from 

the large fiscal reserves if necessary.

WC I believe this is the most all-rounded 

Budget delivered so far. While the 

short-term relief measures are welcome, 

it is still important to focus on the long-

term vision and outcome of investment 

allocated to new industry sectors, to 

measure the contribution they make to 

the economy and to see if they add a 

new pillar to Hong Kong’s existing pillar 

industries.  

CC Faced with the backdrop of the 

US-China trade dispute, social conflicts 

and the Covid-19 outbreak, luckily Hong 

Kong has adequate reserves, which 

enabled the financial secretary to push 

through a series of short-term, one-off 

measures. We welcome the guaranteed 

low-interest loans with a ceiling of 

HK$2m for eligible SMEs to help them 

to get through the economic downturn. 

Investment in healthcare is also welcome. 

The Budget also contained a number of 

measures designed to have a medium- 

to long-term impact. In addition to 

financial services, it is a good sign to see 

that resources are being allocated to the 

innovation and technology, transport and 

logistics sectors. 

Q Did the Budget look beyond the risk 
of a fiscal deficit and offer solutions to 
support society and to help businesses 
ensure sustainability?
SH The general public is aware of the 

record-breaking deficit of HK$139bn, 

mainly driven by one-off relief measures. 

Meanwhile, based on forecasts, there 

will be a deficit for the next four years, 

but on a positive note, there will be a 
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From left: Wilson Cheng, Stanley 
Ho and Charles Chan of ACCA 
Hong Kong’s tax sub-committee.

how much an incentive enlarges a 

particular industry sector pie. If the pie 

is not enlarged to a satisfactory size, the 

government must listen to the feedback 

from those associated with the industry.  

Q What incentives help individuals 
cope with rising costs?
WC This is a difficult topic. For 

most Hong Kong people, the main 

expenditure is on accommodation. 

However, through the cash handouts, 

an extra one-month payment for 

comprehensive social security 

assistance, old age allowances, support 

for SMEs, tax rebates and rates and 

electricity subsidies should indirectly 

lessen the cost of living. 

SH The financial secretary is well aware 

that affordable property levels are out 

of reach of many people. But this is not 

a problem that can be solved overnight. 

However, showing his commitment to 

continuing to work on land supply to 

meet the fundamental living needs of 

the general public can help to resolve 

the issue over the longer term.

Q Did the Budget including any 
measures that align with ACCA’s 
recommendation to relax the eligibility 
of R&D expenditure for tax deduction 
and tax incentives for developing local 
intellectual properties? 
CC While the Budget did not directly 

CC Although the details may not be 

exactly the same, support in the form 

of guaranteed loans for the SME 

community to help solve their cashflow 

problems, and more resources to help 

Hong Kong develop as an IT hub and 

R&D centre, are focused in the same 

direction. At the same time, ACCA 

would like to reiterate our earlier 

recommendations for the introduction 

of group loss relief as well as the carry-

back of tax loss to set off against the 

assessable profits in the preceding year.

Q Were there any incentives to support 
strengthening the role of Hong Kong 
as a ‘super-connector’ between 
mainland China and the rest of Asia?
CC While the financial secretary didn’t 

include our suggestions to offer tax 

incentives to encourage companies 

to base their regional headquarters in 

Hong Kong, there were incentives that 

will allow residents to invest in financial 

products in the Greater Bay Area and 

vice-versa. These measures can also 

help to promote Hong Kong as a hub 

for the region.   

SH While we still suggest the 

government should consider our 

proposals, I was delighted by the 

enhancement arrangements to attract 

more private equity funds. I believe this 

will continue to build on Hong Kong’s 

foundation as an international finance 

centre and asset management hub. 

Changes made to the tax and general 

company laws that address concerns 

of the asset management industry will 

also help to keep Hong Kong on the 

front foot. At the same time, I would like 

to see the government doing more to 

attract family offices.

WC While tax incentives such as 

those offered to treasury centres, the 

aircraft leasing industry and soon to 

the shipping industry are generally 

welcome, it is important for the 

government to monitor and measure 

include ACCA’s recommendation, it 

did include an allocation of resources 

aimed at expanding infrastructure 

and the development of talent. The 

re-industrialisation proposal put 

forward to help businesses enhance 

productivity through technology 

application could help promote 

innovation and technology, as well as 

the transformation and upgrading of 

local enterprises.

SH We are pleased to see the 

government providing resources 

to drive sustainable and diversified 

economic development. Given the 

way that Hong Kong is changing 

its position towards becoming an 

innovation and technology hub, 

the Budget included support 

for strategies to incentivise and 

stimulate business activities – for 

example, upgrading and reskilling the 

workforce. In addition, investment in 

electric vehicles and upgrading Hong 

Kong as a smart city will stimulate 

business activities and make moving 

around more environmentally friendly, 

which in turn can improve mental 

and physical wellbeing and daily life 

in general. AB

Reporting by Chris Davis, journalist
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2018
Received the Distinguished Alumni 

Award from the City University of 

Hong Kong’s College of Business 

for outstanding contribution to 

the profession and the university

2016
Independent non-executive director, 

Glory Sun Land Group

2002
Joined Excel Technology 

International (Hong Kong): now CFO 

and company secretary

1999
Group financial controller, South 

China Media

1990 
Group financial controller, Star Telecom 

International Holdings

1987 
Accounting supervisor, Shui On 

Construction Company 

1982
Accounting supervisor, Henderson Land 

Development Company

1980 
Accounts senior, Nelson Wheeler 

1979
Computer programmer, China 

Resources (Holdings) 

CVi

Thirst for knowledge
Dr Venus Tang FCCA, CFO at Excel Technology, describes how continuous learning 
has been an important part of both her professional and personal development

Even at the peak of her career as an 
accountant and finance professional, 
Dr Venus Tang is adamant that success 
depends on constant learning. 

‘The world is changing in a very rapid 

way. Even now, I am continuing to learn 

new technologies and trends that might 

help in my job,’ she says. 

Tang is the CFO at Excel Technology, 

a financial technology solutions provider 

based in Hong Kong that focuses on 

the Greater China and South-East Asia 

markets. It has been listed in Hong 

Kong since 2000 and operates in more 

than 30 countries out of 10 offices with 

more than 400 professionals. 

This philosophy of continuous 

learning has been a constant in both 

Tang’s personal and professional lives. 

It is a philosophy that helped her 

to shift gears early in her career by 

moving from IT to accounting in the 

early 1980s, when she took 18 papers 

of ACCA examinations for which she 

studied entirely on her own. 

Almost four decades later, 

Tang has built a reputation as an 

accounting and finance professional 

with strong academic credentials and 

experience in senior management 

positions in companies ranging 

from property development to 

telecommunications and media to 

information technology. 

The human factor
Tang’s deep well of energy comes 

through as she discusses the 

challenges facing modern CFOs 

and the importance of maintaining a 

healthy work-life balance as a full-time 

working mother.

The way she sees it, accountancy 

and finance are not immune to 

the ways in which technology has 

insinuated its way into all aspects of 

life and business. A modern CFO has 

to be a ‘digital CFO’ and understand 

things like fintech, blockchain, big data, 

artificial intelligence (AI) and robotic 

process automation. 

‘More and more companies are going 

through structural reforms to adapt to 

the trend of digital transformation and 

new technologies,’ she says. ‘We have 

to think about how to use these new 

tools to streamline our workflow and 

improve efficiency.’

Despite this, Tang believes that the 

human factor remains all-important and 

is key for finance professionals to remain 

on the cutting edge. 

‘Digital and AI technologies can help 

with routine work most of the time. I 

strongly believe human judgment can 

never be replaced by robots,’ Tang says. 

‘However, good managers should know 

how to use these new technologies to 

help their companies improve.’

This combination of constant learning 

and adapting to new technologies, 

along with a willingness to embrace 

challenges, has propelled Tang to the 

pinnacle of the profession. A good 

educational background is helpful, she 

says, but so is a strong qualification 

like ACCA’s.

‘A CFO today not only needs to 

be familiar with updated accounting 

standards, company ordinances, 

corporate governance rules and listing 

rules but also needs good language 

abilities and management knowledge,’ 

she says. 
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A good finance leader also has to 

understand context, she says. For 

the CFO of a company in Hong Kong 

like Excel Technology, this context 

includes the language and culture in 

mainland China and the importance 

of programmes like the Belt and Road 

initiative or the Greater Bay Area 

initiative, the latter linking together nine 

cities in southern mainland China with 

Hong Kong and Macau. 

It is also important to constantly 

move forward and expand both 

professional and personal boundaries. 

At a professional level, Tang exemplifies 

how this plays out through her work 

as a tutor at the Open University of 

Hong Kong and, more recently, as an 

independent non-executive director 

(INED) at Hong Kong-listed property 

developer Glory Sun Land Group 

since 2016. One thing she has learnt 

as an INED is how strong governance 

has become increasingly important over 

the past couple of decades. 

‘Since the Enron incident in 2002, 

more and more listed companies have 

realised the importance of corporate 

governance and began appointing 

INEDs,’ she says. ‘There is an important 

role played by INEDs in building better 

corporate governance.’

‘My experience in working in China-

listed firms, my knowledge of the culture 

of the People’s Republic of China 

and my doctoral thesis on corporate 

governance were all very important 

qualities related to my role as an INED 

at Glory Sun,’ she adds.

Tang also deploys her inexhaustible 

energy to champion ACCA, which she 

credits with driving her career to where 

it is today. She has been a member 

of the ACCA Hong Kong committee 

since 2015 and has served in eight 

sub-committees since 2001, as well as 

actively participating in ACCA events. 

‘ACCA gave me the chance to obtain 

a professional accounting qualification 

and opened the door for my career 

development,’ she says. ‘I feel it is the 

right thing to do to give something back 

to ACCA.’

Constant learning
Tang also extends this approach to 

constant learning to her personal 

life. Even as she has moved forward 

professionally, she has never stopped 

following personal interests and 

artistic pursuits. She is adamant about 

the importance of balancing a busy 

professional life with personal interests 

and family time. 

‘I am a strong believer in work-life 

harmony. Life is colourful. While I 

am passionate about my job, I also 

love my family, my hobbies and my 

commitment to community services,’ 

she says.

After completing her high school 

education, Tang started her career as 

a computer programmer and studied 

independently to take the ACCA 

examinations that allowed her to 

move into accounting and finance. 

Since then, she has continued studying 

and earned bachelor’s, master’s and 

doctorate degrees from the City 

University of Hong Kong. She has 

also completed several professional 

diplomas in music and jewellery design. 

Not only that, she is an accomplished 

player of the zheng, a traditional 

Chinese string instrument. 

‘My son and I learned to play the 

zheng together and we have been 

invited to perform together on multiple 

occasions ,’ she says. ‘It is something 

that I am proud of and enjoy very much.’

She is also passionate about jewellery 

design. ‘I love fashion, jewellery and 

design. For women, that is part our of 

life. I don’t consider it as a workload but 

rather something we enjoy doing very 

much,’ she says.

Tang is also a prolific mentor of young 

professionals through ACCA and at 

several universities, including the City 

University, the Chinese University of 

Hong Kong, the Polytechnic University 

and Centennial College. She now has 

over 80 mentees and has served on the 

ACCA Hong Kong student affairs sub-

committee since 2005.

‘I think it is a very meaningful thing 

to do, for both them and for myself,’ 

she says.

‘My hobbies are indeed non-

accounting studies but I always 

share with my mentees the 4Ps rule: 

passion, perseverance, persistence and 

patience,’ she says. ‘It is the motto I 

carry for everything in life. I think it is the 

key to successful learning.’ 

‘Everyone has a story,’ she 

continues. ‘I am passionate about 

sharing my life-long learning path, 

time management skills, career 

development, professional knowledge 

and working experience with the 

younger generation. Thinking back, 

my completion of 18 papers of ACCA 

examinations through self-learning was 

also largely thanks to the 4Ps.’

‘If you sit still, stop learning and 

stop catching up with new trends, you 

are at risk of being outdated,’ she 

concludes. ‘Life-long learning is the key 

to becoming a good CFO.’ AB

Alex Ho, journalist

‘While I am 
passionate about 

my job, I also 
love my family, 

my hobbies and 
my commitment 

to community 
services’
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More than 300 delegates representing 178 organisations 
attended the two-day conference.

Forward vision
ACCA Singapore’s first regional conference provided an opportunity for experts 
to lead the debate on how professional accountants will fit into a digital future

With more than 300 
attendees from 13 
countries representing 
178 organisations, ACCA 
Singapore‘s first ASEAN 
ANZ conference in January 
focused on dispelling 
the misconception that 
accountants will lose their 
jobs due to automation 
and digitisation.

The positive feedback 

from delegates – employers, 

universities and learning 

partners – demonstrated 

confidence that demand 

for accountants will grow 

significantly as new job roles 

are created within finance 

and accounting in the 

digital age.  

To coincide with ACCA’s 

brand theme, the power 

of future-ready talent, 

Mike Suffield, ACCA’s 

director – professional 

insights, launched the report 

Future ready: accountancy 
careers in the 2020s at the 

conference. He shared 

the 20 trends shaping 

careers in accountancy 

and showcased five 

exciting zones of future 

career opportunities.

The launch preceded 

a session with a panel 

of industry experts 

from LinkedIn and 

Accenture who debated 

the relevance of future 

finance professionals.

Alan Hatfield, ACCA 

executive director – strategy 

and development, gave a 

presentation on the latest 

competencies that finance 

talent will be required to 

master, including data, 

digital and technology, and 

advisory and consultancy. 

‘ACCA is confident about 

the future, and we are 

optimistic about what lies 

ahead,’ he said. ‘We are 

confident that the skills and 

competencies developed 

throughout the ACCA 

Qualification place ACCA 

professional accountants 

at the heart of the future. 

We are confident that 

we are providing the 

skills employers need 

to succeed.’ 

Skills for the future
The afternoon session 

focused on addressing the 

skills required by future 

finance talent. In addition 

to the learning partners 

network, ASEAN ANZ has 

built and strengthened 

relationships with a sizeable 

number of universities over 

the years. Two parallel 

tracks were created at the 

conference – university and 

learning partner – to address 

their unique needs. 

In the university track, 

a further deep dive was 

made on the skills and 

competencies needed for 

the new exciting finance 

jobs that await 

graduates with 

Dr Jane Towers-

Clark, ACCA’s 

head of university 

development, 

delivering the 

opening address, 

along with 

presentations 

from Sharath 

Martin, ACCA 

regional policy 

consultant, 

‘ACCA is 
confident about 
the future, and 

we are optimistic 
about what 
lies ahead’
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Mike Suffield 
introduced 20 career-
shaping trends.

Reza Ali discussed the 
qualification’s value to 
learning partners.

Alan Hatfield discussed 
the vital competencies for 
finance professionals.

Guidance to tutors 
was provided by 
Catherine Edwards.

The first ACCA Singapore ASEAN ANZ 
conference drew delegates from 13 countries.

ASEAN ANZ, and Andrew 

Watson, ACCA regional 

financial controller, Asia 

Pacific. Panellists from Hong 

Kong University, Curtin 

University in Perth, Australia, 

and Multimedia University 

in Cyberjaya, Malaysia, 

gave their views during the 

discussion. Also celebrated 

was the partnership of 

INTernary universities 

in Malaysia and the 

collaboration of universities 

in Vietnam with Oxford 

Brookes University.

Impact on education
The learning provider track 

focused on how technology 

is changing the ACCA 

education landscape, and 

how students can perform 

better in the Applied Skills 

and Strategic Professional 

exams and develop the right 

skills and competencies 

to take on exciting future 

careers. Pulkit Abrol, ACCA’s 

interim director – ASEAN 

and ANZ, opened this 

session with insightful 

presentations from a number 

of ACCA colleagues: 

Dr Afra Sajjad, head of 

learning partners network 

development; Catherine 

Edwards, associate director, 

skills and assessment; 

and James Patrick, senior 

manager – professional 

education. Joining them 

on the panel was Chely 

Miao, general manager 

of Golden Education’s 

global programme.

Day two focused on 

supporting the development 

of future-ready talent. 

Judith Bennett, ACCA 

director – professional 

qualifications and Reza 

Ali, ACCA director of 

professional education, 

spoke on the value and skills 

that the ACCA Qualification 

delivers to learning partners. 

Patrick shared the many 

useful functionalities in 

the Strategic Professional 

Computer Based Exam 

practice platform and, 

with Edwards, provided 

guidance to tutors on 

the Strategic Professional 

exams of Strategic Business 

Leader, Strategic Business 

Reporting and Advanced 

Performance Management. 

The sessions were highly 

engaging as the tutors 

took the opportunity to 

put their questions to 

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

19 November 2020, in accordance with bye-law 44(a).

Elections to Council
Nominations are now invited for any ACCA members wishing to stand for election 
to Council at the 2020 Annual General Meeting

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

Council’s remit includes:

* ensuring that ACCA 

operates in the public 

interest and delivers the 

objectives stated in its 

Royal Charter

* setting the overall 

direction of ACCA 

through regular approval 

of ACCA strategy

* ensuring that governance 

structures are aligned to 

the effective delivery of 

the strategy

* engaging with ACCA 

members to explain 

and promote ACCA’s 

strategic direction

* acting on behalf of all 

members and of future 

generations of members 

(today’s students)

* providing an objective 

environment for the 

executive team to 

explore new ideas and 

challenges.

Council and the executive 

team collaborate to devise 

ACCA’s strategy, which is 

then approved by Council. 

Delivery of the strategy is the 

responsibility of the executive 

team, with oversight 

provided by Council via 

the Council Board.  

Council members are 

volunteer custodians, 

elected by the membership 

of ACCA to provide overall 

stewardship as to ACCA’s 

well-being. Council members 

act in the interests of the 

membership as a whole, 

rather than on behalf of 

any particular constituency 

or group. Candidates for 

election to Council come 

from all parts of the world 

holding a wide range of 

senior positions across a 

range of sectors. 

For those wishing to stand 

for Council it is valuable to 

be able to think strategically 

and actively participate in 

strategic decision-making. 

While previous council-level 

experience is not necessary, 

personal and professional 

integrity must be of the 

highest standard. Finally, 

experience has shown that 

those candidates with a 

previous record of engaging 

with and actively advocating 

for ACCA stand a greater 

chance of being elected.

ACCA expects members 

to bring the following skills 

and attributes to Council:

* an ability to take 

a strategic and 

analytical approach 

to issues and to see 

‘the big picture’

* an understanding 

of business and the 

marketplace

* communication and 

networking skills

* an ability to interact 

with peers and 

respect the views of 

others

* decision-making 

abilities

* an ability 

and track-

record of acting 

in an ambassadorial 

role in many different 

environments

* planning and time 

management

* a willingness to learn 

and develop.

Anyone wishing to stand 

must be nominated by at 

least 10 other members in 

good standing. Candidates 

need to supply a head-

and-shoulders photograph 

and an election statement. 

They are also required to 

sign declarations of their 

willingness to comply with 

and be bound by the code 

of practice for Council 

members. Candidates can 

produce a one-minute video 

in support of their election 

statements. The videos will 

be posted on a dedicated 

voting website, together with 

the written statements and 

photographs. Information on 

serving on Council and the 

election process are available 

at bit.ly/ACCA-Elections. 

To register your interest in 

standing for election or for 

more information, please 

send an email to secretariat.

admin@accaglobal.com, 

quoting ‘Council elections’ in 

the subject box. The closing 

date for the submission 

of nominations and all 

supporting information is 

19 August, in accordance 

with bye-law 16. AB 
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On top of what’s hot
In the fi rst in a series on ACCA’s global forums, we explain their role in debating hot 
professional topics and feeding insights into ACCA’s research and infl uencing work

ACCA’s global forums 
bring together experts 
from around the world to 
help ACCA understand 
the key issues, trends and 
developments that are 
affecting the profession. 

‘The forums are effectively 

global groups of experts, 

with ACCA as the super-

connector,’ says Mike 

Suffi eld, ACCA’s director of 

professional insights. 

There are 13 forums, all 

of which will be individually 

described in this and 

forthcoming issues of AB. 

Most focus on a single 

subject area, 

but some (such 

as the ethics 

forum) cut 

across some of 

the other areas. 

During 

the forums’ 

meetings, 

experts from 

business, 

practice, the 

public sector 

and academic 

spheres come together to 

debate hot topics for the 

profession – describing 

what is happening in their 

country or sector and sharing 

problems and solutions. 

ACCA gathers these 

insights and feeds them 

into its technical research 

and professional insights 

work – activity that eventually 

becomes known via ACCA’s 

publicly stated views. ACCA 

is often called on to present 

its views on the development 

of the profession, or to 

comment on wider business 

or society more generally. 

The simple fact that 

ACCA has engaged with its 

members on these topics, 

used their insights to shape 

its research programme, and 

heard members’ opinions 

puts it in a strong position 

to respond to consultations 

or similar calls for input, and 

participate in roundtables or 

contribute to publications. 

As a result, ACCA is able to 

lead the profession, infl uence 

public policy and regulation, 

and shape business practices 

on key issues. 

Education is another 

important area to which 

the forums contribute. 

ACCA is always engaged in 

developing its curriculum 

for accountants. Without 

understanding on-the-

ground developments in 

business, and the realities of 

accountancy practice in the 

many jurisdictions in which 

ACCA is present, it would 

The forums allow 
ACCA to lead 

the profession, 
influence 

public policy 
and regulation, 
and shape key 

business practices
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be impossible to craft and 

deliver a relevant, thorough 

curriculum that truly prepares 

accountants for the world of 

work. The education forum, 

for example, has recently 

discussed how best to instil 

and improve critical thinking 

among accountants as 

machines take over a larger 

part of their work. 

The forums are a crucial 

link between ACCA as 

an organisation and its 

practising members. 

While they are a way of 

reaching out to members, 

participation in a forum is 

a prestigious activity, and 

participants frequently 

become prominent 

advocates for ACCA. This 

advocacy helps it to support 

members better and to 

deliver public value. 

Suffi eld says that ACCA 

is also looking to improve 

the forums. ‘We are always 

looking for ways to make 

them work better: do they 

need updating, do they 

suffi ciently refl ect our 

members’ experiences?’ Two 

commitments are already 

in the pipeline: helping to 

connect forums that are 

discussing cross-cutting 

topics, and bringing the 

chairs of the forums together 

at least once a year. 

‘The forums are an 

invaluable part of our 

external-facing work and do 

so much to shape and focus 

our approach,’ Suffi eld says. 

‘We take them very seriously, 

and that investment pays 

off – we always get great 

insights from them.’

Education forum
ACCA’s Global Forum on 

Education is one of only 

two forums that are run 

from outside of ACCA’s 

professional insights team 

(the other one is the Global 

Forum on Ethics). This, 

says Jane Towers-Clark, an 

ACCA member of staff on 

the group, is because the 

forum is closely linked to 

the development of the 

accounting curriculum. 

The education forum:

* advises ACCA on relevant 

educational matters

* discusses delivery and 

assessment

* contributes to the shape 

of the future qualification

* supports ACCA’s global 

learning community

* ensures changes in 

the world of work are 

reflected in the ACCA 

curriculum.

The forum has a range 

of representatives from 

locations such as Sri Lanka, 

Bahrain and the US, and 

holds three forums a 

year that accommodate 

participants’ time zones. 

‘There are more academics 

on this forum than any other, 

so it is a rare opportunity 

to blend the perspectives 

of academic research with 

pragmatic perspectives from 

practice and industry,’ says 

forum chair Kenneth Henry. 

During its past few sessions 

the forum has discussed the 

changing the profession, 

including the impact of 

technology, and how to 

attract people to these 

evolving roles. The forum 

has also been discussing the 

teaching of sustainability 

and the accountant’s role 

in addressing the climate 

emergency, including 

incorporating aspects of 

accounting for sustainability 

into the ACCA curriculum. 

Audit and assurance
The Global Forum on Audit 

and Assurance is, says its 

ACCA staff representative 

Antonis Diolas, a productive 

gathering. ‘We want practical 

insights, and the forum 

allows us to test ideas for 

our research.’ Before ACCA 

begins a piece of research 

into an area of audit and 

assurance, it runs the outline 

past the forum, which helps 

it ask the right questions. 

Debate in the forum also 

helps ACCA develop its 

consultation responses. 

Diolas cites the International 

Auditing and Assurance 

Standards Board’s discussion 

paper on the audit of less 

complex entities: ‘There was 

constructive disagreement in 

the forum on the appropriate 

way forward, and this was 

refl ected in our response 

where we set out the pros 

and cons of each proposal.’ 

Because the audit forum 

allows senior professionals to 

give their personal views, as 

well as their organisations’, 

ACCA gains insight into 

the range of opinions, and 

ideas that may be seen as 

radical at an institutional 

level can be discussed. The 

audit forum, like most of 

the others, offers two time 

slots for each meeting to 

suit members in different 

time zones, and each forum 

member provides an update 

from their jurisdiction so 

that the group gains a broad 

global view before diving 

into more specifi c issues. AB

The forums
ACCA’s 13 global forums are:

* Accountancy Futures 

Academy 

* Accountants for business  

* Audit and assurance

* Business law  

* Corporate reporting

* Education 

* Ethics 

* Governance, risk and 

performance

* Public sector 

* SMEs 

* Sustainability

* Taxation

* Technology.
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The right direction
ACCA has launched its latest theme, the purpose of the 
accountancy profession, asking what it means for members

We’re in a time of great 
change. Digital innovations 
are tearing down borders 
and revolutionising 
business models. Society 
is demanding action on 
sustainability, inclusion and 
accountability. Success 
is no longer just about 
profit – it’s about purpose, 
too. The global language 
of business is evolving 
as the world navigates 
these big changes and the 
uncertainty, opportunity and 
transformation they bring.

With the foundations of 

trust, ethics, integrity and 

expertise, the accountancy 

profession has long been a 

vital creator of opportunity 

and a cornerstone of 

thriving societies. But with 

these groundbreaking 

developments and 

shifting societal values, 

we too must ask: what’s 

the purpose of the 

accountancy profession 

now and in the future, 

and what does it mean 

to members?

Over the next three 

months ACCA will be 

discussing the purpose of 

the profession. We want to 

hear what members think 

and are hosting a global 

conversation to find out. 

ACCA will also offer a range 

of resources, including a 

video and a new report with 

insights into the purpose 

of the profession and what 

makes a purposeful society, 

which we’ll showcase in AB 

in coming editions. Visit 

accaglobal.com/purpose. AB
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