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Welcome
As we continue our theme of the power of future-ready talent, we look at how financial 
professionals and the organisations they work for can achieve their ambitions

leave to accelerated pathways to partner 

level. Meanwhile on page 28, we look at 

upcoming research by ACCA into how 

the finance function can take the lead 

on the analytics agenda and help to 

embed the use of technology across an 

organisation. And, to keep our mental 

health in check, our insightful article 

on page 58 on mindfulness for busy 

professionals has helpful suggestions on 

how to gain some perspective.

In our interview, we speak with Cherie 

Sim, group financial controller at 

Owndays Singapore (page 12). Sim has 

scaled the corporate ladder, relishing 

challenges and grasping opportunities 

to further her skills while putting her 

family first. She explains how her role at 

the Japanese eyewear brand offers the 

chance to expand her finance team and 

build the Singapore office’s capabilities.

Finally, to celebrate International 

Women’s Day on 8 March, we highlight 

ACCA’s global webinar on diversity and 

inclusion in the workplace (page 66). AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

As a global population of consumers, 
we routinely inspect our possessions 
so that they are fit for purpose. We 
regularly service our vehicles so that 
they are safe to drive; we are reminded 
to install the latest software updates on 
our tech so that our data is protected; 
and we check our home appliances 
so that we know they won’t blow a 
fuse. But how often do we give our 
careers a check-up? How frequently 
do we measure the standard of our 
occupational hardware? Is our skillset 
robust enough to meet our ambitions?

As we continue ACCA’s theme on the 

profession – the power of future-ready 

talent – we hear from members in Asia 

who’ve set their sights on reaching the 

C-suite. Getting to the top needs careful 

planning so that aspiring CFOs have the 

experience, exposure and know-how 

to ensure that they have a good shot at 

hitting their target. Our feature on page 

46 explains what you can do to boost 

your chances of success. On page 38, we 

find out how small and medium practices 

are rethinking ways to attract and retain 

accounting talent, from unlimited unpaid 

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

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

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

About ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered 

Certified Accountants) is the global 

body for professional accountants. It 

offers business-relevant, first-choice 

qualifications to people of application, 

ability and ambition who seek a 

rewarding career in accountancy, finance 

and management. ACCA supports its  

219,000 members and 527,000 students 

in 179 countries. accaglobal.com

Accounting and Business
The leading monthly magazine for 

finance professionals, available in seven 
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Singapore, UK, Africa and International.
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* Available in app and pdf

* AB Direct: weekly news bulletin

AB is circulated to all members in print 

and digital formats. ISSN No: 1460-406X 
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3February/March 2020 Accounting and Business

MY_welcome.indd   3MY_welcome.indd   3 05/02/2020   16:5605/02/2020   16:56

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


8 28206

23 26

 News

6 News in pictures  

A different view of 

recent headlines

8 News in brief  

Digest of developments 

across the globe

11 News in infographics 

While the representation 

of women on boards 

is on the rise, progress 

varies across the globe

 Interview

12 Cherie Sim ACCA 

Group financial controller 

at Owndays Singapore

  Comment

16 Chris Davis 
Skills training needs a 

radical overhaul

17 Errol Oh 
Malaysia gets tough on 

financial crime 

18 Manu Bhaskaran 

An oil-price spike will be 

bad for Asia’s economies 

19 ACCA president 
Civic engagement is 

a force for good, says 

Jenny Gu

  Insights

20 Urban revolution 
Smart cities could be 

transformational – if the 

technology’s right

23 Unlocking potential 
Why women 
entrepreneurs benefit 
from a safe space

24 What cost progress? 
The environmental 
implications of tech 
innovation cannot 
be ignored 

26  CPD  Going overground 
Cryptocurrencies are 
emerging into the 
financial mainstream

28 Business transformer 
Analytics leadership 
will reinforce finance’s 
strategic role

 Management

30  CPD  Test of success 
It’s time to ditch the 
traditional leadership 
competency model

 Careers

32  CPD  Inspired approach 
Servant leadership 
could be good news 
for everyone

34 The complete package 
Find out all you need 
to know about becoming 
a forensic-data expert

4 Accounting and Business February/March 2020

MY_CON_contents.indd   4MY_CON_contents.indd   4 05/02/2020   16:5805/02/2020   16:58



12

35 40 46 60

66

35 Greater good
International 

volunteering can 

transform your career

   Practice

37 The view from
Eva Low of EY Malaysia, 

plus practice news

38 New horizons
SMPs are raising their 

game in the battle to 

attract talent

40 All change at IAASB
Tom Seidenstein, the 

board’s chair, talks about 

the challenges

 Corporate

43 The view from
Haiyu Mao of NTT 

DATA, Tokyo, plus 

corporate news 

44  CPD  Work smarter
Add value without 

compromising quality

46 Right on track
Want to join the C-suite? 
Follow our guide on 
making it to the top

  Technical

49  CPD  IASB update
Presentation of profi t 
and loss faces major 
changes

52 Technical update
The latest on audit, 
tax and reporting across 
the region

54 IFRS 15 angst
Distinguishing between 
the principal and the 
agent can be challenging

56 Tough on corruption
New legislation comes 
into force soon, but are 
you ready?

 Basics

58 Clear thinker
Embracing mindfulness 
is easier than you think

 People

60 Accountant turned artist
We meet Yip Yew Chong, 
creator of Singapore’s 
celebrated murals

 ACCA

63 The right track 
A look at ACCA’s 
disciplinary procedures

64 News 
ACCA’s YES Malaysia 
campaign is putting 
ethics on the map

66 Update
ACCA is marking 
International Women’s 
Day with a webinar on 
bias in the workplace  

‘It was important 
for us to show our 

kids the need 
for continuous 

lifelong learning’

5February/March 2020 Accounting and Business

MY_CON_contents.indd   5MY_CON_contents.indd   5 05/02/2020   16:5905/02/2020   16:59



6 Accounting and Business February/March 2020

AP_Newsinpix.indd   6AP_Newsinpix.indd   6 21/01/2020   12:0521/01/2020   12:05



Wildlife and property 
have been devastated 
during Australia’s latest 
catastrophic bushfires. 
With the initial insurance 
bill since fires began in 
September standing at 
A$700m, analysts suggest 
that GDP could fall by as 
much as A$20bn. 

Carlos Ghosn, former 
head of Nissan, faced 
the media after he fled 
to Lebanon from Japan, 
where he was due to 
stand trial on financial 
misconduct charges. He 
told reporters that he was 
innocent and faced an 
unfair trial in Japan.

As carmaker Tesla’s 
market capitalisation 
approached the 
combined value of 
General Motors and 
Ford, CEO Elon Musk 
was in jubilant mood 
in Shanghai as he 
launched the Chinese-
made Model Y. 

Barcelona is the highest 
earning football club in 
the world, according to 
the Deloitte Football 
Money League 2020. The 
Spanish club generated 
a record-breaking €841m 
in 2018/19, becoming 
the first club to break the 
€800m barrier.
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Firms have their eye on AI 
The major accounting firms are investing billions of dollars 

in artificial intelligence (AI) and data technology products to 

change the industry in new ways. Christian Rast, KPMG’s global 

head of technology and knowledge, told the Bloomberg Tax 

website that ‘technology is core to our future’. Narayanan 

Vaidyanathan, head of business insights at ACCA, agreed 

that new technology was fundamentally changing the nature 

of accounting. In December, KPMG announced a US$5bn 

investment in technology, people and innovation over the next 

five years. PwC has previously committed US$3bn over four 

years, and EY US$1bn over two years.

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

Fintech leader
Singapore is the fintech 

leader of Asia Pacific and 

occupies fourth spot globally, 

according to a ranking of 

fintech ecosystems. Billed 

as the first global, real-

time, objective ranking 

of all cities with a fintech 

cluster, the Global Fintech 
Index City Rankings 2020 
Report was launched by 

Findexable, a new digital 

platform for fintech insight 

and benchmarking. The 

report evaluates more 

than 230 cities and 65 

countries, and is designed to 

highlight opportunities and 

drive transparency across 

the ecosystem. The San 

Francisco Bay Area came top 

overall, followed by London, 

New York, Singapore and 

Sao Paulo.

Cashing in
One-third of Australia’s 

largest companies paid no 

corporate tax last financial 

year, even though they 

had made a gross profit. 

Nevertheless, the Australian 

Taxation Office’s (ATO) latest 

corporate tax transparency 

report shows a net increase 

of A$6.6bn in tax payable 

compared with a year earlier, 

which is attributed primarily 

to strong commodity prices 

in the mining, energy and 

water segments. Among 

the 710 companies that 

paid zero tax (out of a total 

of 2,214 entities covered 

by ATO’s data for 2017-18), 

many claimed tax losses and 

concessions that often go 

back several years.

New AML guidelines
Bank Negara Malaysia (BNM) 

has issued a revised policy 

document on anti-money 

laundering/countering 

financing of terrorism and 

targeted financial sanctions, 

effective from 1 January 

2020. The document 

provides guidelines for 

designated non-financial 

businesses and professions 

and non-bank financial 

institutions such as licensed 

casinos carrying on gaming 

business, moneylenders 

and pawnbrokers. It is, 

however, not intended 

to be applicable to 

lawyers, accountants and 

company secretaries who 

are employees of other 

types of businesses, nor to 

professionals working for 

government agencies, the 

BNM said.

Expectancy gaps
Despite their best saving 

and investment intentions, 

more than half of the people 

living in 10 of the world’s 

fast-growing economies will 

not meet their retirement 

goals. According to Standard 

Chartered’s new Wealth 
Expectancy Report, on 

average across China, Hong 

Kong, India, Kenya, Malaysia, 

Pakistan, Singapore, South 

Korea, Taiwan and the 

UAE, nearly six out of 10 

people are facing a wealth 

expectancy gap of 50% 

or more. This highlights 

the difference between 

the wealth that individuals 

with disposable income to 

save and invest can expect 

in retirement, and what 

they say they need to live 

comfortably.

CFOs lack X factor
Only 22% of CFOs achieve 

a high degree of personal 

effectiveness outside of 

the finance department, 

according to Gartner 

research. ‘CFOs tell us they 

have more demands than 

ever, but the surprise in this 

research is just how few 

activities differentiate the 
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Asia Australia Number of IPOs

Top countries in Asia Pacific for money raised via IPOs  
in 2019 (up to Q3) 

Mainland 
China 

Hong Kong SAR

India

Australia

Thailand 

Other

bn

PwC expects that Hong Kong will ‘continue to thrive’ in 

the initial public offering (IPO) market in 2020, basing its 

forecast of total fundraising of between HK$230bn and 

HK$260bn on ‘a healthy pipeline of companies lining 

up for floats’. 

More new economy enterprises are expected to seek 

listing on the Hong Kong Stock Exchange thanks to 

regulatory reform, PwC says. Total funds raised by IPOs in 

2019 reached HK$315.5bn, marking an increase of 10% from 

the previous year. Looking at Mainland markets, the Science 

and Technology Innovation Board (STAR Market) has raised 

RMB82.4bn for 70 high-tech innovative companies since it 

launched last July. In 2019, there were 201 IPOs on four main 

boards in the Mainland, with a total of RMB253.3bn funds 

raised. The increases in number of IPOs and total funds 

raised were 91% and 83% respectively. 
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Hong Kong IPO market continues to hold strong

most successful operators 

from the rest of the pack,’ 

said Peter Nagy, research 

vice president in the Gartner 

finance practice. ‘The most 

important relationships that 

drive high performance in 

the CFO role are found in 

the boardroom and where 

the customers are, not in the 

finance department.’

Digital contenders
By the close of the 

application period on 31 

December, the Monetary 

Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) said it had received 

21 applications for up to 

five digital banking licences 

it plans to issue this year. 

Seven of these were for retail 

banks and 14 for wholesale 

banks. Contenders include 

Ant Financial, the fintech 

unit of Alibaba; Xiaomi, the 

contributed more than 

40% in total tax revenue in 

the CBD from January to 

November of last year. 

Data centre forecast
China is set to lead the 

Asia-Pacific (APAC) data 

centre and hosting market 

with 36% share – worth 

US$11.5bn – in the region’s 

overall estimated revenue in 

2023. According to forecast 

modelling by GlobalData, 

Hong Kong-listed Chinese 

smartphone maker; and Sea, 

a South-East Asian consumer 

internet company. MAS will 

announce the successful 

applicants in June, which 

are expected to commence 

business by mid-2021.

Welcome to Beijing
Another 600 foreign-funded 

companies settled in 

Beijing’s central business 

district (CBD) in 2019, 

bringing the total to more 

than 10,000, according to 

a senior official. Zhou Ying, 

from the CBD management 

commission, says this 

shows the increasing 

internationalisation of the 

capital, which is home to 

the headquarters of 88 

multinational corporations. 

Statistics indicated 

that foreign companies 

China, Japan, Australia, 

India and South Korea will 

be the five leading revenue-

generating countries, 

accounting for nearly 80% 

of the overall data centre 

and hosting revenue in the 

region, which is estimated 

to be US$32bn in 2023. The 

company says that the APAC 

region provides vendors 

with unique benefits in 

terms of costs, continuous 

investment in connectivity 
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ACCA’s voice is heard at Davos
Senior representatives from ACCA were in Davos at the World 

Economic Forum (WEF) in January, sharing thought leadership 

on sustainability and global trade. ACCA’s head of Pakistan, 

Sajjeed Aslam, delivered a number of talks at various side 

events, addressing Pakistan’s potential for becoming a hub of 

global outsourcing, while also sharing insights into the Belt 

and Road initiative. At the main forum, Council member Ayla 

Majid FCCA moderated a panel discussion on environmental 

risks under the theme ‘How to Save the Planet’, featuring 

contributions from global leaders. Majid is part of WEF’s 

Global Future Council on Energy and has written extensively 

on the future of energy.

infrastructure upgrades and 

capability to serve a broader 

set of customer requirements 

in their pursuit for digital 

transformation. 

New FASB chief
Richard Jones, EY’s chief 

accountant, will become 

the next chairman of the 

US Financial Accounting 

Standards Board. His 

appointment is effective from 

1 July when he will succeed 

Russell Golden. Until now, 

Jones has spent his entire 

career at EY, joining in 1987. 

He previously served on 

the Financial Accounting 

Standards Advisory Council 

and was also a member of 

the Accounting Standards 

Executive Committee of 

the American Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants. 

AI winning in retail
According to the latest 

findings from Microsoft 

Asia and IDC Asia/Pacific’s 

Future Ready Business: 
Assessing Asia-Pacific’s 
Retail Sector with AI study, 

retail organisations that have 

adopted artificial intelligence 

(AI) are already seeing 

improvements of 16% to 19% 

in customer engagement, 

business intelligence, profit 

margins, competitiveness 

and innovation. By 2021, 

retail organisations in the 

region expect AI to drive 

a further improvement of 

between 37% to 44% in these 

areas. The study also found, 

though, that the 67% of retail 

organisations in the region 

that have not started on their 

AI journeys risk missing out 

on competitive benefits. 

Networks merge
MGI Worldwide and CPA 

Associates International 

(CPAAI) have merged to 

create a new organisation 

of 257 member firms with 

revenues approaching 

US$1bn, placing it in 16th 

position in the current 

global accountancy network 

ranking. Those involved 

say the two groups’ well-

established markets – with 

CPAAI especially strong in 

the US, China and Mexico 

and MGI Worldwide with a 

greater global reach – are 

highly complementary. 

Clive Viegas Bennett, 

CEO of the renamed MGI 

Worldwide with CPAAI, 

said that, for members, 

‘our coming together will 

bring a wide range of new 

benefits, access to more 

business opportunities, wider 

geographical scope, and 

significant knowledge and 

technology exchange’. 

Quest for best
Deloitte Southeast Asia 

has launched the Best 

Managed Companies 

program in Singapore. 

This flagship programme 

of Deloitte Private, which 

focuses exclusively on 

serving private clients of all 

sizes, enables the executive 

teams of private businesses 

to benchmark themselves 

against some of the best 

private companies in the 

world. First established 

in 1993 in Canada, the 

programme is now in 

17 countries worldwide. 

Shortlisted companies 

receive tailored support 

from Deloitte specialists 

in undertaking a detailed 

analysis of the companies’ 

businesses focusing on 

strategy and operations. A 

judging panel consisting 

of business and academia 

representatives will review 

applicants based on the best 

practice, and determine the 

Singapore Best Managed 

Companies for 2020.

New board for ACCA
ACCA has announced a 

new Council Board, which 

comprises the president, 

deputy president and 

vice president, three 

Council members, two 

non-Council appointees 

and the chief executive. It 

will meet six times a year 

and will be responsible for 

oversight of performance 

in delivering the strategy, 

reporting to Council. ‘As 

a global, growing and 

successful organisation, 

these developments are 

all about modernising our 

governance structure,’ 

said president Jenny Gu. 

‘The overall objective of 

our governance remains 

steadfast: to ensure that 

ACCA continues to deliver 

the objectives stated in our 

Royal Charter – to act in the 

public interest.’ AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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You can fi nd more details of Deloitte’s report, entitled
Women in the boardroom: a global perspective, 
at bit.ly/WiB-global.

More information

Rebalancing act
Driven by the desire for a more inclusive capitalism, the proportion of women on boards 
is on the rise, although progress globally is patchy, according to a recent Deloitte survey

On the up
According to the sixth edition of Deloitte’s Women in the boardroom, which 

analysed over 8,600 companies globally, the number of women holding board 

seats around the world has gone up in the past year by 1.9%, as has the 

number of women in board chair positions, by 1.5%. 

Committee variance
Of all board committees, women were best represented on 

risk committees and worst represented on compensation 

and nominating committees. 

Top performers
The retail sector had the highest proportion of female 

board members. Across all sectors, the country with the 

highest percentage of women on boards was Norway 

(41%); the lowest was Qatar (0.6%).

Finance leads the way
There are nearly three times as many 

women in CFO roles as CEO roles. 
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CVi

2019
Group financial controller, 

Owndays Singapore

2017
Regional finance manager, 

Owndays Singapore

2009
Establishes financial 

accounting consultancy, 

Connecting… 

2007
Finance manager, Otto 

Marine Offshore

2006
Senior accountant, OTO 

Bodycare

2000
External auditor, Deloitte

A clear view
Cherie Sim ACCA, group financial controller at Owndays Singapore, has built a 
successful career and moved up the corporate ladder while putting family first

Using numbers to look at the world 
has always been in Cherie Sim’s 
blood. As an example, the group 

financial controller at Owndays Singapore 
relates an incident from her youth when, 
on discovering that she and a friend were 
heading in the wrong direction, she quickly 
assessed the situation and announced: ‘We 
are only 20% up this flight of stairs; we can 
still turn around and go the other way.’ 
Her friend paused for a moment before 
responding: ‘Twenty per cent? Who talks 
this way?’

When it came to her decision to pursue 

accountancy as a career, Sim sat down to 

plot the quickest route towards fulfilling 

her objective. She researched the various 

pathways available and discovered that by 

taking a polytechnic diploma, followed by 

the ACCA Qualification, she would be able 

to enter the workforce six months before 

her peers who picked the junior college and 

university path.

‘I remember that when I found out about 

ACCA, one of my first questions was: 

“What’s the fastest time I can complete my 

ACCA Qualification?”,’ she recalls.

Besides being able to start working 

earlier, Sim also felt that the syllabus that ACCA offered 

was a lot more focused on real-life applications, rather 

than just academic understanding. In addition, Sim 

leveraged on ACCA’s flexible learning programme to attend 

night classes, while taking on an accounts administration job 

in the day. 

‘I found that the most I could cope with at the beginning was 

four papers each semester,’ she says. ‘What I really like about 

ACCA is that it allows you to choose for yourself the number 

of papers that you are able to manage.’

In the run up to completing the ACCA Qualification in 

2000, Sim started investigating audit opportunities in the 

Big Four firms. Her persistence paid off and she soon found 

herself working as an external auditor at Deloitte. Then, 

in 2003, after almost four years with the 

firm, Sim reached the first juncture of her 

professional life.

Family first
‘I had to decide if chasing the partner 

track was the path I wanted. Around the 

same time, my mother had taken ill, so 

I decided to leave my job for a while to 

take care of her,’ she says, adding that 

she was not too concerned about the 

possible impact on her career. ‘I was quite 

confident that, with my qualifications and 

experience, it wouldn’t be difficult to find 

a new job.’

During this period, Sim also felt that 

it was an opportune time to reflect on 

her future on a personal level, and she 

began planning her wedding to her long-

term boyfriend. 

‘At Deloitte, we really didn’t have too 

much time to date; a lot of my time was 

spent working,’ she says. ‘But now that I 

had some extra time, I was able to plan our 

wedding and honeymoon.’

Sim has continued to adapt her career 

around her personal life and, with the 

arrival of her two children, in 2009 she 

decided that the best way to have more quality time with 

her young family was to work as a freelance consultant. 

This eventually led to her starting her own practice offering 

training, consultancy and accounting work.

Keeping a foot in the industry was, says Sim, a way of 

maintaining her identity beyond motherhood. ‘I always 

tell other accountant mums: “Don’t let your professional 

training completely go to waste. You’ve spent so many 

years on it.”’ Staying involved does not have to be for 

monetary reward, either, she adds. ‘You can still get 

involved by sharing your knowledge with the community; 

you can give tips to budding entrepreneurs on how to 

manage their accounts, or even teach financial literacy to kids 

at the community centre,’ she says. 
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In 2017, after eight years doing consultancy work and with 

more free time as her children’s needs changed, Sim was 

starting to get restless. 

‘I craved a new challenge. I knew I had more to offer 

than just teaching my kids primary school maths,’ she says. 

‘Apart from my regular pool of clients, not many people 

knew my name.’

She applied for a role as regional finance manager at 

Owndays, a Japanese optical brand with more than 300 retail 

stores globally. 

New challenge
With this new challenge, Sim had her work cut out for her. 

Owndays’s accounts were previously outsourced and she set 

herself the task of restructuring the entire accounting system 

and processes. 

‘For a company of this size, I felt 

that we should not be relying on 

outsourcing,’ she says. ‘It takes too 

long to generate a report; if you 

aren’t able to see your numbers very 

quickly, you won’t be able to perform 

at your best.’

Her plate was full, implementing 

a new accounting system, creating 

group policies and manuals and 

recruiting new staff, as well as 

putting in processes and workflow 

for Owndays’s subsidiaries. 

‘Previously, our subsidiaries 

managed their own accounts, 

so one of my big challenges was 

regaining our position as the holding company and getting 

all the various branches to follow the newly established group 

policies,’ she explains.

In overcoming these challenges, Sim says that she was 

thankful for both her experience at Deloitte and for the 

example that her late father set her. 

At the Big Four firm, Sim was not only drilled in the 

importance of a clean audit but was also exposed to 

automated systems early on. ‘Deloitte was one of the first 

audit companies in Singapore to use the AS2 audit system,’ 

Sim recalls. ‘With the system, you just had to upload the 

client’s trial balance, and the schedules and lead sheet would 

be generated automatically. We were able to do things 

quicker and more accurately, and not spend a lot of time tying 

up numbers.’

At the same time, Sim’s father was an important role model 

in how to be innovative. ‘If he needed something, he would 

always make it out of what was available,’ she says. ‘So even 

though I didn’t have access to AS2 after I left Deloitte, I 

figured out how to use Excel to perform the same tasks.’ This 

technique and attitude is something that Sim has been able to 

use to her advantage throughout the course of her consulting 

work, as well as at Owndays.

In order to further develop her skills and understanding, 

Sim also decided to pursue a master’s in professional 

accountancy. ‘I asked myself if I was crazy: I had a new job, a 

new change, and then to go back to studying after more than 

10 years, my brain really had to be kickstarted. It was tough, 

yet I knew that doing my master’s would better prepare me for 

global development work.’

For six months, Sim spent almost all of her free time 

studying, always focusing on the finishing line. ‘It’s not an 

endless task,’ she says. ‘You just have to look at where the end 

of the tunnel is and just grit your 

teeth and get on with it.’

Sim acknowledges that her 

husband’s support during this 

time was vital; while she studied, 

he took the children for multiple 

trips to the Universal Studios 

theme park. 

‘After six months, my husband 

was so sick of the rides!’ she recalls. 

‘But he knew how important it was 

for us to show our kids the need 

for continuous lifelong learning. By 

demonstrating how at our age we 

are still learning, they have a good 

example to follow.’

Building capability
While Sim has managed to overcome many challenges during 

her time at Owndays, she believes she is still at the beginning 

of her journey and she has many more plans in store for the 

company. One of these is to continue to build up the Singapore 

office’s capabilities as a shared services centre for the group. To 

do so, she is expanding her team, both in terms of scale and 

ability. She is also examining the feasibility of implementing 

robotic process automation (RPA) into her workflow.

Recognising the impact that technology will have on her 

accounts team, Sim has made it a priority to expose them to 

new concepts, frequently sending them to relevant conferences 

and training courses; she is also continuing to keep herself up 

to date by attending workshops in areas such as data analytics. 

‘I am introducing my team to technology and showing 

them how it has the potential to disrupt the industry before 

‘It was important 
for us to show 

our kids the need 
for continuous 

lifelong learning’
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Basicsi

Owndays is a leading 

eyewear brand, which was 

established in Japan in 

2002. By 2008 the company 

was struggling and was 

acquired that year by 

30-year-old Shuji Tanaka, 

its current president and 

CEO. The brand’s retail 

footprint has grown to more 

than 300 stores globally, of 

which 29 are in Singapore; 

in 2019 Owndays opened 

its first shop in India. It 

also operates Owndays 

Eye Camp, a project 

aimed at providing aid in 

developing countries.

overtime. If my staff work overtime, they’ll 

be tired the next day. This will snowball 

and, in the end, they will have less work-

life balance, become dissatisfied and it 

will ultimately result in more mistakes 

being made.’

Sim has also become more involved 

with ACCA since becoming a full member 

last year. ‘Even though I qualified with 

ACCA many years ago, I never took the 

step to become a full member until now,’ 

she admits. 

‘My first year has been a whirlwind. I’ve 

attended many workshops and conferences, 

and the team at ACCA has been very 

kind, inviting me to be part of several 

roundtables already. Through ACCA, 

I’ve certainly been able to build up my 

network and get to know a lot more people 

in the industry.’ AB

Rufus Tan, journalist

we actually start on projects such as RPA,’ 

she says. ‘I need to give them mental 

preparation so that they can start to 

see how these changes can be good 

and beneficial, and how they should be 

futureproofing themselves.’

As part of the process, Sim has recruited 

an IT specialist to help the accounts team 

automate more processes as well as plan 

the IT roadmap for the future. 

As the demands and challenges of 

her career grow, Sim continues to be an 

advocate for work-life balance, actively 

supporting working women with children.

‘One of the advantages of Owndays is 

that we have flexible working times: we can 

start any time between 7am and 10am,’ she 

explains. ‘I start at seven and I knock off 

on time at 4pm, which means that I reach 

home about the same time as my kids.

‘This is the culture that I want to set 

in my department: that there will be no 
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Learning should 
be on demand, 

mobile-first and 
in easy-to-digest 
pieces, especially 
when directed at 
millennials and 

Generation Z 

Dance to a new rhythm
As organisations rethink their training programmes for developing talent, Chris Davis 
finds out how pivoting and swivelling are key to learning the skills of tomorrow

schedules to be tailored to their 

aspirations, experiences and interests.

During an HR conference that 

took place in Hong Kong late last 

year, a panel of young practitioners 

suggested that the HR function should 

tear up the traditional training manuals 

and take a more free-range approach. 

Employers were advised to re-imagine 

how skills development should be done, 

casting aside the structured, process-

oriented skills learning delivered 

inside a classroom. Instead, learning 

should be on demand, mobile-first 

and delivered in easy-to-digest pieces, 

especially when directed towards 

millennials and Generation Z, who have 

a different relationship, expectation 

and approach to learning than 

previous generations.

To unleash personal growth, the 

panellists suggested that employees 

take a lesson from Latin dance and 

learn to pivot and swivel – in other 

words, embracing rotation programmes, 

transferring across business units and 

acting in other roles and assignments 

with client or partner organisations. 

While exposure to pivoting and 

swivelling can apparently unlock 

positive outcomes, such as acquiring 

entirely new technical skills, it is also a 

springboard to developing all-important 

behavioural competencies that include 

problem-solving, critical thinking and 

effective communication – essential 

skills for innovating and succeeding in 

this constantly evolving, technology-

driven landscape. AB

Chris Davis is a freelance journalist who 

writes for business titles in Asia.

There is little doubt that each industrial 
revolution, including the current 
Fourth one, creates new jobs requiring 
a different approach to training, 
development and skills learning. 
As robots, automation and artificial 
intelligence (AI) perform an ever 
expanding range of tasks in a fast-
changing world, the future focus needs 
to be on skills, their transferability and 
their role in career mobility.

According to a recent Strategies 
for building and maintaining a skilled 
workforce report from IBM, an estimated 

120 million workers worldwide will 

need to be retrained as a result of AI 

and automation within the next three 

years. While talk of digital disruption, 

AI and other forms of automation is 

considered by some to prophesy the 

demise of current skills, according to 

IBM, executives recognise the skills 

gap but most of their organisations are 

not tackling the issue to ensure that 

people remain their greatest asset. So, 

given the wave of new technologies 

disrupting and transforming current 

job skills requirements, how does 

an organisation put together a 

training programme? 

Some experts suggest that the 

answer lies in flexible training 

programmes where employees – with 

a little help from their employers – 

direct their own learning outcomes. 

In the same way that personalisation 

in the consumer world has become 

part of everyday life, employees, 

especially younger ones, are 

demanding the same experience in 

their workplace. They expect their 

learning development and training 
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To escape the long 
arm of the law, the 

bad guys count 
on blind spots 

and lack of 
coordination

Ready for combat
With the National Anti-Financial Crime Centre Act coming into force in Malaysia, now 
the challenge of dealing with financial crime head on begins in earnest, says Errol Oh

Integrity, a Washington, DC-based 

thinktank estimated illicit flows of money 

into and out of 148 developing nations 

between 2006 and 2015 as a result of 

their trade in goods with advanced 

economies. The January 2019 report 

placed Malaysia in the top 30 in terms of 

dollar value of illicit outflows.

The NAFCC Act provides the centre 

with three functions: coordinating 

enforcement agencies in integrated 

operations relating to financial crime 

and advising these agencies on related 

matters; setting up and maintaining 

a centralised data system on financial 

crime; and carrying out activities for the 

prevention of financial crime.

Before this, the government had 

assembled multi-agency teams to 

address revenue leakages and the 

outflow of illicit funds. These had some 

success but the extent of cooperation 

and collaboration has to increase.

The scale and complexity of financial 

crime is ever growing and the offences 

often involve multiple laws, agencies 

and even jurisdictions. The enforcement 

bodies cannot afford to work in silos. In 

fact, to escape the long arm of the law, 

the bad guys count on such blind spots 

and lack of coordination. 

The most effective way to go after 

the criminals is to share information 

and work together. And if we need a 

case study to drive home this point, the 

1MDB scandal is an obvious choice.

Now that the naming has been done 

and the law is in place, let the taming of 

financial crime begin in earnest. AB

Errol Oh is executive content officer of 

The Star.

Never underestimate the power of a 
clever catchphrase. In psychiatry, for 
example, it is common to advise people 
to ‘name it to tame it’, a reference to 
the idea that when we clearly identify 
the emotions that trouble us, we can 
better deal with them.

This catchphrase applies in other 

spheres, too. After all, the first step 

towards tackling any problem is to 

properly label it. It is therefore helpful 

that Malaysia at last has a statutory 

definition for financial crime, thanks 

to the National Anti-Financial Crime 

Centre (NAFCC) Act, which came into 

force on 2 January.

According to the act, financial crime 

means offences under the Second 

Schedule to the Anti-Money Laundering, 

Anti-Terrorism Financing and Proceeds 

of Unlawful Activities Act. Some of the 

wrongdoings (such as drug trafficking, 

causing explosions, import and export 

of endangered species, and kidnapping) 

do not fit most people’s notion of 

financial crime, but their inclusion makes 

sense once we understand the origins of 

the NAFCC and its role.

The trick here is to look at things 

from the government’s perspective. In 

the eyes of those running the country, 

serious and organised crime (including 

terrorism) has a weighty financial 

dimension because it threatens financial 

stability and the national economy. The 

government loses revenue when there 

is outflow of illicit funds, tax evasion and 

smuggling. Also, where there is serious 

crime, corruption and money-laundering 

are usually lurking nearby.

In this aspect, Malaysia is in an 

unenviable position. Global Financial 
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Shock absorber
As oil prices spike on the back of tensions in the Middle East, Manu Bhaskaran 
considers the implications for Asian economies if the situation escalates

and the disruptions caused by new 

technologies. An oil-price shock would 

deepen this nervousness and cause 

capital spending – a major determinant 

of Asian exports – to dive. 

Second, higher oil prices could cause 

consumer prices to accelerate, forcing 

Asian central banks to tighten monetary 

policy just as weaker global growth 

was compromising their own economic 

expansions. Monetary authorities in Asia 

have generally been cutting policy rates, 

so anything that limits such support 

would be unwelcome. 

Third, higher oil prices would also 

cause the external deficits of countries 

such as India and Indonesia to worsen. 

These countries depend on volatile 

portfolio capital flows to finance 

their deficits – but these could be 

compromised if investors become much 

more risk-averse and withdraw capital 

from emerging markets.  

Finally, countries such as India, 

Indonesia and Malaysia have fuel 

subsidies in place, and higher oil prices 

will increase the fiscal burden. Since 

these countries have rules on maximum 

size of budget deficits, a weaker fiscal 

position could force them to cut back in 

other areas.  

Economies with the policy toolkit to 

respond effectively, such as mainland 

China and Singapore, should be able 

to absorb such shocks. However, India, 

Indonesia and the Philippines could be 

more at risk given their dependence 

on volatile capital flows to finance their 

external deficits. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO at Centennial 

Asia Advisors.

Oil prices surged recently as markets 
feared a clash between the US and 
Iran. While they eventually settled 
lower as a serious confrontation 
looked less likely, risks have not gone 
away and a prolonged spike in oil 
prices is possible. In such a scenario, 
Asian economies are likely to be 
substantially hurt. 

The Middle East remains in ferment, 

with Libya, Syria, Iraq and Yemen in the 

throes of worsening violence. The start 

of this year has seen tensions rise in Iran 

while last year’s missile attacks on Saudi 

Arabian oil fields led to the temporary 

shutdown of half of the country’s oil 

production. There is a growing risk of 

disruption in the Strait of Hormuz; since 

more than 30% of the world’s traded 

oil passes through that narrow body of 

water, any dislocation there would cause 

oil prices to go up dramatically. 

Certainly, the growth of oil supplies, 

especially shale oil in the US, has helped 

to cap oil price surges in recent years. 

However, supplies are unlikely to grow 

as rapidly in 2020 as producers are 

finding it increasingly difficult to obtain 

the credit they need to expand. Hence 

a political shock is now more likely to 

cause oil prices to adjust up sharply. 

For Asian economies, a sharp increase 

in oil prices could be damaging, 

undermining business confidence 

and creating higher costs of energy, 

transport and related inputs. Income 

would also be diverted to a narrow 

set of oil producers with a lower 

propensity to spend. Businesses are 

already anxious because of uncertainties 

over the US-China trade war, the 

fraught prospects for big economies 

An oil-price shock 
would deepen 

nervousness and 
cause capital 

spending to dive
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Lessons from Rwanda
The venue for the second Africa Members Convention epitomises how reconstruction, 
aspiration and civic engagement can pay off, says ACCA president Jenny Gu FCCA

in accountancy, or by simply sharing a 

social media post. Not only does all this 

activity help to raise your professional 

body’s profile, it also helps to build your 

own in the process.

There are so many ways we can serve, 

and it’s important that we do what 

we can to protect the public interest, 

defend ethical integrity and promote 

ACCA as a force for good in whatever 

way we can. It is that kind of civic 

devotion that can turn a nation away 

from the dark and towards the light. AB

Jenny Gu FCCA is chief executive officer 

at Richemont China.

This article is a story of three numbers: 
33, 99 and 840. It features one 
continent, Africa, and one astonishing 
nation, Rwanda, where I spent an 
inspiring few days at the end of 2019.

The 99 came to my mind while I was 

in the country for our second Africa 

Members Convention, as that was the 

number of days the mass slaughter of 

Tutsi went on for in Rwanda in 1994. For 

the people who lived through it, it must 

have seemed like the end of the world. 

But roll on a generation, and although 

the memories remain, a new Rwanda 

has emerged as a beacon of hope for 

Africa. That’s why the now peaceful 

capital, Kigali, was the perfect venue for 

840 ACCA members to gather from 33 

nations across Africa – from South Africa 

in the south, Ethiopia in the east, Sierra 

Leone in the west, Sudan in the north, 

and all points in between. 

It was an awe-inspiring display that 

showed the determination of our 

people to develop the next generation 

of finance professionals and play a full 

part in the rise of Africa as an economic 

power. It was so uplifting to hear the 

stories of people who had come to 

share their dreams and show their faith 

in our ability to fill a leading role in 

making Africa a better place, and the 

world a better planet.

I took one clear message away 

from the event: we can all do more 

to raise our voices as advocates for 

ACCA – whether that means going to 

a conference, contributing in public 

forums, building local networks, 

speaking on ACCA’s behalf at 

community events, recommending an 

AB article or professional insights report, 

holding informal conversations with 

friends or family who express an interest 

It was uplifting to 
hear the stories of 

people showing 
their faith in 

ACCA’s ability to 
fill a leading role 
in making Africa 

a better place
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Urban smarts
As the world’s population grows and urbanises, the sustainability challenges for cities 
are mounting. Tech-based solutions are emerging, but reality lags behind the hype

Carmaker Toyota chose the first week of the new 
decade to unveil its plan to build a smart city in 
Japan. Its Woven City project will span 700,000 

square metres, ultimately house 2,000 people, and test 
all sorts of pioneering technologies – from robotics and 
intelligent devices in homes to driverless vehicles.

Impressive as the project sounds, Toyota’s ‘living laboratory’ 

embodies one of the main criticisms of the smart city 

movement. ‘Every week you can read about fascinating and 

innovative ways cities are using technology to become more 

efficient and livable,’ says Richard Ezike, senior policy associate 

at the Urban Institute. ‘It’s less common to read about these 

pilots being scaled at a widespread level across cities.’ The 

application of tech to urban spaces is going to require far 

more investment over the coming decade, as well as steps to 

allay cybersecurity and privacy concerns. 

The initial impetus for applying technology to urban spaces 

came from large tech companies around the time of the 2008 

financial crisis. The timing was no coincidence, says Boyd 

Cohen, former dean of research at EADA Business School in 
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can save lives, prevent crime and reduce the disease burden,’ 

the McKinsey team concluded. ‘They can save time, reduce 

waste and even help boost social connectedness. When cities 

function more efficiently, they also become more productive 

places to do business.’ 

Harnessing such benefits is becoming more important as city 

populations swell. At present 55% of the world’s population 

lives in urban areas. This is expected to rise to 68% by 2050 – 

an extra 2.5 billion people. ‘That magnifies the challenges of 

transport, air quality, healthcare and other issues,’ says Hisham 

Elkadi, dean of architecture and the built environment at the 

University of Salford in the UK, who has been closely involved 

in developing smart city projects. ‘The ecological challenges 

are particularly pressing and mean that successful cities need 

to be flexible in adapting.’

Who foots the bill?
The most obvious challenge is funding. ‘Implementing smart 

city technologies can be very costly,’ says the Urban Institute’s 

Ezike. ‘It can be a challenge for cities to get the resources to 

roll out big tech projects.’ 

One financial solution is to shift the implementation cost 

to the technology providers. For example, providers of smart 

building systems – which save energy and money by controlling 

the heating, lighting and ventilation – could bear the expense 

of installing their technology in return for a percentage of the 

resulting cost savings. ‘That way, the city doesn’t face a major 

upfront cost for technology and starts making cost savings right 

away,’ says Cohen. ‘Meanwhile the energy services companies 

get a reliable stream of revenue for years ahead.’ 

A similar model has been tried in some cities with smart 

parking meters, which let drivers book city parking spots 

in advance, with the price varying according to demand. In 

exchange for free installation, city governments can offer the 

providers a share of the revenue. 

Beyond funding, smart city 

projects raise three main concerns: 

cybersecurity, inequality and privacy. 

First, as cities become more reliant 

on smart devices, the potential of 

hackers to cause chaos and even 

loss of life also increases. ‘Clearly, 

cybersecurity must be a priority at 

the inception of all projects,’ says 

Ezike. ‘Cities can’t risk having hackers 

snarl city traffic or harness self-driving 

vehicles as weapons.’ 

Second, cities will need to strike 

a balance between collecting 

Spain and chief executive of smart mobility startup IoMob. 

‘Big tech vendors like IBM and Cisco came up with the concept 

at a time when companies were cutting back on investment 

spending due to the recession and financial turmoil,’ he 

explains. ‘The pitch to mayors was that technology could boost 

efficiency, save money and make their cities better places to 

live.’ The idea took off and enthusiasm spread to progressive 

city officials and more recently to citizens themselves. 

The IMD 2019 Smart City Index ranks the world’s 10 smartest 

cities as Singapore, Zurich, Oslo, Geneva, Copenhagen, 

Auckland, Taipei City, Helsinki, Bilbao and Dusseldorf. The 

index focuses on citizens’ perception of the scope and impact 

of efforts to make their cities smart, balancing ‘economic and 

technological aspects’ with ‘humane dimensions’.

The potential benefits of implementing smart technologies 

are wide ranging, and are summarised in six main areas in 

Cohen’s ‘smart city wheel’ framework:

1. Smart mobility can encompass technologies that make 

travel more efficient, often by using city data to integrate 

ride-sharing apps with public transport or monitoring 

traffic flows to reduce wait-times for motorists at red lights.

2. Smart government can harness technology to ensure 

more public services are accessible online and municipal 

information is available to businesses that can make cities 

better places to live. The technology can also feed back into 

better public policies, by providing officials with more data.

3. Smart environmental initiatives could improve the energy 

efficiency of buildings and waste disposal.

4. Smart people technology can improve education 

opportunities and create a more inclusive society.

5. Smart living focuses on improvements to public health and 

safety. Wearable devices, for example, could spot health 

problems earlier to ensure better treatment at lower cost.

6. Smart economy aims to improve productivity and increase 

job opportunities.

In each of these areas, the gains 

to citizens and taxpayers can be 

significant. A recent report by 

McKinsey Global Institute found 

that they could improve some 

city quality-of-life indicators by 

10%–30%. Most notably McKinsey 

calculated that smart tools could 

accelerate emergency response 

times by 20%–35%, shave the 

average commute by 15%–20%, 

lower the disease burden by 

8%–15%, and cut greenhouse gas 

emissions by 10%–15%. ‘These tools 

‘Smart tools can 
save time and 

reduce waste. When 
cities function more 

efficiently, they 
also become more 

productive places to 
do business’
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Top-down and bottom-up
Smart cities use data and internet technologies to solve 

the mounting economic, social and environmental issues 

facing cities. The sheer range of technologies that can be 

incorporated – everything from expensive hardware (control 

centres, smart grids, autonomous vehicles) to much cheaper 

mobile apps, online platforms and environmental sensors – 

makes for a broad spectrum of smart city definitions.

Top-down definitions focus on integrating data from 

internet-connected systems into a central operations centre, 

while bottom-up definitions focus on social media, apps and 

open data that let citizens solve issues that matter to them. 

The archetypal smart city application is the autonomous 

vehicle, which communicates with parking meters and charging 

docks to direct the driver to the nearest available spot. 

Among the many other applications are utility metering, traffic 

management, preventive maintenance and green buildings.

Four of the smartest cities on the planet: (from top) 
Singapore, Copenhagen, Zurich and Taipei City.

information for the public benefit and infringing the privacy 

of citizens. ‘Big Brother concerns have been raised, especially 

where cities are deploying cameras, artificial intelligence and 

predictive policing to avert crime,’ says Cohen. It’s a worry 

that dates back to early smart city projects, such as Rio de 

Janeiro’s IBM-developed operations centre, which can monitor 

everything from weather, traffic, waste collection, electricity, 

water and gas to disease outbreaks and emergency situations. 

The use of facial recognition technology has also provoked 

criticism for its role in the surveillance of civil populations.

Third, Urban Institute scholars and others have expressed 

concern that the benefits of smart cities could be unequally 

distributed. Citizens with low incomes may struggle to afford 

the devices and data coverage that would enable them to take 

advantage of smart city services. The Argentine town of Tigre, 

just north of Buenos Aires, sought to address this issue by 

subsidising smartphones and giving them away free to citizens 

who couldn’t otherwise afford them. 

Such challenges highlight the need for technology to be 

intelligently and prudently deployed, says Cohen. ‘If these 

drawbacks can be managed, smart city initiatives have the 

potential to significantly improve the quality of life in cities 

around the world,’ he argues. ‘Being a smart city, for me, 

involves a mindset of constant improvement, a journey 

that never ends. Cities can’t just rest on their previous 

achievements but need to keep evolving. They need to be 

constantly innovating.’ AB

Dijana Suljovic, journalist
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King’s College programmes
* Women Entrepreneurs. This is a space for passionate 

women to come together and discuss their emotional 

journeys into entrepreneurship as well as the practical 

steps for getting their idea off the ground. The 

initiative, supported by Santander Universities, offers 

a ‘retreat’ for 16 to 24-year-olds who attend school or 

university or are employed. It aims to give women insight 

about idea validation and pitching so they can make a 

solid application to the King’s20 Accelerator programme. 

It arranges discussion events with industry leaders, 

workshops, networking opportunities and mentoring, 

among other activities. 

* King’s20 Accelerator. This year-long programme supports 

the 20 brightest venturers from King’s College – students, 

staff and alumni – to reach their potential. This year’s 

cohort includes Aysha Ingar, whose Muslimah app makes it 

easier for British Muslim women to fit life around their faith 

by providing a female-friendly prayer room locator, Islamic 

period tracker and modest-fashion directories. Since the 

King’s20 Accelerator was launched in 2016, its ventures 

have raised more than £14m in investment and £11m in 

revenue, and employ over 250 people. 

Come on up
Rachel Stockey explains how King’s College London is helping women to succeed as 
entrepreneurs by offering them the crucial support of networks and mentors

It is widely acknowledged that there is still a long way 
to go in realising equality of opportunity and pay for 
men and women, particularly for entrepreneurs.

According to the Rose review of female 

entrepreneurship, commissioned by the UK 

government, women typically have a higher risk 

awareness than men and are more cautious about 

starting or scaling a business – less willing to risk their 

livelihood on an uncertain venture. They are also less likely 

to believe they have entrepreneurial skills: 39% of females 

in the UK say they are confident in their capabilities to 

start a business, compared with 55% of men. 

There are many social, economic and personal factors 

that account for these statistics, including social gender 

roles and biases to access to finance (only 1% of all 

venture funding in the UK goes to businesses founded by 

all-female teams). The Rose review found that women are 

less likely than men to know other entrepreneurs or have 

access to sponsors, mentors or support networks. While 31% 

of the women surveyed stressed the importance of networking 

as a business skill (compared with 21% of men), only 30% 

already knew an entrepreneur (versus 38% of men). Traditional 

networking methods are also a challenge, with a lack of 

professional networks seen as a particularly imposing barrier 

for newer female entrepreneurs. 

Going through the gate
In response, King’s College London’s Entrepreneurship Institute 

has started a programme to increase women’s exposure to 

entrepreneurial skills, knowledge sharing and community 

building (see panel). The aim is to create a space where women 

can try their hand at entrepreneurship, learn the skills they 

need, and know there is a place for them and their ideas. 

Institute director Julie Devonshire FCCA says ‘imposter 

syndrome’ can be a problem. ‘Women sometimes judge their 

ventures, ideas and endeavours more harshly than men do. As 

women come to a “gate” on their entrepreneurial journeys, 

they sometimes don’t step through as readily as some of 

their male counterparts. They can miss out on support from 

mentors, accelerator, networks and investors when actually 

their ideas are as valid as others and are destined to thrive. 

Our job is to make sure all valid ideas pass through each gate.’

Devonshire says the Women Entrepreneurs 

programme aims to give women the skills, advice 

and networks that will make their investment 

opportunities more equal to the outcomes 

of those from male-led ventures. She adds: 

‘Our passion stems from the inspirational and 

creative women entrepreneurs of today and 

tomorrow and, until we achieve gender parity, 

it will remain our mission. We aim to become 

the first university accelerator to reach gender 

parity, sustainably, getting there each year by 

building a reputation, a pipeline, a brand, 

championing alumni, and more.’ AB

Rachel Stockey is head of entrepreneurial skills 

at the UK university King’s College London.
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Tech’s hidden hit
The undoubted business benefits that digital innovation brings should not blind  
us to the equally real environmental and social costs that it can impose

So much of the coverage of digital developments over 
the past decade has been overwhelmingly positive. 
Accountants, and business in general, have focused on 

how digital can help organisations operate more efficiently. 
But do we really know the true cost of digital innovation?

Technology has become an inseparable part of the business 

ecosystem but, as experts discussed at an Accountancy 

Europe event in Brussels late last year, it is hard to know its 

effects and to monitor them in a standardised way. 

Measuring the cost of innovation involves measuring not 

just the cost to the maker but also to the user – and the 

environment. As Mats Engström, an analyst at Growth Analysis, 

pointed out, if we don’t know how to measure this, we won’t 

know the true cost of digital innovation.

Precision agriculture is a good example. There are a number 

of technologies that have revolutionised farming. Innovations 

such as drones help farmers understand which crops or 

animals they need to visit and when, where to water and how 

much water to use. But the amount of data generated by 

these technologies is enormous, and the cost of processing 

it all (for example, the environmental cost of cooling the 

servers that handle the information) is currently unknown. It 
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is possible that there will soon come a point where climbing 

into a pickup truck and driving to the field will have a shallower 

carbon footprint than using data-generating drones. 

At a conference session devoted to the synergies 

between technology and the environment, Martha Ivanovas, 

government affairs manager EMEA at Dell Technologies, 

said it was becoming hard to separate out the positives and 

negatives, and to understand where a holistic approach 

to calculating the environmental impact might start and 

end. ‘Manufacturing and transport are obviously part of the 

calculation,’ she said, ‘but what about understanding the cost 

and impact of the product throughout its life cycle?’ 

Ivanovas gave the example of a Dell laptop – Dell currently 

has impressive recycling options for its laptops, and even sells 

a range of laptops using recycled parts. ‘But if there’s a trade 

war, the recycling supply chain becomes really disrupted and 

the cost of that technology changes across the board,’ she 

pointed out. ‘And from a regulatory perspective, where do you 

focus your efforts? In the US, where 

we’re headquartered? In Europe? In 

China, where the recycling happens?’

Breaking the cycle
The issue runs deeper than 

quantifying what’s already going on. 

‘We have 10 years to change the 

business model of the world,’ said 

Accountancy Europe chief executive 

Olivier Boutellis-Taft. To illustrate 

this, he cited phone manufacturers 

and networks whose business model 

is based on replacing handsets. 

‘Regulators and policymakers have 

been slow to recognise the damage 

of these models. We need to ask ourselves, do we need to 

change the definition of success?’ 

Even as the developed world has gone digital, the curve for 

GDP growth has continued to track the curve for the rise in 

carbon emissions. ‘If we are serious about the cost of digital to 

our environment, we need to change this,’ said Boutellis-Taft. 

‘We need to change it in accounting terms and in economic 

terms – how do we stop the curves from matching one 

another, and make it more circular?’

A show of hands at the conference revealed that most 

delegates were optimistic about the future of digital, although 

the question was put to the room before Dana Eleftheriadou, 

head of advanced technologies and digital transformation at 

the European Commission, began her address on the impact 

of artificial intelligence (AI) on the European Union.

‘We have 10 years 
to change the 

business model 
of the world’

The EU, said Eleftheriadou, is expecting the cost of AI 

to challenge social structures as we know them today. The 

projections that the European Commission is working from 

indicate a net negative incremental impact on labour and on 

GDP. That means there will have to be a significant shift in 

thinking, she said. Some nations are already looking at options 

to reshape their economies by rolling out limited pilots of 

universal basic income, which may help to shield citizens from 

job losses engendered by advanced technologies. 

But there are simpler, more present, challenges. The EU is 

already having to tackle one of the most significant costs of 

digital innovation – namely its impact on competition between 

businesses. With the big four tech companies – Google, 

Amazon, Facebook and Apple – able to invest enormous 

sums into research and development, small and medium-sized 

enterprises (SMEs) are finding it difficult to keep up. 

‘While Google, Amazon, Facebook and Apple sell the 

benefits of their work, they have also erected barriers to 

competition,’ said Sebastiano 

Toffaletti, secretary general of the 

Digital SME Alliance. ‘If the best 

outcome for SMEs is to be bought 

by them, we will all get poorer.’ 

Healthy competition, Toffaletti 

argued, is essential for developing 

the kind of digital technology that 

meets needs without discriminating 

and marginalising.

True understanding
Professional accountants have a 

leading role to play in developing 

a true understanding of the cost of 

digital. As Aynsley Damery, CEO 

of cryptocurrency platform the Clarity Project, pointed out, 

they can use their expertise first of all to create the standards, 

systems and processes to ensure that new technologies 

are delivering net positive products and services, and then 

to develop the parameters and means of assuring these 

technologies and their outputs so that the market can have 

confidence that they are not damaging in the long term. 

Boutellis-Taft agreed. Policymaking takes too long, he said, 

and the industry should lead. But he also warned against 

‘greenwashing’: ‘Good standards are complicated, and to 

develop them you need to draw on multidisciplinary expertise. 

We have to stop dividing the world between experts, business 

and consumers. Everyone should have a say.’ AB

Felicity Hawksley, journalist
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The name game
Although it is commonly believed that bitcoin transactions 

are anonymous, strictly speaking they are pseudonymous, as 

users interact with the platform via pseudonyms. Transactions 

on the bitcoin platform are all public, so the possession of 

particular bitcoin may be traced as its ownership changes. 

Because, by various technical means, it may be possible for 

governments and others to identify the real identities of 

bitcoin owners, some alternative cryptocurrencies have been 

developed to provide greater privacy. Monero, for example, 

mixes transactions together, which makes it much harder to 

trace possession and ownership. 

Out of the shadows
Cryptocurrencies are shaking off their reputations as cloaks for shady deals and 
carving out roles in mainstream commercial applications, as Peter McBurney explains

The cryptocurrency bitcoin turned 11 years old in 
January. Starting with just a handful of technical 
enthusiasts (whose identities are still unknown), it 

has grown significantly in popularity since. Online investment 
resource Bitcoin Market Journal estimated there were 25 
million users worldwide in 2019, holding around 32 million 
wallets (ie accounts) denominated in bitcoin. The price of one 
bitcoin peaked in December 2017 at just over US$20,500.

The inventor or inventors of bitcoin made their software 

open source, which has meant that 

other enthusiasts can download that 

software and refine it to create their 

own cryptocurrencies. There are now 

thousands of cryptocurrencies, often 

developed with particular applications 

or purposes in mind. 

One leading cryptocurrency is 

ether, the currency of Ethereum, 

a global distributed ledger 

platform launched in 2015. 

Ethereum was designed to 

enable 

the programming of automated applications on top of 

blockchains, something that was specifically limited in bitcoin 

for security reasons. Although Ethereum was not intended 

primarily as a cryptocurrency platform, ether has become 

the most popular cryptocurrency after bitcoin itself. 

The values of both bitcoin and ether prices have 

been highly volatile. Some alternative currencies have 

tried to reduce volatility by tying their 

value to the value of 

something else – 

either a physical 

commodity 

(such as gold), 

a national 

currency (such 

as US dollars) or a basket of 

currencies. Such cryptocurrencies 

are called stablecoins. 

Initially, many of the 

applications of bitcoin involved 

payments for illegal purchases 

(of, for example, illicit drugs) 

or transactions to evade 

international trade sanctions. 

As a result, the cryptocurrency 

space gained a reputation 

for illegality; indeed, in some 
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Forkchain
Blockchain, the technology that underlies bitcoin, is software 

that runs independently on multiple computers. Owners of 

these computers (ie the users of the software) agree to use 

a particular version of the software. If they all subsequently 

agree to adopt a new version of the software, then that new 

version is called a ‘fork’ of the underlying blockchain. Of 

course, not all of them might agree to use the new version, 

or not all from the same time, and some people may even 

wish to use both versions. In these cases, two blockchains 

may spring up where previously there was one. The most 

prominent cryptocurrencies are forks of bitcoin or other 

leading currencies, created to incorporate particular features. 

countries, all bitcoin transactions 

are banned. This reputation 

has hindered the adoption of 

cryptocurrencies by large companies 

and major banks. Increasingly, 

however, organisations allow 

customers in countries that permit 

bitcoin’s use to purchase goods 

with it; examples include Amazon, 

Microsoft and Starbucks. 

Libra lift
A great impetus to the commercial 

adoption of cryptocurrencies 

was given by the June 2019 

announcement by Facebook that it was developing a private 

cryptocurrency for use by its members and other participating 

companies. Libra, the proposed currency, will be a stablecoin, 

backed by a weighted basket of ‘fiat’ currencies (ie money 

decreed into existence by government): US dollars, euros, 

Japanese yen, pounds sterling and Singapore dollars. The 

underlying technology will be a closed distributed ledger 

with a planned 100-strong network of global organisations 

validating transactions. At the time of the announcement, 

Facebook had in-principle agreement to participate in libra 

from 28 organisations. The company said libra would launch 

only when it had regulatory approval from around the world – 

an effort that is ongoing. 

The development of libra has ramped up the attention paid 

by central banks to electronic currencies. The trend in many 

countries towards a cashless society has led central banks to 

consider having their own cryptocurrencies. These currencies 

might simply be electronic versions of existing fiat paper 

Distributed ledger-
based tokenisation 

systems may be 
viewed by investors 

as more trustworthy 
than traditional 

paper-based 
securitisation 

currencies, or alternatives to the 

existing currency. So far, no central 

bank has launched a cryptocurrency. 

An associated trend is the use of 

open-source cryptocurrency software 

to readily support the tokenisation 

of other assets. For example, 

electronic tokens can be created for 

an underlying physical asset, such as 

a container ship or an aircraft, with 

the tokens providing their owners 

with defined rights to the use of that 

asset. Those rights could be a share 

of the profits made by the asset or its 

resale value, or partial ownership of 

the asset. Such a financial structure is similar to the use of the 

financial instruments of securitisation and unitisation, where 

a collection of assets – for instance, a group of mortgages – 

are bundled together and sold to a holding company whose 

shares are then sold to investors. 

Advantages of tokenisation
Where tokenisation is legally permitted, it can provide several 

advantages over similar financial structures. First, establishing 

the technical infrastructure for the token system, and for the 

online purchase and resale of tokens, is generally faster and 

easier, thanks to open source software. Second, the use of 

a distributed ledger platform to support the token system 

and to record token sales may be viewed by investors as 

more trustworthy than traditional paper-based securitisation 

systems run by financial brokerages or law firms. This 

greater trust, in turn, may attract a wider pool of investors, 

particularly investors who are not known to the organisers 

of the tokenisation system. Companies now considering the 

tokenisation of physical assets are often keen to broaden their 

base of investors, both to allow smaller investors to participate 

and to add liquidity to the marketplace. 

These are exciting times for fans of cryptocurrencies, both 

state-backed and private, and we should expect to see many 

new developments over the next few years. AB

Peter McBurney is professor of computer science in the 

department of informatics at King’s College London, where 

he undertakes research in automated decision-making, AI and 

distributed ledger technologies.
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Biggest analytics challenges for finance teams
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Lack of knowledge of 
existing technologies 

and solutions

Too much data 
to deal with

In the driving seat
Analytics will drive better decision-making and improved business performance, and 
the finance function can take the lead in making it all happen

Analytics is one of the hottest topics in finance today 
because of its potential to generate powerful 
insights that can transform how businesses operate. 

With CFOs often taking the lead on the analytics agenda, 

the finance function has the opportunity to reinforce its role as 

strategic partner to the C-suite by helping to embed the use 

of the technology more broadly across the organisation. 

Much of the current interest in analytics centres on its 

capacity to drive efficiencies, improve budgeting, planning 

and forecasting processes, and enhance risk management. 

Yet, as ACCA’s recent Accounting for the Future conference 

(accaglobal.com/AFF2019) highlighted, analytics can also help 

businesses to perform better across a wide range of other 

operational areas, including product development, customer 

service, fraud detection and regulatory compliance. 

Looking backwards and forwards
According to research by ACCA to be published later this 

year, the two types of analytics most commonly undertaken 

by organisations at present are descriptive analytics and 

diagnostic analytics. Descriptive analytics focuses on what 

happened in the past, while diagnostic analytics zeroes in 

on why it happened. 

Nevertheless, the most successful businesses going forward 

will also use predictive analytics and prescriptive analytics. As 

its name suggests, predictive analytics is used to predict the 

likelihood of an event happening in the future. Prescriptive 

analytics is concerned with preparing for a particular event or 

to prevent that event from ever taking place.

Finance professionals can use these tools to help improve 

the overall performance of their organisation, from both a 

financial and a non-financial perspective. The tools facilitate 

faster and better decision-making across different business 

functions. In future, they are also likely to integrate external 

data, such as information on customer purchasing habits, and 

unstructured data, such as call centre recorded scripts.

While analytics presents many opportunities, adoption of the 

technology does not come without challenges. ACCA’s report, 

which is based on a survey of members, will indicate that most 

of the challenges relate to skills and data. 

Lack of knowledge of technologies and solutions is the single 

biggest obstacle for finance teams looking to use analytics. 

The second-biggest challenge comes from data that exists in 

poor formats. Other hindrances include finding staff with data 

analytics skills, acquiring data from other departments and 

teams in the organisation, and the analysis of unstructured data. 

Lack of knowledge of existing technologies and solutions
Data in poor formats

Access to the right skills for analysing data
Poor interdepartmental data sharing

Analysing unstructured data
Establishing a data-driven culture

Too much data to deal with
Integrating data technologies into existing tech landscape

Access to the relevant data
Identifying which data to collect and which data to use

Unclear data ownership and governance structure in place
No central data strategy

Legal issues in relation to data access
Executing business decisions from data insights provided

No company leadership buy-in to data analytics
Not sure

No company 
leadership buy-in 
to data analytics
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What data will feed your analytics?

Yes No Don’t know/not sure

‘The foundation of analytics is good enterprise-wide data,’ 

Simon Driscoll, practice lead for data and intelligence at IT 

services provider NTT Data UK, told the Accounting for the 

Future conference. Finance functions will only be able to use 

analytics tools to their full potential once their organisations 

have embraced the idea that data is a corporate asset and 

have implemented strategies to use it effectively. This means 

gathering trustworthy data from across the enterprise and 

storing it in usable, standardised formats. It also entails 

converting unstructured data into structured data. 

Rise of the chief performance officer
Analytics tools effectively present finance with the opportunity 

to ‘create a single version of the truth’ that the entire 

organisation can work from. This truth will be derived from both 

financial and operational data, internal and external data, and 

structured and unstructured data. The role of the CFO, as the 

person responsible for delivering this truth, is likely to evolve 

into a broader role over time: that of chief performance officer.

For these developments to occur, organisations will need 

to abandon siloed ways of working, and functions will need 

to share information with each other. Finance professionals 

will also have to work hard at developing soft skills such as 

communication, influencing and storytelling, alongside harder 

technical skills relating to data analysis and interrogation. 

Why do soft skills matter so much? Because finance 

professionals will need to persuade their peers in other 

functions to buy in to the use of analytics tools and to act on 

the insights they generate. These insights may well contradict 

Increasingly more 
operational data

compared to 
financial data?

Increasingly more 
external data
compared to 
internal data?

Increasingly more 
structured

compared to 
unstructured data?

76%

14%
10% 14% 16%

32% 34%

54% 50%

long cherished beliefs and business practices. Any analytics 

implementation will invariably involve a considerable amount 

of culture change in an organisation. For it to be effective, 

people must first learn to trust the data that informs analytics 

tools; then they must learn to trust the outcomes of those 

tools and be willing to base their decision-making on them. 

Ultimately, analytics cannot simply be something the finance 

function does; it has to be an enterprise-wide endeavour. 

Nevertheless, finance can take the lead in embracing the 

technology and helping the rest of the organisation to 

understand its vital role in driving future business success. AB

Sally Percy, journalist
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Ditch the ticklist
The leadership competency models we’re used to are no longer fit for purpose. It’s 
time to rethink our approach, says Alison Young – and to keep rethinking it

and then to talk authentically with 

staff and shareholders with humility, 

accountability and courage.

Senior leaders across private, public 

and third sectors alike now face more 

and more unprecedented situations as 

we edge towards the full-scale effects 

of Industry 4.0 – the fourth industrial 

revolution’s blurring of boundaries 

between the physical, digital and 

biological worlds – which has already 

The question from the new graduate 
was simple: ‘What do I need to be 
good at to succeed in this company?’ 
The senior leader paused. It should 
have been the perfect moment to refer 
to the organisation’s newly launched 
competency profile, but that felt like 
too glib an answer and – if she was 
being honest – a little hollow. 

In the split second before answering 

this eager and ambitious engineer, 

she recalled a key moment in her own 

leadership journey a few years before: 

as the senior leadership team had 

gathered for their annual strategy offsite 

meeting, an unprecedented global PR 

disaster struck for which there was no 

playbook. What had got them through 

those challenging few hours and days 

was not a competency profile but how 

they had worked together as a team to 

face the truth of what had happened, 
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with options, which can delay or cause 

inconsistent decisions, active listening is 

also a requirement – being able to filter 

out distractions while staying grounded 

and centred. 

Those opinions exist in all parts of 

the organisation’s eco-system where 

there are multiple relationships with 

suppliers, partners and customers. The 

boundaries of those relationships are 

often blurred, so it’s the quality of those 

relationships that become the currency 

for success. A leader has to attend to 

many stakeholders inside and outside 

the organisation and be accountable to 

each. The leader needs to collaborate, 

to co-create through rapid prototyping, 

and to lead change. Creating the future 

means thinking systemically and globally 

against environmental and social criteria 

as well as financial imperatives. 

The vogue for the purpose-led or 

values-led organisation can’t just be 

a tickbox exercise any more because 

customers and colleagues – particularly 

younger ones – vote with their wallets 

and their feet. In a similar vein, creating 

a diverse workforce isn’t in itself 

enough. The leader needs to be a 

champion and role model for inclusion 

of many different kinds of people 

– from the visible, such as race and 

gender, to the less visible, such as some 

disabilities and neurodiversity. Having 

disrupted so many markets. Not only is 

this disruption new, but its greater scale 

and frequency generate more complex 

business challenges for which tried and 

trusted leadership approaches often 

prove inadequate.

If the context for leadership skills 

is rapidly changing, so are the 

expectations of younger generations 

preparing for progression into and 

through that world of work. For the 

first time, four generations are sitting 

side by side in offices doing jobs that 

didn’t exist when millennials and even 

Gen Z were at school. The younger 

generations want different things: they 

don’t trust business (or the political 

system) the way their older colleagues 

did; they value experience; they 

demand to be trained and developed; 

and they hold business leaders 

accountable for turning corporate 

purpose into meaningful action.

So what should be the advice about 

skills for success to the new graduate 

entering the workforce? And what 

do leaders need to be good at now 

to make quick and robust business 

decisions, and prepare the next 

generation to step into their shoes? 

Clues can be found in both the context 

for leadership of the fourth industrial 

revolution, and the expectations of 

those they are leading.

Agile and active
Even long-standing market sectors with 

high barriers to entry can now change 

virtually overnight, so leadership agility 

is key. Agility is more of a mindset or 

way of thinking than a specific skill. 

It’s about being open to new ideas 

and prepared to let go of tried and 

tested solutions. It involves listening to 

people up and down the organisation 

as well as outside it, and tuning into 

what’s not said as much as what is. 

Because gathering multiple viewpoints 

brings the risk of being overloaded 

an intellectual understanding of the 

benefits of shared organisational values 

or the business case for diversity isn’t 

enough. The leader needs genuinely to 

feel connected and committed to these 

principles so that every aspect of their 

behaviour right down to the smallest 

gesture reflects them. 

Humble strength
Business schools or traditional 

leadership development programmes 

by themselves are rarely the answer for 

getting leaders future-ready. Helping 

leaders develop humble strength – the 

courage to act based on a clear intent in 

an authentic and engaging way – is not 

the stuff of the classroom. Future-ready 

skills are developed by having different 

and diverse experiences, where leaders 

are pushed to the edge of their comfort 

zone in a safe environment where they 

can integrate their learning into their 

ongoing leadership practice.

Defining skills for success is not a 

static phenomenon, a standard that is 

reached or a model to be strived for. 

It is an iterative building of learning 

through discovery, feedback and honest 

self-reflection. Neuroscience tells us 

that the brain doesn’t stop developing 

– it is continually changing and has the 

ability to create new neuropathways that 

provide new and rich choices. 

Can a leader therefore ever be future-

ready? Perhaps the competency model 

needs to make way for a commitment 

to ongoing personal and professional 

growth that focuses less on the ‘adding’ 

of skills and more on deeper reflection 

and authenticity. AB

 

Alison Young is a director of Leaders in 

Change. @Leader_Insights.

The development 
of leadership skills 

is an iterative 
building of 

learning through 
discovery, feedback 

and honest 
self-reflection
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Positive leadership

Watch our video with Dr Rob Yeung at 
bit.ly/ACCA-RobYeung.

The service culture
Leaders who prioritise the well-being and growth of an organisation and its 
stakeholders may inspire employee performance, says Dr Rob Yeung

Empowerment is the extent to 

which leaders develop a positive, 

self-confident attitude among 

employees. For example, this is 

measured by employees’ response 

to statements including ‘My manager 

helps me to further develop myself’ 

and ‘My manager enables me to solve 

problems myself instead of just telling 

me what to do’.

Accountability is a measure of leaders’ 

willingness to set expectations and 

boundaries and then hold all members 

of the team responsible for the work 

they carry out. Leaders who are judged 

to behave unfairly – for example, 

by rewarding unjustly only certain 

members of the team – typically score 

lower on accountability.

Stewardship is the extent to which 

employees agree or disagree with 

statements such as ‘My manager 

emphasises the societal responsibility of 

our work’ and ‘My manager has a long-

term vision’. 

Humility requires that leaders not 

only learn from criticism when they 

receive it but also actively seek it from 

appropriate stakeholders. 

Standing back is a measure of the 

extent to which leaders are willing 

to highlight the strengths and 

achievements of their subordinates. 

For instance, leaders are judged to be 

stronger at this factor when employees 

agree with the statement ‘My manager 

appears to enjoy his/her colleagues’ 

success more than his/her own’.

There is something of a paradox 
regarding leadership: evidence 
suggests that too strong a focus on 
financial results may be somewhat 
counterproductive. A recent study 
led by Baylor University’s Matthew 
Quade found that leaders who are 
very focused on the bottom line may 
end up hampering the performance 
of their employees. In contrast, those 
who engage in what’s known as 
servant leadership may actually inspire 
employees to perform more strongly.

Servant leadership is an other-

oriented leadership approach that 

prioritises the well-being and growth 

of three main groups: subordinates, 

the organisation as an entity and 

the wider community outside of the 

organisation. A just-published analysis 

of 130 prior studies on the topic found 

that the behaviours associated with 

servant leadership were statistically 

linked to positive outcomes at both the 

individual and team level. That does not 

mean that servant leadership is either 

necessary or sufficient for organisational 

success. However, leaders who adopted 

more of this approach tended to get 

better performance not only from 

individuals; those individuals tended 

to work together more productively as 

teams, too.

A recent attempt to quantify servant 

leadership was carried out by Dirk 

van Dierendonck and Inge Nuijten 

of Erasmus University Rotterdam. 

Looking at leaders in both the UK 

and The Netherlands, the researchers 

found that effective servant leadership 

was primarily defined by categories 

of behaviour.

Leaders who 
engage in 

servant leadership 
may actually 

inspire employees 
to perform 

more strongly
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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.

stupid. How can I get better at speaking up and 

making my opinions known?

AWhen I train managers on how to give better 

  presentations, I argue that there are ‘three Ps’ 

to consider well before getting in front of an audience. The fi rst is 

preparation: think about whatever you want to say and write it down. Consider 

the overall arc of your message, especially when you need to give a coherent 

presentation as opposed to just a quick update. What are the handful of key insights 

you wish to impart? Keep the big picture in mind and you may help yourself to focus 

on your most important messages rather than simply throwing data at your audience.

Think also about examples and stories that you can use to back up your messages. 

A presentation containing only facts and fi gures is rarely interesting. For instance, 

talk about a personal experience you had with a customer, your product, a 

competitor or anything else that may be relevant.

The second P is for practice. Rehearse your presentation out loud several times. 

The more familiar you become with your content, the more confi dent you will be on 

the day of your actual presentation. Another benefi t of practising is that you can hear 

how your presentation sounds; you may discover more elegant or effective ways to 

deliver your key messages.

The third P is for psyche. Research shows that people can help themselves to give 

more effective presentations when they use various psychological tricks. For instance, 

it is worth remembering that anxiety is merely the human body’s way of getting 

ready to face a challenging situation: people who reappraise their nervousness by 

telling themselves ‘I am excited’ tend to be better off than others who try to calm 

themselves down.

Tips for the top 
The trait of arrogance can hamper our ability to improve our performance and 

achieve our long-term goals. New research led by Nelson Cowan at the University 

of Missouri proposes that there are three types of arrogance. Individual arrogance 

is an infl ated view of our own abilities, traits or achievements; this 

is often linked with an unwillingness to believe evidence to 

the contrary. Comparative arrogance occurs when we 

have an infl ated ranking of our own abilities compared 

with other people – for instance, if we believe that we 

are in the top quartile of employees when objective 

data may say that we are not. Finally, antagonistic 

arrogance occurs when we put down or belittle others 

based on untrue beliefs that we are better than them. 

To avoid falling victim to any form of arrogance, be sure 

to seek out candid feedback frequently – and listen to it.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I hate giving presentations or 

 even updates in team 

meetings. I feel my heart race and 

I worry constantly that I will say 

something that could make me look 

Those fi ve factors emerged as 

so-called ‘primary’ aspects of servant 

leadership. However, several 

others were also found to 

predict employees’ well-being 

and performance. As just one 

example, forgiveness is the 

degree to which leaders are 

understanding and accepting 

of mistakes and failures. 

Unfortunately, some leaders 

continue to criticise employees for 

past blunders or faults.

Thinking about leadership in general, 

it can sometimes appear as if only 

forceful, charismatic leaders succeed. 

However, studies on servant leadership 

suggest that quieter servant leaders 

may also be able to deliver results for 

their organisations, albeit in a very 

different fashion.

Unfortunately, history tells us that 

leaders can fl ourish without some or 

even all of the factors associated with 

servant leadership. You may personally 

know managers who were weak at 

empowerment, standing back or any 

of these other factors, yet still achieved 

fi nancial results. However, the best way 

of thinking about these factors is that 

they are generally benefi cial in most 

instances, but not all – in the same 

way that eating more vegetables and 

doing physical exercise are generally 

benefi cial but cannot guarantee good 

physical health in 100% of individuals. 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 forensic-data expert, the skills and experience required for 
the job, how to get into the specialism and where it can take you in your career

questioning, highly analytical and 

naturally sceptical.

An extensive understanding of 

technology is vital, says Lem. ‘We 

started investing in forensic analytics 15 

years ago and ventured into what we 

know now as AI or machine learning 10 

years ago,’ he says. ‘About five years 

ago, we started building deep cyber 

response capabilities.’

Specialists will also need an 

understanding of governance structures, 

regulations, identity access and data 

privacy, including GDPR. 

Getting in and getting on
Training is largely on the job, with 

postgraduate qualifications available 

through the globally recognised 

Institute of Certified Forensic 

Accountants. The Big Four are the most 

well-known employers, with specialist 

cyber and data forensic teams, but 

banks, police forces, financial institutions 

and government agencies are also 

increasingly providing opportunities. 

While there is scope to reach team 

leader, department head and partner 

roles, many move into consultancy.

‘As businesses increasingly operate 

internationally, cross-jurisdiction 

regulatory risks – such as data privacy, 

money laundering and sanctions risks – 

will become more relevant,’ Lem says. 

‘As they increase their digital footprint, 

theft of intellectual property, computer 

crime and cyber crime will become 

more prevalent. To keep up, forensic 

accountants also have to evolve to 

remain effective.’ AB

Neil Johnson, journalist

While the motivations behind fraud 
have changed little over time, the 
means certainly have. PwC’s most 
recent Global Economic Crime and 
Fraud Survey reported that cybercrime 
is by far the most disruptive crime 
against organisations, and this is 
playing a key part in redefining the role 
of the forensic accountant.

Lem Chin Kok FCCA, head of KPMG’s 

forensic practice in Asia Pacific, foresees 

new challenges for businesses and 

governments. ‘There will be new types 

of fraud, ethical dilemmas and non-

compliance that require investigation. 

It will be an interesting time for forensic 

accountants,’ says the former police 

commercial crime squad investigator. 

The role
Forensic accountants use a combination 

of accountancy and detective skills to 

examine a wide range of fraudulent 

activities. This helps lawyers, insurance 

companies and other clients to 

resolve disputes and assist in fraud 

investigations that could even lead to 

judicial proceedings, which means an 

opportunity to work closely with law 

enforcement organisations.

While in the past the most important 

investigative tool was the interview, 

today professionals also use evidence 

from sources such as computers and 

mobile devices, as well as financial 

records in electronic formats. 

Key skills
Accountants – in particular, those 

with an audit background – bring 

highly transferable and valuable 

skills to the table. They are already 

adept at following and questioning 

money trails, as well as dealing 

with large amounts of data. Key 

personal traits should include 

being constantly curious and 
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that was productive at the same time,’ 

he says. After six weeks at YPWC, 

Potten realised he wanted to work full 

time in international development. 

‘Travelling to programme locations and 

engaging with the beneficiaries of an 

organisation’s work – I cannot describe 

just how rewarding and inspiring this 

can be,’ he says.

Amber Honey ACCA was also drawn 

to the development sector. ‘I had 

reached a point in my career where 

I was a little fatigued and wanted 

something different,’ she explains. 

‘I was also determined to use the 

professional skills that I had developed 

in a tangible way, and AfID provided 

exactly that opportunity.’

in international development. An 

extraordinary 20% of AfiD’s volunteers 

become ‘career changers’, taking up a 

full-time position at an NGO.

Take Will Potten FCCA, who has 

worked in the airline, energy and 

manufacturing sectors. He is now a 

restricted funds accountant at Christian 

Aid. Potten contacted AfID in 2011, 

as he wanted to put his accountancy 

skills to good use while taking a break 

from his job. He decided to accept 

a placement in Ghana with an NGO 

called Young People We Care (YPWC), a 

youth-focused organisation.

‘I wanted a change of direction 

and a little time out from the career 

ladder but doing something exciting 

As a qualified accountant, you decide 
you need a break from the routine but 
want to give something back. So you 
sign up to volunteer with Accounting 
for International Development 
(AfID), the global organisation that 
provides volunteering opportunities 
for accountants at non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs). You take up your 
placement on the other side of the 
world and then realise that you have 
found your calling, that this is what you 
want to be doing – not just as a career 
break but for the rest of your life.

This is the experience of many ACCA 

members who volunteer with AfID and 

never look back, ultimately leaving their 

corporate roles for long-term careers 

A change of direction
Taking a few months out of the regular job to work on a charity project can 
be such a rewarding experience that some professionals make it their life
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More information

Find out more about volunteer roles 
for accountants at afid.org.uk.

‘The work we do 
is inspiring and 

important, whereas 
at a large corporate 

you often feel 
like a small cog 
in a big wheel’

Amber Honey and colleagues 
at Children Might Foundation 
in Rwanda.

Having volunteered in 2017 for the 

Children Might Foundation in Rwanda, 

Honey now works for Farm Africa, an 

NGO operating in East Africa. ‘The 

work we do is inspiring and important, 

whereas at a large corporate you often 

feel like a small cog in a big wheel,’ she 

says. ‘I think that is the main difference 

from my previous job.’

Previously in risk advisory at Deloitte, 

Honey now faces different challenges 

but feels there is more opportunity 

to be creative and see her ideas 

implemented across an organisation. 

‘The work is definitely more difficult 

than it was at Deloitte, as there’s a lot of 

responsibility for management, direction 

and growth,’ she admits. ‘But with all the 

added responsibility, there is an inherent 

feeling that my opinion counts and that I 

am valued and heard.’

Different challenges
The financial management tasks 

faced by those working in NGOs are 

often quite different from those in 

the corporate world. They include 

managing donor funds, which typically 

come from international institutions 

such as the European Union and 

the United Nations, or from national 

governments. Each donor will have 

their own complex requirements about 

how their contracts should be managed 

and reported on. What they will and 

won’t pay for, and how the project 

will be funded, is key. The NGO, for 

example, may be expected to pay 

upfront for a programme (for which they 

will be reimbursed), which has huge 

ramifications for the NGO’s cashflow. 

Hence the need for financial expertise.

‘These issues create consequences for 

an organisation in terms of financial risk, 

sustainability and compliance,’ Potten 

says. ‘In such an operating environment, 

strong financial acumen, technical skills 

and in-depth sector understanding are 

much in demand.’

NGOs also seek experience in 

the case of full-time appointments. 

Volunteering gives a candidate an idea 

if the sector suits them and will impress 

recruiters. ‘A pro bono placement at 

a charity overseas holds a significant 

amount of weight in applications,’ 

explains AfID spokesperson Jessica 

Jackson. ‘It shows a clear interest and 

commitment to the sector that is just as 

valuable as qualifications.’

AfID proactively assists volunteers who 

want to move into NGOs. It works with 

more than 50 organisations – including 

Oxfam, Save the Children and ActionAid 

– to link up with finance professionals.

Using your skills for the benefit of 

others often involves some degree of 

sacrifice. Both Potten and Honey took 

pay cuts when they moved to the NGO 

sector, and the work can be challenging. 

‘You can be sitting in an office 

somewhere in Africa at 10pm, sifting 

through box after box of handwritten 

vouchers, trying to recreate a financial 

report that was submitted five years 

ago,’ says Potten. 

And Honey warns: ‘It’s not for the 

faint-hearted – you need to be resilient.’

The valuable and varied experience 

will certainly enhance any CV, but above 

all else comes the uplifting nature of the 

work. ‘Throughout the sector, wherever 

you are and whatever you work on, 

you will continue to be inspired by the 

people you meet,’ says Potten. 

Honey adds: ‘Test the waters with a 

volunteer stint first and be prepared not 

simply to change your career but also to 

change yourself in the process.’ AB

Matt Warner, journalist

36 Accounting and Business February/March 2020

AP_C_AfID.indd   36AP_C_AfID.indd   36 17/01/2020   13:2617/01/2020   13:26

www.afid.org.uk


Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omni lorem ipsum.

Boxout crosshead: doluptur, sequamust 

magni bera coribusdam et re nobist la 

dolore con re volorer spercit autem as 

rerum volut volorun.

Boxout crosshead: moditat urehend 

isciae. Gitae magnima ximporr 

undenimilit prem culpa dolore prae 

estrum rerem aborrup turiantion culpa 

doluptus lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.

Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omnoditat urehend isciae. 

Gitae magnima ximporr undenimilit 

prem culpa dolore prae estrum rerem 

aborrup turiantion culpa doluptus.

Ur, nihitiis mollaut rerum atum, core 

saerae cus aut que pos ex exerepe 

rroviducias es venet odit, simporum 

dolo el eaquidis corro blatios qui 

volupta quique dit estemperum 

doluptas et, vollam re que sus eum hit 

aut occusaecus essi omnihiciis et lorem 

ipsum dolor sit amet nunc.

The digital practitioner

Continuing her podcast series, Heather Smith FCCA, a digital practitioner based 
in Brisbane, Australia, talks about new careers and modern accounting practices. 
Listen at bit.ly/AB-pod-heather-smith.

The view from
Eva Low ACCA, senior consultant, EY Malaysia on how 
business is constantly evolving in a fast-moving economy

top priority and we should 

provide assurance on the 

value-adding proposals we 

deliver. One of our main 

goals is to maximise the 

client’s business operations 

and profit.  

ACCA provides a networking platform 
for more than 200,000 professional 
members globally. With it comes the 

possibility of being connected to these 

members for information and experience 

exchange, as well as to be mentored or 

to provide mentorship. Having access 

to information and feedback from 

counterparts from the other side of the 

world provides a wider perspective.

I believe I have not reached my biggest 
achievement yet. I have over four years 

of experience and I strongly believe 

that there are a lot more interesting 

and challenging areas that I have yet to 

explore, and hope to be able to do so in 

the coming years.   

My aspiration outside EY Malaysia 
is to explore entrepreneurship and 
the journey of establishing my own 
business. I have two dreams: I have 

always wanted to open a bakery, 

though I have tried to bake and failed 

miserably. I am also very keen to pursue 

event management, and I hope that my 

current role as a project manager will 

one day steer me in that direction. AB

I started out as a risk 
analyst with Deloitte 
Malaysia – not the typical 
route of an accounting 
graduate. I was blessed to 

be offered employment 

with Risk Advisory Deloitte 

after winning its annual Risk 

Intelligence Challenge (RIC) and was 

subsequently runner-up at the ASEAN 

RIC level. 

In all honesty, finance was not my 
first choice of industry. However, 

with experience, my interest was 

piqued by how finance is the 

backbone of an organisation. Even 

more interesting is how financial 

institutions play a crucial role in the 

economic ecosystem. 

The concept and fundamentals of 
business itself are constantly evolving 
in our fast-moving economy. Rapidly 

growing trends like digitalisation, 

artificial intelligence, big data, robotic 

process automation and data analytics 

will significantly impact business. These 

trends have sharply steered my career 

towards identifying how technology has 

an impact on my clients.

  

My aspiration in business is strongly 
inclined towards constantly improving 
both my soft and technical skills, and 
ensuring that my industry knowledge is 
up to date. Customer satisfaction is our 

BDO on Big Four’s heels
The strong organic performance of 

BDO in Singapore, coupled with 

‘spectacular’ growth in Pakistan, India 

and Indonesia, have helped propel 

the network’s global revenue to 

US$9.6bn for the 2019 financial year, 

representing year-on-year growth of 

10.1% at constant exchange rates. 

By region, Asia Pacific accounted 

for 12.4% of global revenue; the 

Americas 52.7%; and EMEA 34.9%. 

Along with Singapore, BDO firms in 

Australia, Chile, Lithuania, Mexico, 

the Netherlands, Peru, Romania and 

Saudi Arabia have all seen double-

digit growth.

APAC a revenue driver
Asia Pacific continues to be the 

fastest growing region at KPMG 

with revenue increase of 9.3% 

for the 2019 financial year, driven 

by a 14.1% growth in services 

provided by advisory. Investments 

in cybersecurity, blockchain, cloud-

based and technology tools and 

solutions, along with KPMG’s audit 

technology platform, KPMG Clara, 

are part of a growth strategy fuelling 

KPMG’s Asia-Pacific region’s ambition, 

announced last year, to double in size 

by 2023.

‘Ignoring the 
impact of 
climate change 
is not an option. 
Professional 
accountants 
must enable the 
transition to a low-
carbon economy.’ 

Source: IFAC CEO, Kevin Dancey
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Media headline

Ipsa pellore periaturui optamus, nest, 
soluptat quaspis solorum fugia nis 
dero www.accaglobal.com/ab

A new way of working
As the battle for talent intensifies, small and medium-sized accountancy practices are 
seeking out new ways of attracting the brightest recruits – and keeping them

Putting people first
The focus on staff sees many SMPs 

organise recreational acstivities, 

team outings and even holidays, 

as well as the chance to give back 

through participating in charity and 

community work. 

Voon Hann Chen, managing partner 

at CAS Malaysia, says his firm has 

created a relaxation and chatting area in 

its offices, while it has also introduced a 

merit point system for promoting good 

morale and positive teamwork.

Fateen Nur Hazila Binti Mohd Jalal, 

an auditor at CAS Malaysia, thinks 

belonging to a smaller firm also makes it 

easier for junior employees 

to have their voices heard. 

‘It allows us to voice 

our opinions more 

easily as there 

is less hierarchy 

compared to larger 

firms. Auditors are 

more comfortable 

raising issues directly to 

their senior manager or 

even a partner,’ she says.

Renganathan Kannan, partner 

at TraTax, says his firm puts a high 

emphasis on rewarding staff. ‘If staff 

perform very well after three years, as 

a reward, we send them to global tax 

conferences, which are attended by 

renowned tax experts,’ he says.

Alongside the different corporate 

culture, smaller accountancy practices 

From accelerated career progression 
to access to a broader range of clients, 
small and medium-sized accountancy 
practices (SMPs) offer significant 
opportunities to their staff.

While larger firms may be able to 

rely on their name to recruit talent, 

SMPs are becoming increasingly 

creative in distinguishing themselves 

to potential and existing employees. 

Some strive to offer enhanced career 

and training opportunities, with others 

focusing on staff wellbeing and a better 

work-life balance. 

Thomas Lee, partner at Lee, Au & 

Co, thinks corporate culture is one 

of the  key differentiating factors 

between SMPs and larger players in 

the accounting sector. ‘It is our top 

priority that all staff 

are highly valued 

and respected,’ 

he says. ‘We listen to 

their needs and they 

are encouraged 

to voice their thoughts. Boutique firms 

are also usually associated with a better 

work-life balance.’

Pierre Vanrenterghem, general 

manager at Rosemont Business Asia, 

agrees, saying that his firm is constantly 

working to improve employees’ work-

life balance. With this in mind, it has 

recently introduced work-from-home 

days and unlimited paid leave.

Vanrenterghem says the practice 

is highly beneficial in terms of both 

retaining and attracting staff, as well 

as increasing productivity. ‘In our 

experience, when employees enjoy a 

better balance of life and work, they are 

more productive. They are also keener 

to recommend their contacts, friends 

and former schoolmates 

come and join the team,’ 

he says.

Resourcing 2020

Watch a video on ensuring that 
your firm is adequately resourced 
at bit.ly/ab_resourcing.
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Life’s a holiday...
Rosemont Business Asia has introduced unlimited paid leave for its staff as an added 

inducement for top talent to join the firm. Under the policy, which was put in place at 

the end of 2018, senior staff can take as much time off as they want, as long as they 

continue to deliver on their projects. ‘We try to build trust with our team,’ explains 

Pierre Vanrenterghem, general manager at Rosemont Asia. ‘We check more on the 

achievement of the projects, rather than the amount of leave they have taken or 

whether or not they reach the office on time.’

While it is still early days, Vanrenterghem says that the perk is proving attractive to 

new joiners, adding that Rosemont Asia is proud to have introduced the innovative 

policy in an industry that is known for its conservativism.

Chen believes that SMPs also pay 

more attention to their employees’ 

careers. ‘We offer a structured career 

development programme with 

periodical performance appraisals,’ he 

says. ‘Employees have faster career 

advancement and promotion, and 

exposure to a variety of functional areas 

of the business.’

International exposure
Many SMPs also offer their staff overseas 

exposure. Vanrenterghem says that as 

a regional firm, staff at Rosemont Asia 

typically work on international matters 

every day. ‘As a result, they learn about 

other jurisdictions. We are in constant 

contact with our offices in Hong Kong, 

Vietnam and Thailand,’ he says.

Lee agrees that overseas exposure 

is one of the key benefits of working 

for an SMP. ‘We have clients across 

South and South-East Asia, and our 

staff get to travel to some exotic places 

to work. These are highly valuable life 

experiences,’ he says. Lee, Au & Co also 

collaborates with a firm in Delhi, with 

staff from both firms working together.

Another area in which SMPs are 

looking to distinguish themselves from 

their larger counterparts is in training.

‘In addition to in-house training 

and mentoring and some tuition 

reimbursement, we ensure our staff’s 

technical competencies, as well as all 

also offer staff more opportunities 

and exposure to different sectors and 

industries. Vanrenterghem says that 

this illustrates the more entrepreneurial 

approach that many SMPs take, with 

employees given greater responsibilities 

at an early stage of their career.

‘Larger firms have hierarchical 

structures that do not move easily, while 

SMPs will put you in contact with clients 

and challenge you,’ he says.

Kannan says TraTax is able to attract 

young talent because of the challenging 

work it carries out, enabling employees 

to work with high-level clients very early 

on in their career. ‘In the morning you 

will be servicing a government-linked 

organisation, probably in the afternoon 

you will be servicing a business. There 

is a great opportunity for different 

exposure,’ he says, adding that the firm 

also has a fast-track system under which 

accountants can become partners in 

under seven years.

The fact that SMPs typically have 

fewer staff also means that employees 

tend to be exposed to a greater variety 

of companies and sectors, while they 

may also have to take on a number of 

different roles within the firm.

‘Working in a smaller firm has 

benefited me in terms of experiencing a 

full audit cycle,’ says Fateen, adding that 

in larger firms, audit work tends to be 

more siloed. 

other soft skills, are properly developed 

and enhanced,’ Lee says. ‘We also assign 

an assistant to each of our professional 

staff so that they learn and be equipped 

with appropriate managerial skills to 

move up the career ladder.’

At TraTax, the focus is on tailoring 

development to the needs of the 

individual. ‘We support their studies and 

provide customised training because 

each employee has a calling to a 

different area,’ Kannan says. 

Meanwhile, CAS Malaysia offers staff 

a structured training programme for 

building competencies. This includes 

in-house and external technical training, 

as well as sponsoring professional study 

and paid exam leave.

Fateen certainly thinks her career 

will benefit from being at a smaller 

firm, pointing out that employees get 

the opportunity to hold management-

level positions much earlier. ‘This is an 

added value to our career development 

as we are gaining golden opportunities 

and knowledge beyond our role,’ 

she says.

Ultimately, says Vanrenterghem, SMPs 

value their employees as individuals 

more than larger firms. ‘In larger firms, 

all employees are replaceable,’ he says. 

‘In an SMP, your importance within the 

company will quickly grow.’ AB

Nicky Burridge, journalist

‘Larger firms 
have hierarchical 

structures that do 
not move easily, 
while SMPs will 

put you in contact 
with clients and 

challenge you’
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‘We have to be 
agile enough that 

as new issues 
arise, we are able 

to take them 
onto our agenda 

quickly and 
respond rapidly’
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2019
Chair of the IAASB

2012 

Vice president, strategy and policy 

research, then vice president, strategy, 

innovation and capital management, 

Fannie Mae in the US

2000
Executive officer to Paul Volcker, 

chairman of the trustees of the IFRS 

Foundation, then director of operations 

and later chief operating officer

1999
Executive director, CCS Fundraising, 

working on not-for-profit campaigns

1997
Master’s in public policy, 

Harvard Kennedy School

1995
Special assistant to the MD, Center for 

Strategic and International Studies

CVi

Thinking outside the box
The head of the IAASB, Tom Seidenstein, sees innovation, collaboration and agility 
as vital if the organisation is to address the disruption across the audit profession

The use of technology is also 

attracting attention. ‘We are dealing 

with technology issues in an incremental 

fashion right now,’ he says. ‘But we 

need to work with a broader set of 

stakeholders to understand what the 

world of audit and assurance could look 

like if things take a major step forward in 

the use of technology, machine learning 

and artificial intelligence.’

Broad interests
In helping the IAASB address such 

issues, Seidenstein brings his experience 

at the International Financial Reporting 

Standards (IFRS) Foundation, which he 

was instrumental in establishing. ‘We 

saw a lot of successes in terms of global 

IFRS adoption, and the International 

Accounting Standards Board evolved 

as an organisation. But it was also a 

period where we had some fundamental 

challenges. There were concerns post-

crisis about fair value, and about this 

new body and its accountability. ’

Seidenstein is also applying his 

experience gained at the leading 

provider of mortgage finance in the 

US, Fannie Mae, where he was in 

charge of strategy for seven years. ‘It 

became clear to me what it takes to 

create a crisp, clear strategy,’ he says. 

In Seidenstein’s view, having a clear 

strategy clarifies organisational goals 

externally and internally, ‘provides a 

lens’ for making choices about priorities 

in a world of limited capacity, and 

supports accountability. 

Innovation is likely to play a part in the 

IAASB’s future strategy. ‘Can we be more 

agile?’ Seidenstein asks. ‘Can we use 

collaboration tools to engage a broader 

Having taken the helm of the 
International Auditing and Assurance 
Standards Board (IAASB) last July, Tom 
Seidenstein recognises the challenges 
posed by the loss of trust in audit 
quality and the intense scrutiny the 
profession is experiencing. He intends 
to respond by embracing innovation 
while maintaining a commitment to 
high-quality standard-setting.

Unlike his predecessor, Professor 

Arnold Schilder, Seidenstein isn’t 

a member of the audit profession. 

Nevertheless, he sees strong markets, 

high-quality standards and a high-

quality profession as directly linked. ‘I 

believe the profession is essential to 

making our economies and markets 

work better,’ he says. ‘That will only 

occur if we are able to attract the best 

and brightest to the profession.

‘From my experience, millennials and 

the next generation are attracted to 

fields where there’s a sense of purpose 

and a pursuit of truth. Standard setters 

should enable that,’ he says. ‘We 

have to write standards that are clear, 

understandable and implementable. 

We also have to be agile enough that 

as new issues arise, we are able to 

respond rapidly.’

Seidenstein’s first priority is to ensure 

the IAASB has a work programme with 

the ‘right mix of projects’. This includes 

completing major revisions to standards 

and supporting the interpretation, 

application and improvement of 

standards. Within the mix, Seidenstein 

also wants to address emerging issues 

– including those ‘contributing to the 

expectation gap today’, with fraud and 

going concern being two hot topics. 

There are other emerging issues, too, 

such as how to tackle complexity, 

particularly for smaller entities, and how 

to deal with non-financial reporting, 

value reporting and integrated reporting. 

‘We have a project on emerging forms 

of external reporting, but we have been 

concerned not to stifle innovation in 

that space or point our ship towards one 

direction when the world may want to go 

elsewhere,’ Seidenstein says. 
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Basicsi

US$10.4m
IAASB’s allocated revenue for 2018, 

equivalent to 29% of IFAC’s US$35.8m 

total revenue for 2018

12
Number of IAASB direct staff, 

including 10 technical staff 

132
Jurisdictions using Clarified ISAs or 

committed to doing so

390
Outreach activities between 1 January 

2016 and 30 June 2019, in 44 countries

5
New and revised ISAs issued between 

1 January 2016 and 30 June 2019, 

alongside six exposure drafts and five 

consultation and discussion papers

economics of baseball, taught by Paul 

Volcker, with whom he became good 

friends. ‘It was through that relationship 

that I got involved with standard 

setting,’ Seidenstein says. When Volcker, 

who died in December 2019, was 

appointed chair of what became the 

IFRS Foundation, he asked Seidenstein 

to help set it up. The organisation 

changed hugely between 2001 and 

2012 when Seidenstein was director of 

operations and then chief operating 

officer. ‘When I started we had a staff of 

about 13 and a budget of £2.5m, and by 

the end the IFRS Foundation had a staff 

of 145 and a budget of £22m,’ he says.

Now Seidenstein’s attention is firmly 

focused on the audit sphere. Appointed 

for a three-year term, he has a clear 

vision of what success will look like at 

the end of this period: ‘That our board 

is viewed as responsive in tackling 

issues of major public interest; that 

we have made the standard-setting 

process a little more approachable 

for a wider group of stakeholders; 

and that people view the product we 

put out as appropriately complex – or 

sufficiently non-complex – for the users 

of those standards.’ 

Seidenstein is aiming high: ‘We 

should shoot for a profession of which 

everyone is proud,’ he says. ‘We should 

be absolutely clear that we are going 

to make people proud by being 100% 

committed to quality and the public 

interest. If you are a newly qualified 

auditor or an auditor with 10 years’ 

experience or at the end of your career, 

you should be proud of what you are 

doing. That’s the sign of whether we 

have been successful.’ AB

Sarah Perrin, journalist

there. You have to be willing to put 

things out in beta format and let people 

test them. It’s about an agile process 

in the build-up to a standard – lots of 

user testing, lots of iteration and long-

term acceptance of the willingness to 

fail now and then.’

Seidenstein also wants to see whether 

the IAASB could have ‘more tools in 

our tool chest’ alongside standards, 

such as a new improvements process 

or interpretations capability. He is also 

interested in ‘closer interaction with the 

official ecosystem’. For example, could 

the IAASB work more efficiently with the 

International Ethics Standards Board 

for Accountants or make better use of 

national standard setters? ‘Could the 

combination of securities regulators and 

audit inspectors, accounting standard 

setters and audit standard setters work 

more tightly together – so it’s not just 

about regular meetings but providing a 

continuous feedback loop?’ he asks.

There’s no doubting Seidenstein’s 

‘commitment to the mission’ and his 

desire to ensure that the audit and 

assurance profession is a valued one. He 

was also attracted to the role because 

it allows him to engage ‘in a global 

policy environment’. Seidenstein has 

undergraduate and post-graduate 

degrees in public policy and having 

‘a career with meaning’ is important. 

‘The role of public service has always 

been the driver of personal ambition 

for me,’ he says. ‘To me, public policy 

challenges are interesting both because 

of the potential impact but also the 

complexity: the problems associated 

with public policy issues are multifaceted 

and require you to navigate lots of 

different challenges along the way.’

Sliding doors
Seidenstein became highly involved 

in the accounting and auditing sphere 

because of a ‘sliding-doors moment’: 

his decision to take a course on the 

stakeholder group and get input not 

just in the exposure draft and formal 

consultation period, but throughout in 

an iterative fashion?’ Seidenstein wants 

to remove ‘barriers to entry’ that could 

dissuade wider stakeholders, including 

the general public, from commenting 

on issues. He also sees value in cross-

sector collaboration – for example, 

learning from the technology or start-up 

community in terms of ‘how they operate 

and what technologies are coming on 

that could impact the audit profession’.

Other lessons could be learnt 

from the tech sector, Seidenstein 

believes, particularly the willingness to 

experiment and fail. ‘We must be willing 

to try new approaches to solve issues of 

public interest, rather than seeing long, 

three-year projects as the only way,’ he 

says. ‘You have to find sandboxes and 

be willing to allow people to experiment 

Audit thoughts

Watch Tom Seidenstein talk about 
his plans at our virtual conference, at 
accaglobal.com/AFF2019.
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Luxury retail collapses
Sales of luxury goods in Hong Kong fell 

by 43.5% in the 11 months to November 

2019, despite the hoped-for pick up in 

the traditionally buoyant pre-Christmas 

season. Overall retail performance 

shrunk by 23.6% year-on-year to 

HK$30bn, according to data from the 

Census and Statistics Department. A 

government spokesperson told the 

South China Morning Post the near-term 

outlook continues to hinge on how local 

unrest evolves. ‘Ending violence and 

restoring social order are essential to the 

recovery of the retail trade and indeed 

that of the whole economy,’ he said. 

Trade contracts 
Trade in Asia Pacific contracted during 

2019, declining in value and volume 

for the first time since the 2009 global 

crisis. Total export volume fell by 

2.5%, while import volume decreased 

by 3.5%. Oil-exporting economies 

such as Iran and Indonesia, as well as 

Japan, Singapore and Hong Kong, 

suffered some of the largest declines 

in export volume. According to the 

United Nations Economic and Social 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific, 

positive trade growth may return in 2020 

but economies still face downside risks 

due to US-China trade tensions.

79% 
of finance leaders 
report investors 
increasingly want 
more insight into 
company culture.
Source: EY

The view from
Haiyu Mao FCCA, assistant finance manager, NTT DATA, 
Tokyo, and speaker of human, data and finance languages

to help each other. I also 

interact with overseas group 

company treasurers, and 

exchange ideas with CFOs 

at our annual conference. 

I really appreciate Japanese 
culture and food. The 

Japanese language has many honorifics 

and polite forms (‘keigo’ in Japanese), 

which are elements of language that 

show respect or empathy for others. 

This is very important in Japanese 

culture, particularly in a business 

environment. Coming from China, it was 

not an easy adjustment for me at first, 

but I really appreciate it. 

My biggest achievement is to solve 
problems by speaking three very 
different kinds of language. I interact 

with my colleagues by speaking 

Japanese, English and Chinese; I 

communicate with data to make 

forecasts by using programming 

languages; and I understand financial 

transactions and positions because I 

have accounting knowledge.

My career goal is to become the CFO 
of an NTT DATA group company or 
high-tech startup. The business would 

need to be a provider of cutting-edge 

solutions such as blockchain.

Reading, studying new languages, 
playing piano, watching movies, 
playing VR games and travelling are 
some of my hobbies. Because NTT 

DATA offers flexible working and 

encourages employees to take holidays, 

I have plenty of time for my interests. AB

I was born in Changchun, 
a city in north-east China, 
and studied international 
accounting at Jilin 
University. Later I obtained 

a PhD in technology 

management for innovation 

from the University of Tokyo. 

After my PhD, I joined the finance 
department of NTT DATA. A major 

challenge in the data management 

industry is how to ensure the security 

of individual and enterprise data. NTT 

DATA is expanding its global business 

and needs people with international 

experience who speak English well.

A good finance manager needs a 
strong educational background, good 
knowledge of accounting and statistics, 
and good communication and 
interpersonal skills. The best finance 

manager is one who can derive new 

insights for the CFO and create value 

for the company. 

Key aspects of my current role 
include liquidity management, foreign 
exchange risk management, improving 
global cash management, and 
presenting at the annual global CFO 
conference. I also undertake short-term 

cash forecasting, meeting payment 

obligations, mitigating FX risks for our 

headquarters and executing group 

finance loans for overseas companies.

What I enjoy most about my job is the 
energetic and international working 
environment. My colleagues are 

passionate people who are always ready 
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Smart’s true nectar
Urszula Pajdzik ACCA explains how accountants can guide organisations in 
developing smart working options that are sustainable additions to business value

Company accountants are often 

involved in IT upgrades, such 

as systems handling employee 

expenses, procurement or revenue 

recognition. Such investments aim to 

reduce the time spent in processing 

information while also increasing its 

accuracy and availability. However, 

when implementing an IT solution, 

accountants should consider the impact 

it will have across the business. 

In his seminal study of resistance to 

change in corporate settings, published 

in the late 1960s, Harvard Business 

The role of accountants in business 
is transforming, and as finance teams 
across industries strive to become 
leaner and more agile they are often 
told to ‘work smarter, not harder’. 

The goal of working smarter is about 

adding value to the organisation by 

raising productivity – performing faster, 

better and cheaper. However, there is 

also a risk that ‘work smarter’ initiatives 

may end up as little more than the 

cutting of corners and glossing over 

of details – an optimisation of quantity 

at the expense of quality. Accountants 

need to ensure that campaigns to work 

smarter genuinely add value to the 

business and take into account its long-

term success. 

Nowadays, the pressure to become 

more agile is on every team in the 

business, finance included. Technologies 

including artificial intelligence, machine 

learning, blockchain and big data 

present both a challenge and an 

opportunity. Accountants are perfectly 

placed within the business to ensure 

that agile initiatives raise productivity in 

a sustainable way.
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More information

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

Change checklist 
The key points in assessing agile working options are: 

* Do not ignore the intangible social fabric within the company, and make sure to 

understand interdependencies between teams. Countering resistance from an 

unhappy workforce will cost time and money, both of which are scarce resources 

that should not be wasted.

* Working smarter should not be about getting things done faster by burning 

out the organisation’s best performers. The transfer of knowledge within teams 

needs to take place continuously – it will enable all team members to perform at 

their best and fuel overall productivity. 

* Initiatives for working smarter do not require office partitions to be torn down. 

Improving processes and shedding activities that don’t add value may be much 

easier to implement and far more beneficial than reconfiguring the workspace.

their skills and expertise are too much in 

demand. As everyone wants to get hold 

of them to tap into their knowledge, 

talented employees end up not only 

having to complete their own work but 

also to assist with the workload of their 

colleagues. The work is done in a ‘smart’ 

way only because it has all been piled – 

again – onto the same individual.

Working smart is not smart at all if 

it is about exhausting the most scarce 

and valuable resource a company has 

to create value: talented employees 

who care. Modern accountants are 

knowledge workers whose rise was 

predicted by management consultant 

Peter Drucker. Knowledge workers not 

only require years of formal education, 

but are also expected to continue 

learning throughout their careers. 

Devising ways that more skilled and 

experienced colleagues can share 

their expertise without compromising 

their own workload needs to be on the 

agenda if teams are to work smarter and 

become more productive.

Cost-consciousness
The good news for cost-conscious 

budget holders is that working smarter 

does not have to be all about investing 

into complex or expensive work 

environments and reconfigurations. 

School professor Paul Lawrence found 

that what people resist most is the 

social aspect of how their work changes. 

Their concerns are not so much about 

learning new skills as about not wanting 

to have their established relationships 

with colleagues disturbed or altered. 

There is no doubt that introducing 

new technology is a step in the right 

direction towards working smarter. 

But it is important to watch out for the 

complex web of social relations that 

exists in every organisation. Fear of 

losing authority, power and control, or 

resistance to increased transparency, 

are enough to derail the most ambitious 

plans for transforming the business. 

Don’t punish productivity
The navigation of behavioural resistance 

is one issue to consider in assessing how 

to work smarter. Another is the need to 

avoid punishing productivity. Writing 

on the topic of employee burnout, 

Bain consultant Eric Garton argues 

that the phenomenon is a common 

one, responsible for an estimated 

US$125bn to US$190bn a year in 

healthcare spending in the US, but one 

that companies tend to treat as a talent 

management or personal issue rather 

than a broader organisational challenge. 

He says that many talented managers 

suffer from burnout simply because 

Many talented 
managers suffer 

from burnout 
simply because 
their skills and 

expertise are too 
much in demand

For years, the holy grail of open-space 

design was increased productivity and 

collaboration. However, a 2018 study 

by Harvard University professors Ethan 

Bernstein and Stephan Turban at the 

global headquarters of two Fortune 500 

multinationals showed that redesigning 

traditional offices as open spaces 

reduced face-to-face collaboration 

between co-workers by 70% and had an 

overall negative impact on productivity. 

There is more than an office’s physical 

walls keeping employees from achieving 

their full potential: red tape, internal 

politics and unending meetings for the 

sake of meetings are also critical factors. 

Moving towards working smarter should 

start with a thorough and honest review 

of current processes. Investing in a 

smart office certainly has value, but 

eliminating unnecessary bureaucracy 

and rooting out activities that don’t 

add value are far more likely to deliver 

greater productivity more quickly and at 

less expense. AB

Urszula Pajdzik ACCA is a financial 

accountant working in the media sector.
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Right on track
Making it to the C-suite is the pinnacle of a corporate career. Here, we fi nd 
out what you can do to boost your chances of reaching CFO level

relinquished a senior role at a Fortune 

100 fi rm to accept the top fi nance 

job at a much smaller organisation. 

He was an example of a successful 

executive ‘who expertly manages their 

career while also remaining vigilant for 

emerging opportunities’. 

Know your industry
While there’s more than one way to 

reach the C-suite, some patterns 

emerged among the CFOs Frangos 

interviewed. ‘Being willing to do lots of 

different jobs and taking on assignments 

no one else wants was a common story,’ 

she says.

What does it take to make it to the 
top of the corporate ladder? Executive 
leadership and development expert 
Cassandra Frangos heard this question 
so many times during her work 
with leadership aspirants at global 
companies that she decided to write a 
book about it.

But even she can’t say for sure 

because the short answer is: it’s 

different for everybody. For the CFO 

role specifi cally, however, there are 

some well-worn paths. For instance, 

69% of Fortune 100 CFOs have been 

promoted internally, according to 

management consultancy Russell 

Reynolds Associates, so a solid 

grounding with your current company 

might be a good place to start.

In order to move forward, some 

take a step back. In one case cited 

in Frangos’s book, Crack the C-Suite 
Code, Kelly Kramer left a 20-year career 

at GE to accept a role as a senior 

vice president, corporate fi nance, at 

technology conglomerate Cisco, on 

the understanding that she was on a 

succession path. Three years later she 

was elevated to CFO.

Entrepreneurial types may take 

‘the path with a riskier profi le’, as Frangos 

puts it, citing a banking CFO who 
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‘In today’s market, being a successful 

CFO means being able to understand 

and speak the language of business in a 

way that resonates with all types of key 

stakeholders, while filtering operational 

and global considerations through a 

financial lens to drive overall company 

growth,’ she says.

Accrued experience
In addition to understanding the 

numbers, Lam says accrued leadership 

experience is a reliable path to 

learning the general skills needed 

for the role, such as how to take the 

initiative, develop strategy and ideas, 

and manage people and teams, ‘all 

while learning about the different 

departments, such as marketing, 

operations, HR and sales’.

So, what has the CFO journey 

involved for some ACCA members?

Motivated by his personal motto, 

‘work hard on yourself, harder than 

your work’, Vincent Lim FCCA, CFO 

at Datalogic in Singapore, always 

envisaged himself in a future role.

‘When I was a regional accountant at 

Hewlett Packard, I wanted to become 

a finance manager,’ he explains. ‘Every 

day I would work hard to train myself for 

a higher role.’ Within a few years he’d 

stepped up to a regional controller’s 

position with Sony Ericsson, before 

moving to Motorola where he became 

sub-regional CFO after five years. Still 

working towards his ultimate goal, Lim 

progressed to be CFO for Asia Pacific 

and board member of most subsidiaries, 

which carried even more responsibility.

Education is important, he stresses. 

‘While an MBA may be sufficient to 

be a regional CFO, the need to think 

critically challenges me to advance 

into academic study,’ explains Lim, 

who is currently a PhD candidate with 

Singapore Management University.

Building a professional network is 

another strategy followed by Lim, who 

Frangos advises getting ‘deep inside’ 

the business you are in. ‘You should be 

seen as a key industry expert, as well as 

the financial expert,’ she says. 

Future finance leaders have ‘got to be 

modern, keep their technical knowledge 

up to date and be willing to reinvent 

themselves constantly’, Frangos adds. 

‘And find yourself a sponsor – someone 

who not only mentors and supports you 

from the sidelines, but is an active ally.’ 

Elaine Lam, associate director of 

recruitment specialist Robert Half Hong 

Kong, agrees that while there isn’t a 

definitive path for a CFO, the skills 

picked up along the way are crucial.

is actively involved in ACCA events. 

He currently serves as chairman of 

the ACCA Singapore SME Finance 

Transformation Committee and is 

a member of the ACCA Singapore 

Network Panel. 

Lim has also incorporated ‘non-

traditional elements’ into his 

professional development. To build 

up his confidence at public speaking 

– a skill he regards as ‘crucial’ for the 

CFO role – Lim joined Toastmasters 

International. ‘When I speak to board 

members, investors, major customers or 

even my team, this experience helps me 

tremendously,’ he says.

In addition, Lim practises martial arts 

and plays music. While these ‘may not 

seem relevant’ to accounting work, 

Lim finds that the discipline learned 

from martial arts has ‘influenced my 

management style and helped me to 

progress’, while music ‘allows my mind 

to calm during a difficult work situation’.

Meanwhile, Desmond Britland FCCA 

is in his first role at the top, as CFO at 

Micromine in Western Australia. After 

qualifying in South Africa and moving 

to London, he worked in EY’s advisory 

practice but felt that the accounting 

firms weren’t for him. 

‘Even then, I was aspiring to my 

dream role, which was to be head of 

finance/CFO,’ Britland says. ‘So I went 

into commerce.’

‘You need to take 
ownership – get 

more experience 
and say, right, I’ll 

take that on’
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Tips for the top job
Elaine Lam, associate director at Robert Half Hong Kong, offers these tips for finance 

professionals who are aspiring to reach CFO level:

* Build relationships. A CFO needs to be a clear communicator who is capable of 

both giving direction and accepting expert opinion. They must be able to build 

bridges and connect with their employees as valued stakeholders. 

* Be tech savvy. Success won’t hinge on developing proficiency in specific tech 

skills, but you will need to identify talented transformative teams who can bring 

technical expertise that complements the CFO’s digital leadership direction. 

* Pursue higher qualifications. The career pyramid gets very narrow at the top, 

and there will be no shortage of suitable candidates for any CFO vacancy. Be 

willing to invest in continuous professional development to unlock doors and 

business opportunities around the world. 

* Expand your horizons. Taking on diverse projects and responsibilities, changing 

organisations to gain industry acumen or working overseas for international 

experience build attributes critical for the CFO role, while also honing softer skills 

like adaptability, problem solving and leadership capabilities.  

Chan says. ‘I was ready to learn things, 

never shy to ask difficult questions or 

challenge the status quo.’

By picking up on his mentors’ 

strengths and working styles, while also 

establishing fundamental knowledge 

of the logistics business, Chan was 

preparing himself for his future role. 

‘I’m constantly learning and evolving 

the skills that I had learned from these 

mentors,’ he says.

Chan adds that he ‘placed a lot of 

effort in getting my education right’. 

‘Make use of the knowledge you gain 

from your professional qualifications and 

postgraduate education to add value 

to your career,’ he advises, adding that 

you should ‘position yourself as a valued 

business partner – someone who can 

be counted on to explain how finances 

affect the company’s future, is willing 

to take up the next business challenge 

while leveraging technological tools 

such as data analytics to move the 

business forward. 

‘This is the new role for the finance 

executive today,’ Chan concludes. 

‘Churning out reports and updates is not 

sufficient anymore. Now, you have to be 

ready for the next industry disruption 

and project the numbers forward, 

working hand in hand with your CEO.’ AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

While progressing through various 

senior roles in the UK, Britland’s goal 

was ‘to get as much experience as I 

could’, leveraging his love of technology 

and processes to improve efficiency. 

When offered his ‘dream job’ at 

Micromine Australia in 2016, he was 

happy to relocate to the other side of 

the world. 

Ditch the comfort zone
Britland advises others aspiring to the 

top job to ‘get out of your comfort 

zone’ and take on career development 

opportunities. ‘In accounting, if you 

don’t put your hand up, no one’s going 

to guide you on that path,’ Britland 

says. ‘You need to take ownership – get 

more experience and say, right, I’ll take 

that on.’

Be open to learning, too, he adds. 

‘You’re not going to progress unless 

you have the experience for the next 

role. I always knew that the only way 

to succeed was by realising what skills 

you need to build on.’ ACCA attracted 

Britland because apart from CPD 

training, it ‘makes you think differently’ 

to become a better manager. ‘It’s also 

about ethics, due diligence and code 

of conduct. You have to make sure you 

have the professional competence for 

any role or task,’ he adds. 

Kenneth Chan FCCA, CFO at 

Hong Kong-based IFB International 

Freightbridge, a global logistics 

company, has found mentors to be his 

most powerful ally.

‘If you find someone who is successful, 

tell them what you need and explain 

what you can bring to the table,’ 

he advises. ‘Observe the way they 

work; pick up on what they’re good 

at and why people respect them. Put 

yourself forward to assist them during 

meetings, so you can experience first 

hand how they operate and what makes 

them so successful.’

Rather than setting out specifically 

to be a CFO, Chan wanted to see the 

world, joining a management training 

programme with shipping company 

Maersk because of the opportunities for 

international secondment. ‘As I moved 

from country to country and worked 

under different CFOs, I tried to develop 

a teacher/student relationship with each 

of them to strengthen my network,’ 

‘I was ready to 
learn things, never 
shy to ask difficult 

questions or 
challenge the 

status quo’
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Ticket to ride
The presentation of profi t or loss faces major changes as 
the IASB’s primary fi nancial statements project reaches 
the exposure draft milestone. Adam Deller explains

new standards in revenue, fi nancial 

instruments, insurance contracts and 

leases. But before embarking on the 

next part of the journey, the IASB is 

looking to slow down a little so that it 

can deal with any maintenance needs.

As this column has mentioned over 

and over, the central theme for the IASB 

is ‘better communication in fi nancial 

reporting’. The direction of the major 

consultations in 2020 highlight this 

thread. At the recent Meet the Experts 

conference in London, IASB board 

member Nick Anderson said: ‘The 

common theme is about maintaining 

and strengthening the relevance of 

fi nancial reporting.’ 

Of these ongoing consultations, one 

of the most far reaching is the primary 

fi nancial statements project. A top 

priority for investors for a number of 

years, this consistently ranks high in 

agenda consultations, but the magical 

mystery tour has fi nally arrived at the 

point where an exposure draft has been 

issued. It proposes a number of changes 

to the layout of fi nancial statements.

Income statement
The most signifi cant change is likely 

to be the introduction of three newly 

defi ned subtotals. The IASB chairman 

Hans Hoogervorst recently said: ‘One 

of the reasons why non-GAAP became 

so popular is that we ourselves have not 

provided much structure to the income 

statement.’ The IASB is not content to 

let it be, and it is hoped that the primary 

fi nancial statements project’s expanded 

guidance may lead to a decrease in the 

use of non-GAAP measures. 

Every month I write this column from 
Liverpool, in the UK. Two things have 
dominated the city’s cultural landscape 
over recent years. First, it is the 
birthplace of the Beatles – sadly, this 
has little relevance to the world of 
fi nancial reporting, although getting 
any new legislation over the line often 
involves a ‘long and winding road’. So it 
is the second of these that we will focus 
on: the city’s obsession with football. 

The managers of Liverpool Football 

Club can become so well known that 

their comments make the news. One 

of the most recent managers, Brendan 

Rodgers, declared that managing the 

club was like ‘building an aircraft while 

fl ying it’. That is often the case with 

fi nancial reporting. A day in the life of 

a standards-setter involves constantly 

responding to an ever-changing 

corporate landscape.

That is the current status of a 

great many developments within the 

International Accounting Standards 

Board (IASB). The board has introduced 

The aim is to 
ensure tomorrow’s 
accounting needs 
are not hindered 

by yesterday’s 
presentation 

requirements
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fi nancing sections. The information 

contained in these two sections 

is currently commonly shown as 

investment income and fi nance costs, 

with limited additional detail. 

* The investing section will contain 

income from investments 

generating returns separately from 

the ‘core’ business, splitting them 

into the different types of income. 

* The financing section will also detail 

more lines, identifying the different 

types of interest expenses and 

income. The IASB believes there is 

an important difference between 

the variety of finance cost items 

such as the unwinding of discounts 

and simple interest on debt, 

which should be reflected in the 

statement. While this will make the 

statement of profit or loss longer, 

the disaggregation should produce 

more useful information.

Statement of cashflows
There are also proposed changes to 

the statement of cashfl ows. Now the 

IASB is proposing a set defi nition of 

operating profi t, it is recommendation 

is that the indirect reconciliation should 

begin at this operating profi t line, rather 

than beginning at profi t before tax and 

removing the investment income and 

fi nance costs. Further to this, there are 

proposals to remove the classifi cation 

The fi rst subtotal being defi ned 

is operating profi t. This isn’t a new 

concept, but it is one where there can 

be signifi cant discrepancies. As part 

of the development of its proposals, 

the IASB sampled 100 sets of company 

fi nancial statements. Of these, 63 

showed some form of operating 

profi t subtotal, but closer inspection 

revealed nine different alternatives for 

the calculation. The IASB is therefore 

proposing a set defi nition of this 

subtotal, with the operating section 

containing all income and expenses 

from an entity’s main business activities. 

While this seems sensible enough, 

there is another change in this section. 

An entity that generates any income or 

expenses from investments or fi nancing 

activities as part of its main business 

activities would record such items within 

operating profi t. This places such items 

in the same section as other operating 

costs, rather than in investment income 

or fi nance costs as is currently the case. 

Three more sections follow this 

operating section of the statement of 

profi t or loss. The fi rst is a single line, 

relating to integral associates and joint 

ventures, which will be followed by 

another subtotal – for operating profi t 

and share of profi t or loss of integral 

associates and joint ventures. This has 

been contentious, with many a hard 

day’s night spent on working out what 

is integral and what is non-integral. 

Currently, the IASB is defi ning one of 

these as integral if its disposal is likely to 

impact underlying operating profi ts. 

In addition to their separation in 

the statement of profi t or loss, they 

would be separated in the statement of 

cashfl ows and the statement of fi nancial 

position. Investments in integral and 

non-integral associates or joint ventures 

would be shown in separate lines in 

both statements.

Below this subtotal, we come to the 

two new sections, the investing and 

The IASB 
proposes to define 

management 
performance 
measures as 
subtotals of 
income and 

expenses
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More information

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

manager, I’ll end it with one from 

probably the club’s most famous 

manager of all. Bill Shankly once said: 

‘Some people think football is a matter 

of life and death. I don’t like that 

attitude. I can assure them it is much 

more serious than that.’

Financial reporting may not carry 

the same passion or importance, but 

it is essential to the business world 

that financial statements maintain their 

relevance. While this exposure draft 

may not lead to a revolution, it is likely 

to change the presentation of the 

statement of profit or loss in a major way. 

The projected conclusion to the project 

is a new standard replacing IAS 1, 

Presentation of Financial Statements. 

It would also have an impact on many 

other accounting standards, so will be a 

significant change.

The steps proposed by the IASB 

are another step in getting better 

information to help the users. The aim 

is to improve comparability, to produce 

clearer disclosure and ultimately to 

produce a clearly understandable 

picture for users. 

There are certainly going to be 

significant developments along the 

journey in the financial reporting world 

and the work being done now on the 

aircraft is designed to ensure that 

tomorrow’s accounting needs are not 

hindered by yesterday’s presentation 

requirements.

As always, the IASB is happy to 

accept a little help from its friends on 

the journey, and comments can be 

made on the exposure draft until 30 

June 2020. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

options for interest and dividends in 

the statement of cashflows. Currently, 

interest paid and dividends paid could 

be recorded in operating or financing 

activities, whereas interest received and 

dividends received can be shown in 

operating or investing activities.

Under the IASB’s proposals for non-

financial entities, the interest paid and 

the dividends paid would be required 

to be shown within financing activities, 

whereas the interest received and the 

dividends received would be reflected 

in investing activities. 

Disclosure items
Under the proposals, entities would be 

required to disclose unusual income 

and expenses in a single note to the 

accounts. The exposure draft defines 

unusual income and expenses as 

income and expenses with limited 

predictive value. This means it is 

reasonable to expect that items similar 

in type and value will not arise for 

several future accounting periods. The 

disclosure would explain the event, the 

amount and where it has been recorded 

in the financial statements.

In addition, the IASB proposes to 

define management performance 

measures (MPMs) as ‘subtotals of 

income and expenses that: 

* are used in public communications 

outside financial statements

* complement totals or subtotals 

specified by IFRS Standards

* communicate to users of financial 

statements management’s 

view of an aspect of an entity’s 

performance’.

These would have to be disclosed in a 

single note to the financial statements. 

So that we can work it out, there will also 

be a requirement to reconcile the MPM 

to the most directly comparable total or 

subtotal specified by IFRS Standards.

Having started this column with 

a quote from a recent Liverpool FC 
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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

US agriculture and seafood products, 

including meat, poultry and infant 

formula. In addition, the agreement 

will block China from devaluing China’s 

renminbi currency to aid its exporters.

Technology tax breaks
The Chinese government has 

announced tax breaks, effective from 

1 January 2020, for selected imported 

equipment and equipment parts 

deemed essential to help China develop 

important technologies. According to 

the China State Taxation Administration, 

import tariffs and VAT will be waived for 

the purchase of products such as civilian 

helicopters and high throughput micro-

chip production systems. 

Malaysia

Sustainable road map
Securities Commission Malaysia (SC) 

has released a road map of policies 

designed to boost sustainable 

and responsible investments (SRI) 

in Malaysian capital markets. The 

SC has also released a revised SRI 

sukuk (Islamic bonds) framework, 

expanding the list of eligible SRI 

sukuk projects, enhancing disclosure 

and reporting requirements, and 

clarifying the role of external reviewers 

in assessing compliance with 

Malaysian rules. 

New investor guidance
The SC has issued new guidelines 

on issuing corporate bonds and 

sukuk to retail investors. It has also 

released new guidance on how 

unlisted capital market products can 

Hong Kong SAR

Penalties waived
The Hong Kong government will waive 

late tax payment penalties for one 

year should taxpayers facing financial 

difficulties during the current economic 

contraction request help from the 

Inland Revenue Department. The 

assistance covers corporate as well as 

individual taxpayers.

All change for ESG
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange will 

change its environmental, social and 

governance (ESG) reporting rules 

and guidance for financial years 

starting on 1 July 2020. There will 

be mandatory board statements 

setting out ESG policies; an insistence 

that companies apply material, 

quantitative and consistent standards 

to ESG reports; a requirement that 

companies disclose significant 

climate-related issues; and 

improvements to the use of relevant key 

performance indicators.

Debt issues targeted
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange is 

consulting on plans to change listing 

rules for debt issues to professional 

investors. It is planning to raise issuer 

minimum net assets from HK$100m 

(US$12.8m) to HK$1bn (US$128m); a 

minimum issuance size of HK$100m; a 

requirement that issuers state in listing 

documents they are only targeting 

professional investors; a rule that 

listing documents are published on the 

exchange’s website on the listing date; 

and more.  

OFC in the spotlight
The Securities and Futures Commission 

(SFC) is consulting on plans to reform 

its open-ended fund companies (OFC) 

rules. The SFC wants to allow licensed 

or registered securities brokers to act 

as custodians for private OFCs and 

allow private OFCs to issue loans, plus 

shares and debentures of Hong Kong 

private companies. 

DTA agreements inked
Avoidance of double taxation 

agreements struck with Cambodia and 

Estonia came into force in December 

2019, following ratification. 

Mainland China

Renminbi issuance agreed
The People’s Bank of China is to issue 

renminbi bills through the Central 

Moneymarkets Unit of the Hong Kong 

Monetary Authority. 

US deal gets under way
The Chinese government has 

suspended the introduction of 

planned increases of tariffs on US 

imports that were scheduled to be 

introduced on 15 December 2019, 

following the striking of the first 

phase of a comprehensive trade deal 

between the US and China. Shelved 

tariffs include duties on US-made 

vehicle parts and automobiles. 

China will allow US financial service 

providers to compete with Chinese 

counterparts in a fair marketplace 

without discriminatory barriers set by 

the Chinese government. China will 

also eliminate non-tariff barriers to 
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Hong Kong forges taxation agreement with Macau
Hong Kong has signed an avoidance of double taxation agreement (DTA) with its 

neighbour Macau, designed to boost trade and investment in the Guangdong-Hong 

Kong-Macau Greater Bay Area. The deal will ensure that any Macau tax paid by 

Hong Kong residents earning income from Macau will be a tax credit in Hong Kong 

and vice versa for Macau residents. Also, profits earned by Hong Kong residents in 

Macau from cross-boundary shipping and air and land transport will not be taxed 

in Macau; and teachers or researchers employed in Hong Kong and who work at an 

educational or research institution in Macau shall be exempt from tax in Macau for 

three years, if they pay tax in Hong Kong. 

The DTA will benefit Hong Kong 
residents working in Macau.

On alert
The Singapore Stock Exchange (SGX) 

is considering improvements to its 

financial watch-list, alerting investors 

about financially weak companies. 

The SGX will consider whether such 

listings should be affected by non-

recurrent income or revenue generated 

outside standard business activities, 

and whether an auditor has issued an 

adverse or disclaimed audit opinion, 

for instance. 

Bonds get working group
The SGX has established a working 

group to review the country’s retail 

bonds regulations, focusing on listings 

admission criteria, obligations of issuers 

and protecting bondholders during 

defaults or restructuring. 

be issued without explicit commission 

approval, under its ‘lodge and 

launch’ framework. And the commission 

has released advice on sales 

practices for selling unlisted capital 

market products.

Focus on financial crime
Bank Negara Malaysia has issued 

comprehensive guidance for 

financial institutions on how they 

should comply with Malaysian rules 

on anti-money laundering; combating 

the financing of terrorism; and 

implementing targeted financial 

sanctions. The bank has also released 

new planned requirements on how 

financial institutions should use 

fintech to check the bona fides of new 

customers using electronic know-your-

customer (eKYC) procedures. 

Insurance rules
Bank Negara Malaysia has released 

planned rules on valuing insurance 

and takaful (Islamic insurance) 

liabilities, so that such policies are 

properly underwritten. The new 

requirements would clarify the roles 

and responsibilities of boards, senior 

management and actuaries; internal 

governance and management of data; 

and reporting requirements. 

Investigation framework
The Inland Revenue Board of Malaysia 

has unveiled a tax investigation 

framework that details the rights of 

its investigators, and the rights and 

responsibilities of taxpayers and 

their agents.

Singapore

GST guidance
The Inland Revenue Service of 

Singapore has released new 

guidance on GST tax returns, focusing 

on imported services. 

Insurance under scrutiny
The Monetary Authority of Singapore 

(MAS) has established an Insurance 

Culture and Conduct Steering 

Committee – working with the General 

Insurance Association of Singapore, 

the Life Insurance Association and the 

Singapore Reinsurers’ Association – to 

improve conduct by Singapore insurers. 

Standards amended
The Accounting Standards Council has 

issued amendments to Singaporean 

financial reporting standards covering 

interest rate benchmarking, with the 

new rules effective for annual reporting 

periods beginning on 1 January. AB

 

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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Who’s in charge?
Establishing who is the agent and who is the principal in a business transaction is a key 
challenge when implementing IFRS 15. Jianming (Steve) Chen ACCA sheds some light

summary, the entity controls the good/

service (and is therefore the principal) if 

the following apply: 

* The entity is primarily responsible 

for fulfilling the promise to provide 

the goods or services.

* The entity bears inventory risk both 

before and after the goods have 

been ordered by a customer. For 

example, a car dealer may have 

the right to return unsold cars to 

the manufacturer; in this case, the 

manufacturer bears the inventory 

risk and is therefore the principal, 

while the dealer is the agent.

* The entity has discretion to set 

prices and receive benefit in terms 

of sales income. In some industries, 

the entity may not have the absolute 

right to determine the selling price, 

but it is still regarded as a principal. 

For example, a book publisher is 

free to determine the selling price 

for each book, but the bookstore 

or retailer has the right to cap the 

selling price or discount books if 

they are not popular.

* The entity receives a consideration 

that is not in the form of a 

commission. For instance, a 

restaurant on a large cruise ship may 

When accounting for revenue under 
IFRS 15, it isn’t always obvious whether 
the business is a principal or an agent 
in a transaction. Yet the difference is 
an important one. If a business is a 
principal, it needs to recognise revenue 
on a gross basis, and the associated 
acquisition costs are paid to the agent; 
if it is an agent, it needs to recognise 
revenue on a net basis. 

The impact on net profits is the same 

regardless of whether the entity is a 

principal or an agent, although ratios 

such as cashflow to revenue and profit 

margins tend to be higher if the entity is 

an agent rather than a principal because 

total revenue is usually lower. 

So what are the definitions of principal 

and agent, and what practical difficulties 

does the distinction throw up? 

Making the distinction
A principal is an entity that controls the 

specified good or service before it is 

transferred to the customer. An agent 

is therefore a party that arranges for 

the provision of goods or services by 

another party. To help assess whether 

the entity controls the specified good 

or service, the standard provides some 

indicators (paragraphs B34–B38). In 
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of the artists can be sourced elsewhere 

and are not therefore unique to Napster, 

although as users may primarily rely on 

playlists recommended by Napster, it is 

reasonable to be a principal in this case.

Tencent provides live broadcast, 

video streaming subscription and online 

games to users. It recognises revenue 

on a gross basis, as it has freedom to set 

prices and is primarily responsible for 

delivering those services to customers.

Groupon is a website that allows 

subscribers to purchase products or 

services online. It currently reports direct 

sales on a gross basis, as it is primarily 

responsible for fulfi lling the contract 

including the costs of inventory and 

shipping. Some third-party revenue such 

as the sale of fl ight tickets is reported on 

a net basis, as Groupon is not primarily 

responsible for fulfi lling the contract. 

Google Apps (which sells apps via 

the Google Play store) currently reports 

revenue from in-app purchases on a net 

basis because Google only provides a 

platform for developers’ apps and earns 

a commission based on that.

It is no coincidence that all these 

examples are from e-commerce. The 

accounting for revenue by this sector 

under IFRS 15 is particularly complex. AB

Jianming (Steve) Chen ACCA is a 

freelance accounting lecturer.

offer coupons to customers, and 

the cruise company can buy those 

coupons in advance at a low price 

and resell them to customers at a 

higher price. The cruise company is 

therefore the principal for reselling 

coupons. However, if it also receives 

a commission from the restaurant 

for each coupon used by the cruise 

company’s customers, that is a 

separate income stream, and the 

cruise company is now the agent.

* The entity has exposure to credit 

risk for the amount receivable from 

a customer. Retail companies do not 

normally focus on this criterion, as 

their customers are often required 

to pay in advance before they can 

obtain goods or services.

An entity will be a principal even if all 

the above indicators are not fully met, 

so judgment may still be needed in 

determining whether the entity is a 

principal or an agent.

Real-life complexities
Here are some real-life examples to 

illustrate the distinctions outlined in 

the indicators listed above, and the 

complexities that arise from them.

Ride-hailing company Uber offers a 

network of independent taxi drivers to 

users of its app. Uber sets the fares and 

receives a share of fees from each taxi 

ride provided by each driver. It currently 

recognises revenue on a net basis, as it 

mainly receives commission from each 

driver. However, there are arguments 

that it should change to a gross basis as 

it controls the service – by, for example, 

setting the fares charged.

Music download service Napster 

pays artists based on the number of 

songs downloaded/played. It currently 

recognises revenue on a gross basis 

because it regards itself as a principal, 

as it provides a music service, including 

a wide choice of songs. However, it 

could be argued that songs from most 

A principal is 
an entity that 

controls the 
specified good or 
service before it 
is transferred to 

the customer
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Time is running out
Malaysian companies have much work to do to prepare for the imminent introduction 
of corporate liability, delegates at an ACCA-MICG forum on transparency heard

Strengths and weaknesses
The report found that the areas where 

companies showed the greatest 

strength relate to providing a channel 

for employees to report suspected 

breaches of anti-corruption policies, 

whistleblower protection, support of 

company leadership for anti-corruption, 

and a policy on gifts, hospitality and 

expenses. At the same time, system 

monitoring, prohibiting facilitation 

payments, extending the anti-corruption 

programme to non-controlled entities 

and having a policy on political 

contributions are areas where 

companies show the greatest weakness.

The report also noted that although 

the monitoring of the anti-corruption 

programme can be strengthened once 

in place, what’s worrying is the fact that 

43 out of the 100 companies have not 

yet published a policy that prohibits 

facilitation payments. Such payments 

are made to someone in a position of 

authority, normally to expedite routine 

actions such as approving a permit 

or licence. They are banned in most 

countries and are illegal in Malaysia.

‘There is still much work to be done to 

prepare for corporate liability, including 

With less than six months to go 
before the amendment to Malaysia’s 
anti-corruption legislation – which 
introduces corporate liability 
for corruption offences – takes 
effect, a new report shows that 
the country’s top 100 plcs are 
only around halfway towards 
establishing adequate anti-
corruption procedures.

The Malaysian Institute of Corporate 

Governance (MICG) shared its 

Transparency in Corporate Reporting 
in Malaysia (TRAC) report at the 

Ethics, Governance and Transparency 

in Corporate Reporting Forum, held 

in Kuala Lumpur in January and jointly 

organised by ACCA and MICG. 

A follow-up to MICG’s fi rst TRAC 

report in 2017, the latest edition 

reviewed the annual reports and 

other information in the public 

domain published by the top 100 

companies listed on Bursa Malaysia. 

It addressed two questions: whether 

the companies’ anti-corruption 

programmes have grown stronger 

since 2017, and whether they will 

be ready when corporate liability 

enforcement begins on 1 June. 

The fi rst question was examined by 

conducting a direct comparison of 

answers between 2017 and 2019 using 

the same set of 13 questions, while the 

second was answered with an additional 

seven questions.

Presenting the fi ndings, Dr Mark 

Lovatt, CEO of Trident Integrity 

Solutions – which carried out the 

research – said that just 50% of 

Malaysia’s largest and best-resourced 

companies have established less than 

half of the adequate procedures they 

will need to protect themselves against 

corporate liability. This was, he noted, a 

cause for concern.

Only 24 companies had implemented 

the necessary requirements. Top of the 

list was MRCB, followed by KLCC REIT, 

Malaysia Airports Holdings, AMMB 

Holdings and Unisem. Petronas Gas and 

Petronas Dagangan, which took the top 

two spots in 2017, emerged eighth and 

10th this time around.

‘If organisations 
have not done 

anything yet 
then they need 

to get their 
act together’
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all commercial organisations to take 

reasonable and proportionate measures 

to ensure that they do not participate in 

corrupt practices. 

‘Under the new law, you are deemed 

to have committed the offence unless 

you prove that you did not give consent 

or connivance, and that you exercised 

the diligence to prevent the commission 

of the offence,’ she said. ’The defence 

that companies have is that they have 

established adequate measures.’ 

To assist companies in identifying the 

adequate procedures, the Governance, 

Integrity and Anti-Corruption Centre, 

based in the Prime Minister’s Office, 

published a booklet, Guidelines on 
Adequate Procedures, launched in 

December 2018. The guidelines draw 

on the international standard for anti-

bribery management system, ISO 37001. 

Assessing your risk
During the panel discussion, MICG 

deputy president David Berry 

urged corporate Malaysia to stop 

procrastinating. ‘Organisations need to 

look at what the adequate procedures 

are all about,’ he said. ‘If they’ve not 

done anything yet then they need to get 

their act together.’

Another panellist, Minority 

Shareholder Watch Group CEO 

Devanesan Evanson FCCA, also 

expressed concern. ‘What’s the situation 

like in the smaller companies?’ he 

asked. ‘These are the companies that 

are more prepared to take risks because 

conducting an accurate internal gap 

analysis, conducting bribery risk 

assessments, and ensuring materiality 

and effectiveness of the policies 

because whitewashing just won’t cut it, 

as well as ensuring effective training and 

communication,’ Lovatt said. 

The report adds that the tone 

at the top is crucial to set the 

context of the organisation’s anti-

corruption programme and drive its 

implementation. More crucially, having 

established adequate procedures is 

a defence for those deemed liable 

under the Malaysian Anti-Corruption 

Commission (Amendment) Act 2018. 

The amendment, which was passed 

in April 2018, introduces corporate 

liability for corruption offences – a 

first for Malaysia – under the new 

section 17A. Under the amendment, 

commercial organisations will be held 

responsible for corruption activities 

carried out by all parties acting on 

their behalf. If a person is convicted 

of a corruption offence that benefited 

the company, the directors and top 

management will be held personally 

responsible and liable to prosecution. 

Penalties for directors and management 

include large fines and prison sentences 

of up to 20 years.

Siti Zakiah Che Man, assistant 

commissioner at the Malaysian Anti-

Corruption Commission, told the forum 

that the aim of the amendment is to 

foster a business environment that is 

free of corruption and to encourage 

they think that they will never be caught. 

Companies need to draft their adequate 

procedures based on the risk that they 

will face.’

The panel session moderated by 

Lim Fen Nee, chair of the ACCA 
Malaysia Advisory Committee, also 

included Amarjit Singh Chhina, 

chief corporate officer at Siti Zakiah 

and Malaysian Resources Corporation 

(MRCB). Describing the organisation’s 

anti-corruption journey, Amarjit said 

that the organisation tackled the 

governance aspects. ‘As we operate 

in an industry that is deemed to have 

a higher corruption risk, we felt that it 

was important for us to be trailblazers,’ 

he said. 

The company began with a bribery 

and corruption risk assessment in 2017, 

followed by the setting up of a robust 

anti-bribery management system that 

complied with ISO 37001, accompanied 

by rigorous staff training. 

‘We introduced a slew of new 

policies, including strengthening our 

whistleblowing and no-gifts, hospitality 

and donations policies, as well as a new 

conflict of interest policy and a referral 

policy which states that if we detect 

anything illegal occurring within MRCB 

we will report it to the appropriate 

authorities,’ he said. 

‘Things will never be swept under the 

carpet despite the fact that there may 

be some reputational risk.’ AB

Sreerema Banoo, journalist

57February/March 2020 Accounting and Business

MY_T_forum.indd   57MY_T_forum.indd   57 20/01/2020   15:0020/01/2020   15:00



App-ly yourself
Numerous meditation apps provide an accessible way to maintain a mindfulness 

regimen. Personal and client favourites include the following:

* Headspace offers a vast number of guided meditations and other resources. 

Calm and Buddhify are other popular options.

* Simply Being provides helpful nudges at different times during the day to 

encourage you to meditate, and includes music and nature sounds.

* 10% Happier offers quick meditations and bite-size stories, wisdom and 

inspiration to fit more mindfulness into your busy life. 

* The Breathing App focuses on breathing only to help you gain the many 

physiological benefits of slowing your breath down.

A clear perspective
While building mindfulness into your day might seem daunting, the benefits could 
have a positive impact on both your mental and physical health, says Dina Smith 

some repetitive chore, we move 

through countless activities like drones 

on autopilot. All these daily activities 

present an incredible opportunity to 

practise mindfulness. 

One simple technique involves 

focusing all of your attention on your 

five senses – sight, hearing, smell, taste, 

and feel – to directly experience your 

activity. One enjoyable time to practise 

this technique is eating, but you can do 

this with any activity. 

Stop everything else you are doing 

to fully experience your food and the 

process of eating it through your senses. 

Smell the aromas and notice the colours 

and texture. Feel the smoothness and 

weight of your utensils in your hand as 

you lift them. Notice each flavour, how 

the food feels in your mouth and the act 

of chewing. As you eat, your attention 

will wander. This is normal. As thoughts 

arise and you catch yourself elsewhere, 

gently bring your focus back. 

Another daily opportunity to practise 

this technique is when you walk, 

whether it be on your way to work, 

taking the dog out or going to meet 

a colleague for lunch. Choose a time 

and rather than letting your mind 

wander, focus your attention on directly 

experiencing your walk through your 

five senses. Notice the feel of your foot 

touching the ground and the movement 

of your legs and arms. What sounds do 

you hear? What aromas do you smell? 

What tastes do you notice? 

Focus on your breathing 
Your breath can be a powerful ally for 

practising mindfulness and your overall 

health. Slow, deep breathing increases 

If you’re like the senior leaders in 
my executive coaching practice, you 
know that mindfulness offers a host of 
benefits. It can help you reduce stress, 
improve your mood, increase your 
ability to regulate emotions, and even 
improve general physical health. 

And while that sounds great, you 

barely have enough time for your many 

work and life commitments as it is. 

Where would you find time to meditate 

or practise mindfulness? As a busy 

professional with two kids and other 

commitments, I appreciate how adding 

one more thing to your schedule feels 

like a non-starter. 

Fortunately, there is another way. 

A key distinction is in order first. 

Mindfulness and meditation have 

many similarities and can overlap, but 

they’re not the same thing. Meditation 

in its various forms typically involves a 

formal, seated practise that supports 

a more mindful approach to life. 

Mindfulness, on the other hand, is 

simply about being fully in the present 

moment and paying attention to your 

thoughts, feelings, movements, or other 

information coming into your five senses 

in real time. The great news about 

mindfulness is that you can practise it 

anytime, anywhere. All you need to do 

is purposefully pay attention, in an open 

and non-judgemental way, to your direct 

experience of the here and now. 

Staying in the present, however, is 

far easier said than done. Our brains 

are immensely talented time-travellers, 

often working over things that have 

already happened or worrying about 

future events. In fact, studies have 

shown that people spend 46.9% of their 

waking hours thinking about something 

other than what they’re doing. 

But similar to how lifting weights will 

makes your muscles stronger, practising 

mindfulness will strengthen your brain’s 

ability to stay present. Here are three 

simple ways that I and other busy 

leaders have found to easily incorporate 

mindfulness into our days. 

Convert a mindless activity
How many tasks do you process each 

day in a mindless way? Whether it be 

taking a shower, driving or performing 
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social media, take a minute or two to 

focus your full attention on breathing 

intentionally and deeply. This will help 

you build your mindfulness muscles and 

increase your ability to quickly access 

this relaxation tool in times of need.

Listen mindfully to others 
Deeply listening to the people around 

you is a critical and often overlooked 

leadership skill. All too often, we only 

partially listen: we may be multitasking, 

thinking about something else or 

formulating a response before the other 

person is done speaking. The countless 

conversations you have every day offer 

another opportunity to practise being 

present and will connect you more 

powerfully to others.

Listening mindfully is simple but not 

easy. Stop everything you are doing and 

give the other person your undivided 

attention. Let go of your agenda and 

focus entirely on what they are trying to 

oxygen to the brain, supporting 

cognitive function, and decreases 

muscle tension and stress. Your breath 

not only provides you with a focus for 

practising mindfulness but is a simple 

and highly effective tool you can use to 

relax and reset yourself anytime you feel 

tension and stress rising. 

While there are countless mindful 

breathing techniques, the simplest is 

to simply count your breaths. Start by 

counting one on the inhale, two on the 

exhale, three on the inhale, and so on 

up to a count of 10. Repeat the cycle 

back at one, all the while keeping your 

focus on following your breath as you 

rhythmically and deeply inhale and 

exhale from your belly.

An easy time to focus on breathing 

is when you find yourself waiting 

for a couple minutes: perhaps for a 

taxi, at the airport or a store. Rather 

than reflexively whipping out your 

phone to quickly check your email or 

tell you. Listen for the feelings beneath 

their words and notice what their body 

language may be telling you. When you 

notice a thought or response arising, 

gently let it go and reorient back to the 

other person. Let them finish everything 

they want to say before you choose how 

to respond. 

As you can see, it is possible to 

practise mindfulness throughout your 

current day. To build this habit and 

quality of mind, start small and anchor 

it to something that is already part of 

your existing daily routine. Know that 

you’ll lose your focus constantly in the 

beginning: this is normal. 

The magic of mindfulness is that 

the benefits extend far beyond your 

practice sessions. May you enjoy both 

the process and outcomes. AB

Dina Smith is an executive coach 

and owner of Cognitas, a boutique 

leadership development firm. 
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The pragmatic artist
After more than 20 years in the finance industry, Yip Yew Chong has built up a 
second career as the creator of many of Singapore’s eye-catching heritage murals

If you live in Singapore, or have visited 
the country over the past five years, 
chances are that you will have seen 
artist Yip Yew Chong’s work. A relative 
newcomer to the local art scene, Yip 
is best known for his 60-plus heritage-
inspired murals, which can be found 
across the city-state. 

Despite his prolific nature, Yip 

considers himself semi-retired and art 

is just one of the passions he finally has 

the time to pursue. It may come as a 

surprise that the youthful-looking Yip 

is, in fact, already 50 years old, with 

more than 25 years of experience as 

a professional accountant under his belt.

You might be tempted to think that 

his switch to becoming an artist was 

a response to a dissatisfaction with 

the corporate world, but Yip clarifies 

that he thoroughly enjoyed his time 

as an accountant and that he had 

simply reached a stage in life where he 

could afford to spend more time on a 

childhood passion.

As a young student, Yip already 

possessed a keen interest in art and 

was even chairman of his school’s art 

club. But he didn’t think that it would 

be possible to pursue art professionally 

because of the state of the local art 

scene at the time.

In the 1980s, when Singapore was 

still very much in its development 

phase, there was a strong emphasis on 

traditional professions such as law and 

engineering. Yip decided to pursue an 

engineering degree after completing 

his mandatory stint of national service. 

But while he was serving in the army, he 

met two commanders who suggested 

another professional path to pursue. 

‘They told me that accounting was a 

very versatile skill that would always be 

in demand in all industries,’ he recalls.

Heeding their advice, Yip studied 

accountancy at Nanyang Technological 

University and stepped into his first 

job, with Norwegian shipping company 

Thome Ship Management. It was during 

this time that he first began to develop 

his passion for accountancy. 

‘The experience of working was 

very different from studying,’ he says. 

‘I found fulfilment in knowing that 

the things I did had a real effect on 

the business.’

Multinational perspective
Moving on to his next job, at Mas 

Millennium, Yip soon discovered another 

perk of the profession: the opportunity 

to work in global settings. ‘In this new 

job, I got to do audits in Taiwan and 

Bangkok, which was very interesting for 

a young accountant,’ he says.

Yip had also begun to carve out 

a niche for himself: working with 

and managing multinational (MNC) 

accounting teams. This subsequently 

led him to a succession of finance 

management roles in MNCs including 

Thomson Reuters, Visa and Informa. 

‘What interested me most was that, 

with convergence, accounting standards 

were becoming more and more similar, 

yet business practices were still very 

different,’ Yip says, adding that this was 

due to a variety of people coming from 

a range of cultures.

In 2007, while working in The 

Netherlands, Yip had the chance to 

manage a team made up of 26 different 

nationalities. ‘From Western and 

Eastern European countries, Africa and 

South America, they all congregated in 

Amsterdam,’ he says.

Not only did such experiences give Yip 

a unique insight into the working styles 

of different cultures, it also gave him an 

opportunity to sell the Singapore brand, 

which he describes as ‘very practical’. 

‘They really appreciated my style, 

which was to just step back and take a 

look at the big picture, and then identify 

the practical things that needed to be 

done,’ Yip says.

Positive effect
Admittedly, the word ‘practical’ would 

not be the first word that comes to mind 

when describing artists. But perhaps 

this is what makes Yip unique. With 

his murals, Yip says, his intention is to 

have a positive effect on their audience 

and the community – whether through 

beautification of the surroundings or 

by delivering aspirational messages 

of hope. 

Another unique aspect of Yip the 

artist is his openness to collaboration. 

‘I found fulfilment 
in knowing that 
the things I did 

had a real effect 
on business’
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such as China, Hong Kong, Malaysia 

and India. For the latter, he was part 

of a team of Singaporean artists who 

were commissioned by the Singapore 

Tourism Board to paint a ‘Singapore 

Lane’ in Delhi.

Yip started planning his move to 

become a full-time artist five years 

ago, while still holding on to a job 

as Asia shared services director at 

Informa. For three years, he would 

dedicate his weekends to working on 

murals. This was done, he says, with 

the full knowledge of his company, who 

fully supported him, citing his work-life 

balance as a positive example to others.

It was during this period of 

juggling the two roles that he 

discovered that being an artist was 

something that he truly enjoyed and 

which, surprisingly, also paid well. This 

was certainly a bonus for Yip, who was 

ready to pursue his passion as a semi-

retiree. And so, when the younger of his 

two children entered university in 2018, 

he took the plunge and became a full-

time artist.

Yip attributes his ability to make this 

switch to the success that he achieved 

in his accounting career. ‘It’s not like I 

wasn’t financially independent and took 

a big risk,’ he says. 

He advises young finance 

professionals, who may have similar 

thoughts of leaving their profession to 

pursue a passion, to make sure that they 

are properly resourced. 

‘I still have a traditional mindset,’ 

he admits. ‘If you are not financially 

ready, then you should make the 

transition slowly.’ 

Nevertheless, he does concede that 

times have changed, and that murals 

and street art have gone from being 

tightly controlled by the government 

into the mainstream. 

‘Ninety per cent of my works are 

commissioned by private individuals, 

organisations and even the 

government,’ Yip says. ‘A few years ago, 

you wouldn’t even dream that you could 

make money from this.’ 

When asked if he would ever 

consider returning to accountancy, 

Yip says that that period of his life, 

while fulfilling, is now over. Instead, 

he gives back to the profession in 

other ways, including volunteering 

with interest group the Nature 

Society (Singapore).

He also shares his story with schools 

and accountancy bodies. ‘I tell them 

about what I was able to achieve in my 

career – how it provided for me and my 

family, and how I am now also able to 

give back to society, albeit in a different 

way. Life is really more than just about 

doing one thing.’

Looking ahead, Yip says that now that 

he has established a name for himself as 

a mural artist, he would also like to focus 

on other things. 

‘I want to explore other forms of 

art such as installations, film-making, 

Chinese ink painting and animation, 

he says. 

‘In my first year as a full-time artist, 

I have spent a lot of time producing 

murals. Now I want to slow down and go 

on to other things: learning, exploring 

new things. That’s my plan.’ AB

Rufus Tan, journalist

Often, instead of insisting on sticking 

doggedly to his own vision, he will 

consider the comments of others and 

modify his work accordingly. 

‘It’s often a compromise – not my idea 

or yours, but a collaborative approach,’ 

he explains. ‘Looking back, I sometimes 

realise that if I had gone ahead with my 

own version, it might not have turned 

out as well. So teamwork is still a wise 

thing to do.’

Give and take
Yip compares his approach to that of 

accountancy, where he says there is 

often an element of give and take. ‘I 

have learnt that whether in accounting 

or art, there is no black and white; there 

are many different shades of grey. It’s 

how you justify, and how you provide 

evidence to persuade people to come 

round to your idea. Yes, art can be 

very subjective, but it can also serve an 

objective function as well.’

Yip tells us that one important 

thing he has learnt in his time as 

an accountant is the value of trust. 

As an artist who creates public art, 

there is a certain level of ethics and 

responsibility involved. ‘Over time, 

I have proven myself with curators 

and commissioners,’ he says. ‘In the 

beginning, they were a lot more 

careful and wanted to see my sketches. 

But now they are okay, even if I want 

to change things on the spot. I have 

instilled in them a trust that I will 

not produce art that is detrimental 

to society.’

Just as Yip found much fulfilment 

in his accounting career through his 

global experiences, he is continuing 

his global outreach through art. Today, 

he continues to be a spokesperson for 

the Singaporean brand, reaching out to 

visitors and tourists with his impressions 

of Singapore and its heritage. 

Additionally, he has also represented 

the nation by painting in countries 

‘I have learnt 
that whether in 

accounting or art, 
there is no black 
and white; there 

are many different 
shades of grey’
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Find out more about ACCA’s disciplinary process, including 
the results of hearings, at bit.ly/ACCAdisciplinary.

Regulatory remit
ACCA’s Regulatory Board is made up of lay people and 

accountants, legal advisers, disciplinary and regulatory 

assessors and a non-accountant chair. Its remit is to oversee 

ACCA’s disciplinary and regulatory activities, and to report 

to Council on the fairness and impartiality of these activities. 

The Board also has responsibility for overseeing ACCA’s 

examinations and other matters in relation to the integrity of 

the qualifications process. 

Placing oversight of regulation and discipline at ‘arm’s 

length’ from the governance of our other activities helps to 

reassure stakeholders that ACCA’s arrangements are operated 

impartially, with integrity and in the public interest.

Disciplinary actions range from a reprimand, to significant 

reduction in professional activity, to removal of membership.  

More information

Safeguarding the brand
ACCA’s rules and regulations are designed to support the membership and promote 
public confidence in the profession. Our disciplinary procedures are key to this

No one wants to be on the 
receiving end of disciplinary 
proceedings, but the robust 
enforcement of the process 
is vital for building trust and 
confidence in the profession 
and in the ACCA brand.

‘Most members accept 

that the disciplinary process 

upholds ethical values and 

professional behaviour, and 

isn’t simply there to punish,’ 

says Antony Townsend, 

chair of ACCA’s Regulatory 

Board. ‘It is designed to be 

a deterrent – to send a clear 

message that members will 

be held to account if they fall 

short of our standards.’

One of the disciplinary 

team’s key focuses is support 

for members to ensure that 

they do not fall foul of the 

rules. ‘There are several key 

honest errors, and there 

are informal and formal 

complaints processes 

to deal with those,’ says 

Townsend. ‘Instead, we 

deal with the failure to 

observe proper standards 

of professional conduct 

and breaches of regulations 

that may cause public 

concern or discredit ACCA 

and the profession.’ 

ACCA’s disciplinary and 

regulatory framework reflects 

its commitment to upholding 

ethical behaviour. It serves 

to reassure members, 

employers, regulators and 

governments about the 

robustness and credibility 

of our brand. As an ACCA 

member, you can feel proud 

to be part of a truly leading 

professional body. AB

Also there to support 

members and to protect the 

reputation of the profession 

is ACCA’s Code of Ethics 

and Conduct, available on 

the website so members 

can check standard practices 

against them. They range 

from fundamental principles 

to examples of complaints 

held against members 

relating to conduct.  

The majority of complaints 

are to do with dishonesty 

or lack of competency and 

due care. ‘Both are viewed 

very seriously and, where 

upheld, usually result in 

exclusion from membership,’ 

says Townsend. 

ACCA’s disciplinary 

processes are not concerned 

with minor, one-off mistakes. 

‘Many professionals make 

planks to ACCA’s provision 

of support,’ says Townsend. 

‘One of the most important 

is enforcement of the exam 

rules. A huge amount 

of effort is invested in 

ensuring we have a robustly 

monitored exam processes. 

It is our duty to ensure they 

are run with integrity.’

ACCA’s 
disciplinary 

processes focus 
on breaches that 

may discredit 
ACCA and the 

accountancy 
profession
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Participants show their support for the YES Malaysia 
campaign, which highlighted ethical issues and 
encouraged the public to vote online.

Say YES to good ethics
A nationwide ACCA initiative is encouraging Malaysians to pledge their online 
support for competency, accountability and transparency in all aspects of life

The importance of 
ethics took centre stage 
when ACCA ran its YES 
Malaysia campaign across 
the country. Under the 
initiative, which ran late 
last year, members of the 
public were encouraged 
to pledge their support 
for a nation based on 
ethical principles by 
clicking ‘yes’ on the 
yesmalaysia.my website.

YES Malaysia reflects 

ACCA’s commitment to 

its members and business 

affiliates as well as the 

future generation of 

accountants. As part of 

ACCA’s global theme 

‘the power of ethics’, 

YES Malaysia aimed to 

highlight ethical issues 

while also supporting the 

Malaysian government’s 

call for a more competent, 

accountable and 

transparent nation. 

‘Ethics and professionalism 

are central to our profession, 

which is core to everything 

that ACCA is and does,’ 

said Edward Ling, ACCA 
Malaysia‘s country head. 

‘Our knowledge in 

ethical issues, combined 

with a wider view of 

business success that covers 

financial, ethical, digital and 

sustainability issues, puts 

us at the leading edge of 

this rapidly changing world, 

so we can work with our 

partners to equip students 

and members with the right 

tools, skills and knowledge 

to succeed.’ 

Ling added that the 

‘YES Malaysia’ campaign 

enabled ACCA to raise 

awareness about ethical 

matters and its impact on 

individuals, businesses and 

the entire country.

Last year, ACCA Malaysia 

ran its i-Pledge campaign, 

which called 

on Malaysians 

to make their 

own personal 

pledge towards 

doing the right 

thing. The 

effort was well 

received and 

ACCA collected 

more than 

10,000 pledges 

from members 

of the public. 

In addition to the online 

initiative, YES Malaysia also 

launched a competition for 

ACCA’s learning partners in 

Malaysia, which aimed to 

test the creativity of ACCA 

students, affiliates and 

members in promoting good 

ethics within their campuses 

and on social media. 

This spirit of collaboration 

with learning and 

employer partners is an 

essential part of ACCA’s 

role in developing future 

accountants. Additionally, 

through its interactive 

online Ethics and 

Professional Skills Module 

(EPSM), ACCA equips 

students and members 

with the complete range 

of skills employers need. 

The EPSM prepares 

them for a career as a 

trusted and confident 

finance professional, 

with advanced ethical, 

professional and digital 

skills needed to shine in 

the workplace.

Look out for an update 

on YES Malaysia in the 

next issue. AB

‘Ethics and 
professionalism 

are central to 
our profession, 

which is core to 
everything that 

ACCA is and does’ 
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More information

For more about all ACCA’s International Women’s Day 
activities, go to accaglobal.com/iwd.
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Dancers taking part in an International Women’s Day rally 
in Buenos Aires, Argentina, last year.

Celebrate equality
ACCA will mark International Women’s Day with a webinar that 
will tackle bias in the workplace and celebrate #EachforEqual

International Women’s 
Day on 8 March is a global 
celebration of the social, 
economic, cultural and 
political achievements 
of women. It is also an 
opportunity to call for faster 
progress on gender parity. 
This year the day’s global 
theme is #EachforEqual.

An equal world is an 

enabled world. Individual 

actions, conversations, 

behaviours and mindsets 

can have an impact on larger 

society. Collectively, we can 

make change happen. 

As last year, ACCA will 

mark the day with its Ethel 

Ayres Purdie global webinar 

(Purdie became ACCA’s 

first female member in 

1909 and the first woman 

admitted to any professional 

accountancy body). 

Open to all ACCA 

members, students and 

friends, the webinar will focus 

on individual and collective 

bias, and how this can be a 

major barrier to diversity and 

inclusion in the workplace. 

The event will also look at 

the #EachforEqual theme, 

how we can challenge 

stereotypes, broaden 

perceptions, improve 

situations and celebrate 

women’s achievements. 

A panel of experts, 

members and social 

media influencers will 

be answering your 

questions, which can be 

submitted at accaglobal.

com/iwd-webinar. AB
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Urban challenge
Smart tools help cities function more efficiently

Taking the lead
Why the finance function 
should embrace analytics

Eyes on the prize
What does it take to make 
it to the C-suite?

Talent quest
SMPs are seeking out new ways 
of attracting recruits

AB Accounting and BusinessM
alaysia
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