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Welcome
As the new decade dawns now is the perfect time to evaluate your professional 
wellbeing, embrace different ways of working and perhaps even explore other roles

On page 32, organisational 

psychologist Dr Rob Yeung writes 

about how career success is measured 

and considers the different factors that 

may help boost job satisfaction and 

career outcomes. 

Meanwhile, organisations are 

discovering that employees are more 

productive and happier if their work 

is gamified. Game mechanics in the 

workplace are still in their infancy in 

Asia, yet Deloitte China has taken a 

leap with its app for newly promoted 

staff – see page 46. And on page 36, 

we find out how cognitive diversity 

– where employees share opposing 

ideas and provide constructive criticism 

– can help businesses thrive through a 

diverse workforce.

Finally, we start a brand new careers 

series called ‘The complete package’, 

which looks at sought-after roles that 

professional accountants might be 

interested in pursuing. First up is the 

ESG compliance officer. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

The start of a new year, along with a 
new decade, is a time to pause and 
consider where you are right now and 
how far you have come. It’s where you 
set intentions for the coming months, 
but in a measured way that ensures 
they are realistic and achievable so 
you can feel they are worth the effort 
to attain them. And with any period of 
reflection comes a chance to take stock 
of your professional wellbeing. How do 
you feel about your career? Does what 
you do give you a sense of purpose? 
And how does your role fit into the 
strategic direction of the business?

In this issue, we look at the latest topic 

in ACCA’s themes on the profession 

– the power of future-ready talent. 

Professional accountants are essential 

for sound financial decision-making to 

enable sustainable growth, particularly 

in a fast-changing business landscape. 

Our main feature on page 20 explores 

the findings of a new ACCA professional 

insights report that looks at trends 

shaping the future and the ways in which 

accountants can harness their skills and 

experience to seek new opportunities.

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 

different versions: China, Ireland, Malaysia, 

Singapore, UK, Africa and International.

* Magazine contacts, page 66

* Available in app and pdf

* AB Direct: weekly news bulletin

AB is circulated to all members in print 

and digital formats. ISSN No: 1460-406X 

More at accaglobal.com/ab
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Actress Audrey Hepburn 
gazes into the windows 
of Tiffany’s – the US 
jewellery retailer with 300 
stores worldwide that is 
currently the target of a 
US$16bn takeover bid by 
the world’s biggest luxury 
group LVMH – in the 1961 
film Breakfast at Tiffany’s.

A US$33bn plan to 
move the Indonesian 
government capital from 
heavily congested Jakarta 
to Borneo is to be given 
financial backing from 
the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank. 
Construction is scheduled 
to get under way in 2021.

Alibaba CEO Daniel 
Zhang Yong (left) is 
pictured with Hong Kong 
financial secretary Paul 
Chan FCCA (right) at 
Alibaba’s HK$4 trillion 
Hong Kong debut in 
November. The share 
price rose by 6.6% on the 
first day of trading.

China Eastern Airlines 
decorated a plane with 
characters from Frozen as 
Disney’s sequel Frozen 2 
took US$53.2m at the 
box office in its opening 
weekend in China – 
outstripping the US$48m 
earnings of the original’s 
entire China run in 2014. 
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Latest AF is here!
The latest issue of Accountancy Futures is now out. The twice-

yearly magazine – produced by ACCA and alliance partner CA 

ANZ for senior employers, infl uencers and decision-makers 

around the world – looks at the role of fi nance and business 

in resetting how modern economies function, improving 

public trust in business by putting ethics at the heart of 

every decision, SMPs and digital transformation, policing the 

global tax system and much more. Find the online edition at 

www.accaglobal.com/futuresjournal.

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 fi nance profession

Trade deal closer
The leaders of 15 Asia-

Pacifi c nations have agreed 

to terms on the world’s 

largest trade deal, a pact 

which covers around 29% 

of the global economy. The 

Regional Comprehensive 

Economic Partnership 

(RCEP) was to have involved 

the 10 South-East Asian 

members of the ASEAN 

alliance, as well as Japan, 

China, South Korea, New 

Zealand, Australia and 

India. However, at the third 

RCEP summit in Bangkok 

in November, India withdrew 

its support. After going 

through due process, the 

deal fi rst mooted in 2012 

is expected to be formally 

inked in 2020. 

Oversight agreement
The Hong Kong Institute 

of Certifi ed Public 

Accountants (HKICPA) and 

the Financial Reporting 

Council (FRC) have 

signed a statement of 

protocol on oversight 

arrangements. Patrick 

Law, president of HKICPA, 

said the accounting body 

had initiated discussions 

on developing a suitable 

regulatory model for the 

auditors of Hong Kong 

public interest entities 

many years ago. ‘Being 

an early advocate for an 

independent regulator of 

listed company auditors in 

Hong Kong, the HKICPA has 

worked very closely with the 

government and the FRC to 

ensure the model proposed 

is in line with international 

benchmarks and will be 

effective and fair,’ Law 

said. ‘We are committed 

to working with the FRC 

to ensure the new regime 

is effective and reinforces 

the reputation of Hong 

Kong as an international 

capital market.’

Future-ready tax
Deloitte is recommending 

a raft of changes to 

Singapore’s tax regime in 

preparation for the future 

economy. Key changes 

proposed for the 2020 

Budget cover intellectual 

property, research and 

development and human 

capital investments. As the 

world awaits international 

consensus on how the 

global tax pie would be 

redistributed in the digital 

economy, Deloitte says clarity 

in relation to tax treatments 

could become a competitive 

advantage for Singapore, 

increasing its appeal as an 

onshore jurisdiction. 

Islamic robo-adviser
US-based Islamic investment 

platform Wahed Invest has 

opened a regional base in 

Malaysia. According to the 

company, the Malaysian 

Securities Commission has 

also awarded it Malaysia’s 

fi rst Islamic Robo Advisory 

licence. Syakir Hashim, 

head of APAC at Wahed, 

said that with its strength 

in Islamic fi nance as well 

as a clear framework on 

digital investment, Malaysia 

is uniquely positioned to 

meet the sophisticated 

needs of South-East Asian 

investors and help create 

opportunities in the sector. 

‘By providing a new and 

smarter way of investment 

that is sharia-compliant, our 

investors will have access to 

a digital investment manager 

that has lower fees and 

account minimums,’ he said. 

Bond market steady
Emerging East Asia’s local 

currency bond market 

posted steady growth during 

Q3 2019 despite persistent 

trade uncertainties and a 

global economic downturn, 

according to the latest issue 

of the Asian Development 

Bank’s Asia Bond Monitor. 
ADB chief economist 

Yasuyuki Sawada says the 

ongoing trade dispute 

between China and the US, 

and a sharper-than-expected 

economic slowdown in 

advanced economies as well 

as in China, continue to pose 

the biggest downside risks to 

the region’s fi nancial stability. 

‘However, monetary policy 
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ACCA renews MoU
ACCA has renewed its memorandum of understanding 

(MoU) with international accountancy association 

Morison KSi. Since 2017, ACCA and the mid-tier association 

have been working together on a number of projects. 

Renewing the MoU means furthering the strong and 

strategic link with Morison KSi, as well as continuing a 

programme of work to develop mutual research interests, 

and provide access to initiatives and services that support 

talent attraction, development and retention. The updated 

MoU will also build on existing connections and provide 

for continued sharing of the organisations’ respective 

perspectives about the present and future needs and 

demands of the profession.

The MoU was signed at ACCA’s London office. In 
attendance were (from left) Jean-Pierre Larroze, global 
chairman, Morison KSi; Memoria Lewis, chief executive, 
Morison KSi; Helen Brand, chief executive, ACCA; Maggie 
McGee, director, Professional Insights, ACCA; and Anton 
Hosein, strategic partnership manager, ACCA.

easing in several advanced 

economies is helping to 

keep financial conditions 

stable,’ he said. Emerging 

East Asia is comprised of 

Greater China, Indonesia, the 

Republic of Korea, Malaysia, 

the Philippines, Singapore, 

Thailand and Vietnam. 

E-money is king
Electronic money is more 

popular that debit or 

credit cards in South-East 

Asia, buoyed by high 

frequency and scalable 

use cases like ride-hailing 

and e-commerce. The 

inaugural 2019 Southeast 
Asia E-Money Market 
Report released by S&P 

Global Market Intelligence 

– covering Indonesia, 

Malaysia, the Philippines, 

Singapore and Thailand – 

found that over 10 billion 

in aggregate e-money 

transactions occurred in 

these countries during 2018. 

While Singapore led the 

region, accounting for 34% 

of e-money transactions, 

Indonesia drove the growth. 

The researchers estimate 

that e-wallet share of 

total e-money volumes in 

Indonesia grew to 36% in 

2018 from less than 10% 

in 2017. 

Islamic finance fillip 
The Malaysian Institute 

of Accountants (MIA) has 

welcomed the government’s 

establishment of a special 

committee on Islamic 

finance, saying that this will 

provide further impetus 

to develop the Islamic 

Crunch time
The next 12 months will be 

‘crunch time’ for Australian 

accountants as they decide 

whether or not to pursue 

financial advice following 

the postponement of new 

education requirements 

by the Financial Adviser 

Standards and Ethics 

Authority, according to the 

CEO of Lonsdale Financial 

Group. Mark Stephen 

finance ecosystem. One 

of the objectives of the 

new committee will be 

to organise outreach 

initiatives and professional 

courses to promote 

deeper understanding of 

Islamic finance nationwide. 

‘This is in line with MIA’s 

ongoing Islamic finance 

pupillage programme as 

well as the development 

of our upcoming Islamic 

finance textbook, which 

have the aim to build 

competency and capacity 

in Islamic finance among 

accountants,’ said Dr 

Nurmazilah Dato’ Mahzan, 

CEO at the MIA. 

Transition leaders
Hong Kong banks are in 

more advanced stages 

of transitioning away 

from the London Inter-

Bank Offered Rate (Libor) 

benchmark interest rate than 

their Asian counterparts, 

according to a KPMG 

survey of more than 20 

large banks operating in 

Hong Kong, Indonesia, 

Malaysia, the Philippines 

and Singapore. In Hong 

Kong, where Tom Jenkins, 

a partner and head of 

financial risk management 

at KPMG China, says the 

effect of the transition ‘is 

likely to be considerable’, 

six banks among the 10 

respondents have already 

started planning for 

alternative scenarios for the 

Libor transition, with five 

starting trading or writing 

products using the new risk-

free rates. 

told SMSF Adviser that 

despite the extension of the 

deadline for new financial 

advice education and exam 

requirements until 2026 

and 2022 respectively, there 

was still an ‘inevitability’ to 

the decision accountants 

needed to make as to 

whether continuing to 

provide advice to their 

self-managed super fund 

clients was viable. 
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Investment is going green
A two-year surge in investment in South-East Asia has 

coincided with a significant increase in capital flowing to 

companies that contribute to environmental and social 

progress. A report by management consultancy Bain 

found that more than 50% of private equity deals now back 

sustainable business models.  

Private equity deal value 

in South-East Asia from 

sustainability investing (US$bn)

* Total value of sustainability investments for H1 2019 was 

US$3.2bn, up 60% over H1 2018, and is on track to surpass 2018.

Source: Bain & Company

2010 11 12 13 14 15 1716 18 H1 2019

Bold FTA agenda
South Korea aims to sign 

free trade agreements (FTAs) 

with 12 more countries by 

2022, which if achieved 

would take the total to 

70. The government says 

this would enable Asia’s 

fourth largest economy to 

expand its presence via 

FTAs to cover around 90% 

of the world’s combined 

GDP. As reported by local 

media, Trade Minister Yoo 

Myung-hee said that ‘amid 

growing protectionism 

around the globe, and 

growing tension between 

the US and China, South 

Korea will focus efforts 

on penetrating into 

new markets’. 

Cyber warning
A single cyber attack on 

major Asia-Pacific ports 

could cost up to US$110bn, 

roughly equivalent to half 

of all losses from natural 

catastrophes globally in 

2018, according to a new 

report by the University 

of Cambridge Centre for 

Risk Studies and Lloyd’s of 

London. The report is based 

on a ‘plausible scenario’ 

in which a computer virus 

carried by ships infects 

15 ports across Japan, 

Malaysia, Singapore, 

South Korea and China, 

scrambling their cargo 

database records. The 

subsequent economic losses 

would be felt around the 

world due to the global 

interconnectivity of the 

maritime supply chain. 

Angela Kelly, Singapore 

country manager, Lloyd’s, 

said the risk grows with the 

increasing application of 

technology and automation 

in the industry. ‘With nine 

out of ten of the world’s 

busiest container ports 

based in Asia, and high 

levels of underinsurance in 

the region, this exposure 

must be addressed,’ 

she said.

Diversity milestone
The International Federation 

of Accountants (IFAC) has 

its first ever female-majority 

board. The approval of 

eight new members, 

including five women, at 

the annual council meeting 

means that 12 of IFAC’s 

23-member board are 

now women. Dr In-Ki Joo, 

IFAC president, stressed 

that the new members 

were nominated on the 

basis of their leadership 

qualities, business acumen, 

and passion for the future 

of our profession. ‘We 

are particularly pleased 

that, as a result of our 

deliberate focus on gender 

diversity, the majority of 

these well-qualified board 

members are women,’ he 

said. ‘We are committed 

to representing – and 

advancing – the global 

accounting profession. With 

a majority-female board 

and associates in four new 

countries, this is a proud 

moment for IFAC.’

AI skills lauded
PwC has been rated a 

‘strong performer’ among 

artificial intelligence (AI) 

consultancies in Asia Pacific, 

according to the latest 

Forrester Wave report by 

US research and advisory 

firm Forrester. The report 

noted that ‘PwC marries 

AI skills with industry 

expertise and leverages 

tax and audit skills,’ 

adding that ‘PwC helps 

clients realise value from 

AI investments along two 

distinct paths – automation 

and analytics – and improve 

their productivity, profit 

and experience. ’

Aviation agreement
The national carriers of 

neighbours Singapore 

and Malaysia – profitable 

Singapore Airlines and loss-

making Malaysia Airlines 

– have agreed to a tie-up 

to gain market share in the 

region. The partnership, 

still subject to regulatory 

approval, would include 

revenue sharing on flights 

between the two countries, 

and significant expansion 

of regional and long-haul 

codeshare routes. The 

two airlines have also agreed 

to work on joint marketing 

activities to boost long-haul 

tourism into Malaysia and 

Singapore, as well as the 

potential development of 

air passes, which would give 

travellers to either of the two 

hubs more choices to visit 

other parts of the country. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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Easier does it
According to a World Bank report, 115 countries have implemented hundreds of 
reforms in the past year to boost economic effi ciency and make it easier to do business

Biggest improvers
The 10 economies that have most improved their ranking 

since the 2019 report accounted for a fi fth of the worldwide 

total of regulatory reforms in the year. Bahrain, followed 

by China and Saudi Arabia, implemented most reforms, 

although 26 economies took steps that stifl ed effi ciency. 

Highest fliers
Among the 190 economies covered by the report on ease 

of doing business, the top scorers typically make use of 

online business incorporation processes, electronic tax fi ling 

platforms and online property transfer procedures. The top 

50 includes two economies in Africa – Mauritius (13) and 

Rwanda (38) – but none in Latin America.
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Quickest compliers 
Europe and Central Asia have been most effective at 

reducing tax compliance time (through e-fi ling and 

e-payment), but most regions have improved signifi cantly.

Average time (hours per year)
Corruption perceptions index score (0–100)

Tax payments (number per year)

10 20 30 40 50 60 70

20202006

Least corrupt
Economies with fewer tax payments (due to online processes) 

have a lower perceived level of public sector corruption.

More information

Find the report Doing Business 2020 at bit.ly/WB-Biz-2020.Doing Business 2020 at bit.ly/WB-Biz-2020.Doing Business 2020
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Agent of change
In order to be fit for the digital age, the Malaysian Institute of Accountants is embarking 
on an ambitious programme of reform, says president Huang Shze Jiun CA (M), FCCA

The clock is ticking fast for Huang Shze Jiun, who 
was elected president of the Malaysian Institute 
of Accountants (MIA) last August. Since members 

elected to MIA’s council can serve a maximum of four years, 
Huang – who was first elected to the council in 2016 – must 
leave his post in September. 

At the top of the institute’s to-do list is to keep pressing for 

pivotal reforms to the regulations governing the profession in 

Malaysia. MIA’s powers are enshrined in the Accountants Act 

1967. ‘The act is very old, even older than me!’ says Huang, 

who is also managing partner at Baker Tilly’s Johor office. 

‘How can it then govern the profession and the institute in this 

digital age where things are changing so fast? We need a new 

act which is more dynamic and versatile.’

A new act will address MIA’s structural weaknesses and 

constraints, and strengthen its regulatory powers and advocacy 

on critical matters like enhancing governance and driving digital 

transformation of the profession. For example, the current act 

stipulates a step-by-step postal voting process for elections, 

from sealing the envelope to posting ballots. ‘How can we go 

out and tell members that we need to be digitally savvy and up-

to-date when our own elections are by post?’ Huang asks.

Other key proposed reforms include the appointment 

of independent non-members and non-accountants to 

serve on MIA’s investigative and disciplinary boards and the 

imposition of fines that are more punitive than the current 

ceiling of RM5,000. These will strengthen the enforcement and 

regulatory process, and ultimately boost governance and trust 

in the profession. 

MIA is steadfastly engaging with the Ministry of Finance to 

get the new act passed. ‘This has been a long-standing issue 

and we have been in deliberations and talks throughout,’ 

Huang says. ‘If it can be done within next year that would be 

great. If not, we hope to lay the groundwork for it to be passed 

in the near future.’

In addition to regulatory reforms, MIA has stepped up 

advocacy for digital transformation across the profession. ‘We 

have released the MIA Digital Technology Blueprint, and have 

been conducting many technology-related CPD programmes. 

Moving forward, we will talk about how we can support 

members in implementation and to make a real impact on how 

they can run their businesses.’

SMP champion
Digitalisation is especially important for transforming small and 

medium practitioners (SMPs) ‘from being audit-reliant to being 

able to provide value-added services independent of audit’, 

Huang says. Guidance on adoption is imperative because 

many firms, especially more established ones, are led by very 

senior practitioners, he adds. But it’s not easy getting buy-in 

as accountants who are ‘prudent by nature’ might be deterred 

by challenges of cost and unpredictable returns: ‘The returns 

might not necessarily be slow, but can be hard to quantify or 

predict since the pay-off is not usually monetary in nature.’ 

One barrier is that many current technologies are available 

only on a subscription basis, which is a long-term cost. To 

commit, accountants will want to see immediate or fast results, 

but these might take time to manifest. ‘Very often, they expect 

a quick fix. They buy the software and implement it, but don’t 

give it time to gestate or to deliver the supposed benefits,’ 

explains Huang, who is familiar with the issues as he himself is 

from an SMP background.

To bridge adoption and expectation gaps, MIA engages 

with SMPs to identify their current level of technology 

adoption (ranging from those who are very savvy to firms still 

using pencil and paper). ‘We communicate to them how tech 

can help them add value to their clients, improve their work 

processes and alleviate challenges such as manpower and the 

recruitment and retention of talent within the country.’ 

The next step is operationalising the Digital Technology 

Blueprint to help members implement and access artificial 

intelligence (AI) tools, in order to go beyond traditional 

vouching to value-added analysis of accounts, extraction of 

figures and identification of key risk areas. ‘This eliminates 

a lot of the basic or menial tasks and makes the profession 

more exciting,’ Huang explains. ‘We do so much more than 

debits and credits. The real fun is when we identify issues and 

challenges to add value.’

Across the profession, accountants will face many more 

novel challenges and pressures to redefine the value they 

bring in the emerging digital economy. As the new landscape 

places a lot of reliance on systems, ‘it becomes very difficult for 

accountants to add value in the traditional way’, says Huang. 

For instance, it is no longer feasible for accountants to conduct 

‘audits around the machine’, checking vouchers and sampling, 

12 Accounting and Business January 2020

MY_INTER_Huang_MIA.indd   12MY_INTER_Huang_MIA.indd   12 03/12/2019   15:0603/12/2019   15:06



‘AI is not going to 
replace us; it is a 
tool that we can 

use to evolve and 
provide greater 

value to our 
stakeholders’
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given the tremendous volumes of 

transactions. ‘We can no longer 

pretend that the machine doesn’t 

exist,’ he says. ‘We have to able to 

run IT audits and to understand the 

system, to audit the system rather 

than ignoring the system.’

Digital dilemmas
Changing regulations in the digital 

economy likewise carry tremendous 

impacts on business and taxation 

that will affect the profession, notes 

Huang. In a borderless economy 

where services are provided online, 

how will accountants determine ‘at which point and in which 

jurisdiction you record the transaction and pay the tax?’ 

Malaysia recently unveiled a tax on digital services in its Budget 

2020, but implementation is easier said than done. ‘How do you 

compel firms that are not registered in Malaysia and not formed 

in Malaysia to register and pay the service tax in Malaysia when 

the services they provide are through the internet?’

Within his own practice, which is a 

member of the Baker Tilly network, 

Huang has adopted audit and tax 

computation software, and tries to 

go paperless and digital as much as 

possible in terms of communications, 

data sharing and preparation of 

audit working papers and accounts.

‘We are also looking into AI audits 

but that will take time as we want to 

see the technology mature.’ But he 

relates that technologies such as OCR 

(optical character recognition) 

and machine learning are already 

enabling practitioners to automate 

menial tasks such as double entries, freeing them up to focus on 

high-end services such as analysis of data and advisory. 

Huang also notes that once technologies like blockchain 

are implemented in the finance function, ‘the way we audit 

will become different. It’s no longer about looking at the 

transaction because with blockchain, transactions will become 

immutable. The value of audit then will be to assess whether 

‘The challenge with 
blockchain is that 
it must be used at 

every step along 
that particular 

value chain’
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View from the VPi

Huang’s strengths are complemented by the expertise of 

associate professor Dr Zuraeda Ibrahim, who was elected 

vice president of the Malaysian Institute of Accountants 

(MIA) last September. Dr Zuraeda, the director of the 

Student Leadership Institute at the Universiti Teknologi 

MARA (UiTM), takes a hands-on approach to curriculum 

development and innovation in accounting programmes.

‘Accounting education transformation through the 

integration of technology is vital to produce talent and 

graduates who are competent and relevant in the era of 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution or IR4.0,’ Dr Zuraeda says, 

adding that this is aligned with the future direction of the 

Malaysian government and the Ministry of Education.

She pinpoints key skills for the future, 

including ‘familiarity with technologies 

such as data handling and management, 

analytics, cybersecurity and blockchain, 

backed by sound business knowledge, 

teamwork and leadership, critical thinking 

and problem solving, professional 

scepticism and judgement, lifelong 

learning and independent learning 

skills, and proficiency in English 

communications.’

One of MIA’s key initiatives is 

the upcoming MIA Competency 

Framework, which sets the baseline 

competencies for accountancy 

professionals at various levels. ‘The 

framework is benchmarked against 

the International Federation of 

Accountants’ International Education 

Standards in order to set the tone for 

the Malaysian profession to be on par 

globally,’ Dr Zuraeda says.

in the market whether accountancy has a future. Is it a dying 

profession that will be replaced by AI and technologies?’

‘Within the institute and the profession, we are very clear. 

This is not the end of accountancy. The profession has faced 

many challenges previously and become stronger. AI is not 

going to replace us; it is a tool that we can use to evolve and 

provide greater value to our stakeholders.’ AB

Nazatul Izma Abdullah, journalist

things make sense. Although a transaction is correctly entered, 

it might not be logical and might be hiding certain flows or 

misuse of funds.’ Judgment and professional scepticism, 

which are the domain of accountants, will still be required to 

assess the substance and veracity of the transaction.

Implementation won’t be immediate, though. ‘The 

challenge with blockchain is that it must be used at every step 

along that particular value chain. If one part doesn’t use it, you 

can’t capture the entire transaction. And in order for it to be 

implemented there needs to be buy-in from every stakeholder 

within that particular value chain. How do you get everybody 

to come on board and adopt blockchain?’

Huang adds that it is also vital for the government, state 

agencies and multinationals to implement the process, co-

opting their vendors and stakeholders into the blockchain 

ecosystem. ‘The basic rule would be: if you want to do 

business with me you have to come on board into the 

blockchain environment,’ he says, adding that a good starting 

point would be for MIA to implement blockchain within its 

engagements with members – for example, by ensuring that 

every CPD certificate it issues be traceable to a blockchain to 

negate the risks of fake certificates. 

Other than transformation, stakeholder engagement 

will continue to be a top priority, as strategic collaboration 

and leadership is fundamental to MIA’s business model. In 

this, ACCA is a valued partner: ‘We collaborate through 

various committees and work together to engage various 

stakeholders,’ explains Huang. 

Huang jokes that his father – also an ACCA member – 

‘conned’ him into taking up accountancy by not bringing the 

work challenges home and so making it look like ‘an easy 

life’. The gains, he says, are two-pronged. ‘ACCA encourages 

deep and critical thinking,’ he says. ‘It helps to build your 

confidence because you have strong technical knowledge 

and the skill sets to convey that knowledge.’ Huang 

also credits ACCA’s strong professional networking 

and numerous events at central and regional level with 

helping to ‘build bridges and connections.’

Stakeholder engagement is equally vital to 

ensuring inclusivity across MIA’s membership. Huang 

is committed to making the institute ‘more relevant for 

members throughout the country. At the moment, we are 

often perceived as being Klang Valley-oriented and Kuala 

Lumpur-centric, so we hope to better assist those in the 

outskirts with their challenges.’ 

Finally, as a relatively young professional himself, 

Huang hopes to better engage with younger 

members and attract potential ones by demonstrating 

accountancy’s future relevance: ‘There is a lot of talk 
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A Legislative 
Council Secretariat 

report shows that 
Hong Kong saw a 

40% increase in the 
size of its ‘flexible’ 

workforce from 
1999 to 2015

Agile working
Hong Kong’s gig economy is gaining traction but it is still a work in progress, with 
some sectors yet to embrace the full range of its benefits, says Chris Davis

work independently increases with age, 

owing to a preference toward flexible 

work situations and self-directed work-

life balance options.

Hong Kong’s accounting firms 

have not been so enthusiastic about 

embracing the gig economy as other 

sectors, usually citing compliance 

and privacy issues. And Hong Kong 

employers would be wise to bear 

in mind Hong Kong’s Employment 

Ordinance (EO). The protection 

it seeks to provide for employees 

doesn’t entirely hinge on the label 

of the individual providing a service, 

but is subject to the circumstances of 

the provision of the service. As such, 

labelling an on-demand worker as a 

contingent worker does not necessarily 

mean that Hong Kong’s labour court 

would view an individual as a gigger. 

The definition of gigger or employee 

can rest on the extent to which the 

hiring company’s work and employment 

policies and procedures are expected 

to be observed and adhered to. And 

misclassifying a contingent worker 

as a gigger instead of an employee 

could lead to ramifications over 

holiday pay, Mandatory Provident Fund 

contributions, employees’ compensation 

and even severance pay. If a gigger is 

found by the labour court to be deemed 

an employee, the employer could risk 

conviction and be fined.

Meanwhile, as the number of giggers 

increases, the Hong Kong government 

says it has no plan to expand the scope 

of the EO. AB

Chris Davis is a freelance journalist who 

writes for business titles in Asia.

Variously referred to as agile talent, 
free agents, contingent professionals, 
independent contractors or ‘giggers’, 
the concept of ‘tapping into talent’ on 
demand is generating growing interest 
from organisations who view the 
staffing model as a convenient way to 
bolster their talent needs. 

Providing a good example of a win-

win situation, giggers say they relish the 

flexibility and control over the variety 

of work, and employers appreciate the 

benefits of being able to bridge hard-

to-fill skills gaps and tap into a wider 

pool of professionals when needed.

While figures offering insights into 

Hong Kong’s gig economy activities 

are sketchy, according to a Hong Kong 

Legislative Council Secretariat report, 

Hong Kong saw a 40% increase in the 

size of its ‘flexible’ workforce from 

1999 to 2015. 

In terms of embracing the gigger 

work model, a 2018 survey conducted 

by human resource solutions firm 

Persolkelly sees Hong Kong leading the 

way in the Asia Pacific region, followed 

by Singapore, India, Australia and 

Malaysia. The same survey observes 

that banking and finance, retail and IT 

outsourcing companies continue to be 

the highest users of contract staffing, 

while front-line sales, event promoters, 

back-office roles and IT are the roles 

most in demand.

Of all the generations, Generation 

Z is usually considered the most 

receptive to the gigging trend but, 

interestingly, while the freedom to gig 

is often associated with tech-savvy, 

digital nomads, a study conducted by 

PwC in 2016 spotlighted the desire to 
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There is a tendency 
to underestimate 

the impact of 
changes in the law 

and the seriousness 
of the authorities in 
implementing these 

new measures

Bumpy ride ahead
While the corporate liability provision of the Malaysian Anti-Corruption Commission 
Act is considered a game-changer, companies are still not ready for it, says Errol Oh

average score was 30% in 2017. Last year, 

it was 62%. In addition, 13 companies 

achieved scores of more than 90% in 

2019 compared with none two years 

earlier, while the number of companies 

in the bottom half of the class reduced 

from 78 in 2017 to 34 in 2019. 

However, that is not the full picture: 

the MICG project found that the average 

state of completion for adequate 

procedures was ‘a sobering 54%’. The 

institute reckons that the laggards have 

50% to 75% of the work left outstanding. 

Time is not on their side because the 

government has said many times that 

Section 17A will take effect from the 

beginning of June. The MICG points 

out that it will take several months for a 

big company to install a framework of 

adequate procedures.

There is a tendency to underestimate 

the impact of changes in the law and 

the seriousness of the authorities in 

implementing these new measures. 

When people finally realise they are 

mistaken, it is often too late to comply 

wholly before the deadline. Naturally, 

this is followed by appeals for leniency 

and more time.

So here is another question: what 

will the government do in response to 

the lack of readiness for the corporate 

liability provision?

It will be a tough call but the thing to 

note is that nobody can say Section 17A 

has popped up without warning. This is 

an occasion for the wisdom of Benjamin 

Franklin: ‘By failing to prepare, you are 

preparing to fail.’ AB

Errol Oh is executive content officer of 

The Star.

We are five months away from the 
enforcement of Section 17A – better 
known as the corporate liability 
provision – of the Malaysian Anti-
Corruption Commission Act. It is 
potentially a game-changing turn in 
the fight against corruption, placing 
Malaysia’s companies right in the 
middle of the battlefield. 

Ahead of this major transition, there 

must be significant adjustments in how 

business is conducted and, like fidgety 

kids on a long, uneventful road trip, we 

keep asking: ‘Are we there yet?’ Going 

by a recent assessment of Malaysia’s top 

100 listed companies, this is the most 

likely reply: ‘Better buckle up. We may 

be in for a bumpy ride.’

The Malaysian Institute of Corporate 

Governance (MICG) has studied 

progress in these companies’ anti-

corruption programmes and determined 

whether they have a solid defence 

if charged with corruption. It boiled 

down to two questions. Firstly, have 

the anti-corruption programmes grown 

stronger since 2017, when the MICG 

first surveyed them? And, secondly, how 

prepared are these 100 companies with 

regard to putting in place adequate 

procedures to prevent the occurrence 

of corruption in relation to their 

business activities?

In November 2019, the institute 

revealed its findings in Transparency in 
Corporate Reporting. The first question 

led to a reassuring answer. The MICG 

examined 13 aspects of anti-corruption 

programmes (for example, commitment, 

training, whistleblowing and policies) 

and awarded points to each company 

based on what they had reported. The 
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Road to recovery
The economic data may have been gloomy of late but there are some positive reasons 
why the global economy will recover in the coming year, says Manu Bhaskaran

Rising protectionism remains the main 

threat to the global economy (see also 

ACCA’s economic outlook on page 22). 

The trade tensions between the US and 

China continue to weigh on business 

sentiment, causing capital spending 

to stall. Both countries continue to 

negotiate a ‘phase one’ deal to settle 

the less complicated differences they 

have but the danger of more tariff hikes 

cannot be ruled out. 

But the threat to trade as an engine 

of growth extends beyond just the 

US-China dispute. The US continues 

to veto appointments to the World 

Trade Organisation’s dispute settlement 

tribunal, and it will soon lack a quorum 

and cease to function. The rules-based 

trade regime will be considerably 

weakened, raising the risk that large 

economies will intimidate smaller ones 

in trade issues with impunity. 

Two factors can mitigate this risk. 

First, there has been a bigger push for 

economic integration within Asia – for 

example, with the recently agreed 

Regional Comprehensive Economic 

Partnership. Another trade pact – the 

Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-

Pacific Partnership – has been ratified 

by most of its members states and is 

now in effect. Second, the silver lining 

in the trade war has been the resulting 

relocation of production out of China.  

There remain significant downside 

risks but the worst effects of these can 

be contained through policy responses 

in Asia itself and offsetting factors such 

as production relocation. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO of Centennial 

Asia Advisors in Singapore.

There are four reasons why the 
global economy is set to recover, 
providing a fillip to Asian economic 
growth in 2020.

First, China’s economy is likely to 

recover. As the government’s efforts 

to channel more loans to SMEs begin 

to work, these credit-constrained 

enterprises will raise spending, adding 

to demand. Second, funding for local 

government infrastructure has improved 

and with an increase in approvals of 

large projects, investment will likely be 

a vigorous driver of growth. 

Second, tentative signs of a 

turnaround in the electronics cycle are 

emerging. Global semiconductor sales 

have been rising since August, ending 

an extended period of decline. In Korea, 

excess semiconductor inventories are 

finally being reduced while underlying 

demand is propelled by a surge in data 

centres and the rollout of 5G networks.  

Third, the automobile and aviation 

sectors are poised to recover. In the 

automobile sector, one-off factors 

such as regulatory changes in Europe, 

China and India that hurt the sector are 

receding, which should lead to higher 

production in the first half of 2020. In the 

aviation sector, the travails of Boeing’s 

737 Max airliner had set back capital 

spending but It looks like these issues 

could be overcome during this quarter.  

Fourth, policy support is helping 

economic growth in Asia. Lower US 

bond yields and expectations that the 

major central banks will persist with 

accommodative monetary policy have 

given Asian central banks more room 

to cut rates. Also, fiscal spending is 

growing, adding to domestic demand.  

The threat to trade 
as an engine of 
growth extends 

beyond just the US-
China dispute
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Surveying horizons
All over the world people are celebrating a new year and looking ahead to a new start, 
new opportunities and new adventures, says ACCA president Jenny Gu FCCA

up to you across the globe. ACCA 

members flourish at the highest levels 

of the biggest corporations, firms and 

governments. The wide range of talent, 

ability and ethical integrity that ACCA 

people bring to their organisations 

means they are ready to take on a 

great variety of leadership tasks. As 

the proverb says: the wise rat knows a 

thousand ways to reach the grain.

May I wish you all a happy, healthy and 

successful new year, wherever, whenever 

and however you celebrate it. AB

Jenny Gu FCCA is chief executive officer 

at Richemont China.

For many, 1 January is the big day, but 
for we Chinese, the calendar turns on 
25 January, when this year we usher in 
the year of the rat. It may not sound 
like a cause to rejoice if you come 
from a country where rats have poor 
PR, but in China the rat is a symbol of 
prosperity, so let’s hope we can all look 
forward to 12 months of wealth. 

The year of the rat is also associated 

with other qualities that matter to all of 

us at ACCA. It signifies the start of the 

zodiac, and is seen as a time when smart 

thinking, flexibility and adaptability are 

most important. We need those skills 

more than ever in these times of global 

geopolitical tension, while the awesome 

advances in technology and data reward 

those who are open-minded, agile and 

ready to change. 

This is a month when people begin to 

survey new horizons, especially in their 

careers. Ambition is a noble quality, and 

it is right that individuals of drive and 

energy keep their eyes open for chances 

to grow and develop.

ACCA is dedicated to helping 

members make the most of their 

talents and expertise. That’s why we 

do all we can to create opportunities 

– by providing the world’s best online 

recruitment resources, offering up-to-

the-minute CPD, equipping our people 

with the latest in market intelligence, 

and by enhancing the status of our 

qualification. It’s also why we are making 

the power of future-ready talent this 

quarter’s global theme.

When I first qualified, the profession 

was much more limited than now. You 

were either a management accountant 

or an auditor, and that was that. Not 

any more. With an ACCA Qualification 

today, a world of possibilities opens 

As the proverb 
says: the wise 

rat knows a 
thousand ways to 

reach the grain
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Front and centre
Professional accountants can play key roles in a future that requires skills in strategic 
thinking, addressing sustainability, supporting innovation and driving the digital agenda

Professional accountants take pride in their work, and 
a number of significant trends indicate that the future 
should continue to be bright for those whose careers 

are already in progress as well as for aspiring accountants 
just beginning their studies.

These trends range from the rise of data and spread of 

automation, to the increasing acceptance of the importance 

of intangible assets and non-financial capital. They include 

growing recognition of the link between innovation and 

diverse, inclusive workforces, as well as the changing 

nature of the workforce itself. The workforce shifts include 

many people having longer working lives and retiring later. 

Meanwhile, younger generations entering employment have 

changing aspirations and perspectives. Digital natives (those 

born after 1997) not only see mobile devices as the norm 

and embrace social media, but also, research suggests, seek 

meaning and purpose in their personal and professional lives.

These and other trends shaping the environment in 

which professional accountants will be working in future 

are identified in a new ACCA report, due to be published 

this month. The report draws on desktop research, a 

member survey and in-depth interviews conducted with 

senior finance leaders, HR professionals and recruitment 

specialists in key markets. 

Taking stock of the various trends shaping the future of 

business and work, the report sets out a model to identify 

ways in which accountants can enjoy fulfilling and exciting 

careers. This model, according to Jamie Lyon, the report’s 

author and portfolio lead – professional insights at ACCA, 

rests on the central proposition that modern society is 

increasingly focused on building a sustainable future, and 

that organisations need to focus on developing sustainable 

and purposeful businesses.

‘That is driving the future of the profession,’ says Lyon. ‘This 

report is all about the opportunities that exist for professional 

accountants in creating and supporting this sustainable world.’

The model set out in the report envisages accountants 

finding exciting opportunities to support the sustainability 

imperative in five broad ways: as assurance advocates, 

business transformers, data navigators, digital playmakers 

and sustainability trailblazers (see panel). These aren’t 

specific roles or career paths, but areas where professional 

accountants can bring their expertise to bear for the benefit 

of their organisations and the wider community.
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Assurance advocate. In fast-changing, digitally disrupted 

markets, organisations need to manage risk appropriately 

and ethically. Professional accountants can use digital 

tools and technologies to transform the risk, reporting and 

internal control landscape to create and preserve value. 

They can also support responsible business practice, and 

drive transparency and trust in the organisation.

Business transformer. Business models will keep evolving 

in response to new technologies and markets. Accountants 

can support businesses of all sizes in these efforts, by 

leading finance operational change programmes or wider 

business transformation initiatives.

Data navigator. Data is an enterprise asset that can be 

used in everything from building the business case for new 

investments to profiling competitive threats. Accountants 

can act as strategic advisers, helping to develop and apply 

rich data sets and analytical tools to provide real-time 

insights into how to create and sustain long-term value.

Digital playmaker. Digital adoption is key to creating 

competitive advantage through innovation. Accountants 

can act as technology evangelists, identifying the potential 

of robotics and machine learning to transform finance and 

business operations, and working with tech teams to drive 

productivity and better decision support.

Sustainability trailblazer. In a 

world of increasingly constrained 

resources and disrupted business 

models, value is created by more 

than just financial capital, and 

intangible assets are a growing 

proportion of enterprise value. 

Accountants can set frameworks 

that capture, measure and report 

on activities that truly drive value, 

providing more meaningful and 

transparent information about 

the organisation’s performance.

Who will you be?
Five broad role areas that support the sustainability 

imperative for societies and businesses are beginning to 

open up for professional accountants.

Professional accountants could have an impact in 

more than one of these areas during their careers. Lyon 

envisages a future world of career multiplicity, where 

individuals may have many different types of role during 

their working life, building lattice careers rather than 

climbing the traditional career ladder. ‘We will see more 

fluidity in terms of how people navigate across different 

types of activity,’ he says. ‘Roles are changing more quickly, 

and that is driving quicker turnover of skills. That in turn 

is driving the transformation of how we learn. The ways 

in which we learn need to change along with the skills we 

need to develop.’

For example, if new skills quickly become in demand 

and others become obsolete, individuals will need the 

capacity to keep learning. Scheduled traditional learning 

formats are likely to be increasingly replaced with new 

digitally enabled and workplace-based options that support 

‘learning in the now’ – meeting the need for rapid access 

to new knowledge and skills. So although the concept 

of continuing professional development is already firmly 

established in the accountancy profession, it is going to 

become more important. 

In playing their part in building sustainable businesses, 

accountants will still need to apply the seven professional 

competencies – or quotients – identified by earlier ACCA 

research. These quotients include the more typical 

competencies (technical and ethical, intelligence, digital, 

and experience) as well the softer skills (creative, digital 

and emotional intelligence). For example, the emotional 

intelligence quotient could become particularly important in 

future, through assisting in understanding the viewpoints of 

wider stakeholders or advocating ethical approaches to the 

adoption of new technologies.

‘These professional quotients are still very  

relevant in this emerging world,’ Lyon 

says. ‘Accountants will need to apply 

all their broad skills to have maximum 

impact in organisations seeking to 

build sustainable business strategies 

and operations. Those who succeed 

can look forward to a new world of 

opportunity and the chance to build 

brilliant careers.’ AB

Sarah Perrin, journalist

Accountants can 
act as digital 
playmakers, 

identifying the 
potential of 

technology to 
transform finance 

and business 
operations

The report will be available at  
bit.ly/ACCA-prof-insights.

More information
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Glimmers in the gloom
Geopolitical tensions make for downbeat global economic forecasts for the year 
ahead, although there are some causes for optimism, says Michael Taylor

Last year the global economy 
expanded at close to 3%, 
the slowest rate since the 

financial crisis 10 years ago. The 
slowdown progressed steadily 
throughout last year and was 
foreshadowed by our Global 
Economic Conditions Survey, which 
showed global confidence faltering 
with each successive quarter. In its 
recent World Economic Outlook 
report, the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) summed up the situation 
under the title ‘Synchronised 
Slowdown, Precarious Outlook’. So 
what’s in store for the year ahead? 

A major cause of slowing global activity continues to be 

the trade war between the US and China. Increased tariffs will 

have a relatively modest direct effect on both economies’ GDP 

growth given their large domestic markets. But the uncertainty 

created by trade tensions and the wider ramifications on 

technology transfer and intellectual property is acting as a 

drag on business confidence and investment not just in the 

US and China. In addition, the World 

Trade Organisation has recorded 

a general growth in protectionist 

measures in recent years, 

undermining the trend towards 

globalisation. 

Weakness has been widespread, 

with nearly every major economy 

growing more slowly in 2019 than 

in 2018. But the Chinese economy 

was the biggest downside surprise 

in 2019 and is a major risk in the year 

ahead. It seems likely that China 

growth will fall below 6% this year – 

the lowest rate in 30 years. A surprise 

last year was China’s failure to respond to increasing evidence 

of a slowing economy with robust stimulus measures – as it 

had done in previous slowdowns. Growing concerns about 

high debt levels appear to have made the Chinese authorities 

more cautious, limiting their efforts to cushioning rather than 

preventing economic slowdown. 

The global slowdown so far has been driven by a sharp 

turndown in industrial production and global trade. By contrast 

No early resolution 
of the US-China 

trade war is in 
prospect but 

monetary easing will 
support growth and 
consumer spending 

should hold up

Real GDP growth
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consumer spending is holding up quite well in many countries. 

Low unemployment and rising real wages boosted by low 

inflation are key factors here, and there are few signs of cooling 

as yet in labour markets.  

A boost from policy?
Looking at the year ahead it is important to recall that 

monetary policy was eased in numerous countries in 2019; 

with the usual lags, this would be expected to support growth 

in coming months. The lead was taken by the US Federal 

Reserve, which cut interest rates by a total of a three-quarter 

percentage point during the second half of last year. Easing by 

the US allows other central banks the flexibility to ease policy 

too, especially those with fixed exchange rates with the US 

dollar. Lower US interest rates also benefit other central banks 

in emerging markets, as their debt servicing costs are reduced. 

The IMF and Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development have called for fiscal easing to offset the current 

downturn. Examples last year include Thailand and Malaysia 

introducing expansionary budgets to mitigate the effects of a 

slowing Chinese economy, and India announcing significant tax 

cuts in the face of a sharply slowing domestic economy. 

But the prospects of material fiscal ease in three of the 

largest economies – China, Germany and the US – are 

negligible. The case for a fiscal boost in Germany is 

overwhelming; public sector debt is relatively low and the 

government can borrow at negative interest rates to finance 

extra spending. Moreover, the German economy is currently 

stagnating as it bears the brunt of the slowdown in global 

trade. Germany’s ‘black zero’ rule, which stipulates a budget 

balance, stands in the way of more borrowing. 

At the other extreme, China and the US have largely 

exhausted their fiscal legroom. Previous large stimulus 

packages have reduced China’s ability to boost growth through 

monetary and fiscal ease. The US pro-cyclical policy easing two 

years ago boosted a buoyant economy with tax cuts but pushed 

the budget deficit to over 4.5% of GDP, limiting the scope for 

future easing given an already high public sector debt. 

The global economy in 2020 is likely to grow at 3% or 

so – much like last year. The risks are to the fore, with no 

early resolution of the US-China trade war in prospect and a 

continued lack of fiscal policy response by major economies. 

More positively, monetary easing will support growth, and 

consumer spending should continue to hold up. It is also, of 

course, a US presidential election year, which usually coincides 

with a fairly robust US economy. To sum up, we foresee no 

global recession but another year of sluggish growth. AB

Michael Taylor is ACCA’s chief economist.
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Suite spot
Despite powerful rumblings that audit arms should be split off as ringfenced 
businesses, the multidisciplinary model has plenty going for it

Following a string of high-profile UK corporate 
collapses, public faith in the audit is arguably at an 
all-time low. The question that hangs in the air is, what 

can and should be done about it? 
In April, after an investigation into the competitiveness and 

resilience of the UK’s auditing sector, the Competition and 

Markets Authority recommended the separation of audit from 

consulting services. Not for the first time, the multidisciplinary 

model favoured by larger accountancy firms is under the 

spotlight. The possibility of audit being siloed as a standalone 

business is, it seems, closer than ever.

Over the past decade, accountancy firms, particularly the 

largest ones, have reinvented themselves as professional 

services providers in response to demand from business and 

stakeholders. Their rebranding 

reflects the shrinking proportion 

of firms’ earnings brought in by 

accounting and auditing. PwC’s 

global income from audit and 

assurance in the latest financial 

year, for example, was US$17,382m, 

although the figure includes risk 

assurance and other assurance work 

– a not inconsiderable business. 

Consulting income amounted to 

US$14,369m in the same year.

A past, but also a future?
The multidisciplinary accountancy 

firm is a well-established model, 

but does it have a future? A new report produced by ACCA 

with CA ANZ and the International Federation of Accountants 

(IFAC), which draws on academic literature, the views of policy 

experts and an in-depth study of how regulators across the 

world manage risk, addresses this directly. 

The report, Audit quality in a multidisciplinary firm: What the 
evidence shows, argues that ‘the presence of multidisciplinary 

firms in a large and evolving corporate reporting system fills 

a valuable market need’. The audit, it says, ‘is fundamental 

to any market-based economy’, but adds that meeting new 

demand for assurance on new risks – including climate change 

and other specific risks – from investors, other stakeholders 

and wider society requires a broad skills base that can only 

realistically be developed in a multidisciplinary environment. 

‘A multidisciplinary approach, drawing on deep 

methodology and frameworks for assurance, combined with 

specialist and subject matter expertise, is well positioned to 

meet this need and will increasingly be vital as the market 

continues to evolve towards integrated thinking in the years to 

come,’ declares the report.

While the landscape in which firms are operating has 

changed, the report points out that the goal of the audit 

– to provide users of financial statements with comfort 

that the financial statements prepared by management 

are a fair reflection of the business’s operations – remains 

valid. But, it adds, ‘the audit profession must be agile’ in 

achieving that goal in a rapidly 

evolving environment. This means 

either employing a range of 

skilled professionals with diverse 

backgrounds, or buying in the 

skills when required to meet the 

increasing demand for assurance 

from stakeholders and investors.

If the focus of firms does narrow 

down to pure audit work, then the 

quality of that work could suffer. 

‘Superior audit quality can only 

be delivered if firms have the best 

people, services and knowledge 

at hand,’ says the report. The 

multidisciplinary model, it notes, is 

one of the best mechanisms to develop the skills, expertise 

and consistency needed for quality audits.

On the ‘narrower’ issue of whether audit firms should 

provide non-audit services to existing clients, the report says 

the question ‘is more nuanced’ than this, and raises the issue 

of potential conflicts, ‘real or perceived’. It acknowledges 

that the provision of non-audit services to audit clients raises 

the perception of a lack of independence. It uses research 

from the UK Financial Reporting Council to show that the vast 

majority of non-audit fees comes from clients who are not 

audited by firms. The value of non-audit services provided to 

audit clients is ‘relatively small and is not on the rise’, it adds, 

‘A multidisciplinary 
approach will 

increasingly be 
vital as the market 

evolves towards 
integrated thinking’
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Providing assurance for new risks such as climate change 
requires a broad skills base that can only realistically be 
developed in a multidisciplinary environment.

in part ‘due to the increasing rules in place that limit the non-

audit services that can be provided to audit clients’.

Setting a threshold for these levels would be difficult, the 

report points out, because it would be arbitrary and because 

the distinction between assurance and non-assurance is 

not a bright line. Auditors often provide clients with related 

assurance services, such as interim reviews, for example. 

The report goes on to argue that ‘services that are permitted 

quite often are complementary to the audit’, while adding 

that ‘demonstrating to the public that perceived conflicts of 

interest are being appropriately managed is challenging’, 

especially as investors and other stakeholders are beginning to 

demand more timely information across more platforms.

Mitigated risks
The report argues that the way in which regulation has evolved 

over the past two decades ‘mitigates risks associated with 

audit firms providing non-audit services to some audit clients’. 

It also points out that robust rules and policies to mitigate 

the risks to auditor independence already exist and are 

under review: ‘As this issue continues to be considered, it is 

important to remember that evidence cited in this paper calls 

into question the need for sweeping regulatory changes that 

could have unintended consequences on audit quality.’

Amir Ghandar, CA ANZ’s reporting and assurance leader, 

says that a multidisciplinary base contributes to audit quality, 

‘but firms and the profession at large must continue to actively 

establish and demonstrate a culture of integrity through 

governance, transparency and our core ethics’. Independence 

rules ‘should continue to evolve in order to keep pace with 

public expectations and emerging challenges’, he adds.

Maggie McGhee, executive director – governance at ACCA, 

says: ‘We welcome a robust debate on these issues, which will 

continue to be important for the profession and policymakers, 

and encourage a conversation grounded on the facts.’ 

And Kevin Dancey, IFAC’s CEO, says: ‘The business case for 

the multidisciplinary model is strong, and there is significant 

evidence in support of the model. Let’s work with the facts as 

we continue to best serve the public interest.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Fighting crime’s evolution
Technology has brought huge and varied benefi ts, but with it come the opportunists 
who use it for criminal activity. However, as a new report shows, tech is fi ghting back

Estimates of the annual global cost of fi nancial crime 
vary enormously, but every number quoted is huge. 
Some estimate that fi nancial crime costs US$3.5 trillion 

a year – more than the GDP of the UK. The true cost is 
hard to quantify, partly because fi nancial crime 
is diffi cult to defi ne, encompassing 
anything from bribery and fraud 
to cybercrime, slavery and 
human traffi cking.

While crime is hardly a new 

problem, the digital age has 

brought new opportunities 

for criminals and many new risks 

for businesses. One of the biggest 

challenges for regulators in the fi ght against 

economic crime is that technology 

has allowed criminals to expand 

the geographical reach 

of their operations. 

The cost of sending 

an email across 

a border is 

no greater 

than that of 

sending it 

next door. There are other advantages too – while a target 

might be wary of a letter with a foreign postmark or a phone 

call from someone with an unfamiliar accent, spoofi ng an 

email or web address can remove all of these warning signs 

from an online attack.

Technology has also opened up new vectors for 

crime. The development of cryptocurrencies and 

their ability to store or transmit value in an 

anonymous or pseudonymous fashion 

has transformed some aspects 

of economic crime. 

Cryptocurrency 

transactions are 

particularly 

diffi cult to 

track back to 

the benefi cial 

owner. Financial 

crime has also 

become a more 

accessible 
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activity – the barriers to entry have been lowered thanks to the 

proliferation of information available on the internet.

Financial criminals no longer meet a set stereotype – 

potentially, anyone with internet access can be a threat 

– and the element of gamifi cation that is apparent in 

many cyberattacks adds a further unwelcome dimension. 

Hacking a system, for some, is simply a challenge with 

unintended consequences.

While it has long been clear that technology has offered 

lucrative new avenues to criminals – experts are unanimous 

that digitalisation has led to an 

increase in the volume and velocity 

of economic crime attacks, as well as 

an expansion in scope – a new report 

from ACCA and EY argues that 

the benefi ts and legitimate 

uses of technology far outweigh 

the risks posed by its abuse. 

Even so, the digital age presents 

specifi c challenges for businesses, 

regulators and, in particular, the 

auditing profession. 

The report, Economic crime in 
a digital age, notes that ‘trust, 

accountability and integrity are 

fundamental to the relationships 

that enable trade, build society and support economies across 

the globe’. For centuries, the accountancy profession has 

provided the building blocks for the trustworthy exchange 

of information. Investors and authorities alike place their 

trust in audited accounts, but a string of high-profi le frauds 

and the global economic crisis have damaged public trust in 

business – and, fairly or unfairly, turned the spotlight on the 

auditing profession. 

The report argues that the digital age is changing the 

information that investors and other decision-makers rely 

on, and the way in which it is delivered. ‘The role of auditor, 

perhaps never properly understood, stands ripe for evolution 

in the increasingly complex environment of technologically 

enabled business,’ it says. The ‘integrity agenda’ in the 

digital age, as the report calls it, is a jigsaw of business, 

regulators and public opinion – and the auditing profession 

must fi nd its place.

The report points out that while technology and innovation 

are developing rapidly, that has not changed the basic 

objective of regulation. There has always been a tension 

between innovation and regulation – the digital age is just 

the latest form of it. Laws cannot be created to cover every 

possible scenario, so there will always be a need to balance 

‘Technology cuts 
both ways – it is a 

vector for crime, but 
it is also a tool for 

creating tremendous 
value and protecting 

it from financial 
criminals’

regulation with innovation. ‘The big challenge for regulators is 

that technology has allowed collaboration between criminals 

and it has also broken down borders,’ says the report’s author, 

Jason Piper, policy lead, tax and business law, in ACCA’s 

professional insights team. ‘Laws tend to operate on a country-

by-country basis, but criminals don’t have to.’

Innovative technology is already playing its part in the 

fi ght against economic crime, both in terms of detection and 

prevention. The use of artifi cial intelligence to enhance risk 

assessment in the banking sector, for example, has already 

improved the effectiveness and 

effi ciency of anti-money laundering 

and sanctions screening. Other 

tools are supporting due diligence 

and investigation, and identifying 

out-of-the-ordinary activity. As the 

report says: ‘Criminals are more likely 

to refrain from illegal activities if they 

judge that the risk of detection is 

too great.’

These tools are increasingly 

fi nding a role in audit. It is possible 

that emerging technology could 

enhance the ability of audit to verify 

and enhance the internal control 

environments intended to detect 

fraud. Of course, detecting every economic crime will always 

be impossible in the face of determined criminals, but if the 

cost of hiding a crime outweighs the benefi ts of committing it, 

that could be deterrent enough for the rational criminal.

Irreplaceable auditors
However far technology takes us in combating economic 

crime, it will never fully replace the skilled and sceptical 

auditor. In his introduction to the report, Kevin Dancey, CEO of 

the International Federation of Accountants, says that ‘every 

fi nancial crime is an abuse of trust. This is where professional 

accountants can make their mark. Technology cuts both 

ways – it is a vector for crime, but it is also a tool for creating 

tremendous value and protecting it from fi nancial criminals.’ 

Tools alone, though, are not enough. ‘People will make the 

difference and professional accountants, as widely trusted 

actors, are at the centre of the action in every organisation.’

‘The profession has always stood out for its independence 

and scepticism. Our challenge is to adapt – and keep adapting 

– to a continuously changing economic and technological 

environment. We are up to the challenge and we embrace it.’ AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Emotional rescue
Pressure at work can rack up stress and even lead to illness, but understanding and 
acknowledging your emotions can help you manage it, as Ben Rawal FCCA explains

Handling a high-pressure situation is 
something that we all deal with from 
time to time. How we cope with such 
pressure is determined by us rather 
than the behaviour of others or the 
situation itself.

Some people get frustrated or 

aggressive; others maintain a calmer 

demeanour. The reality is that our 

responses are determined by multiple 

factors, including mood, beliefs, 

expectations and emotional control.

Our ability to work under pressure 

and deal with stress is contingent 

on how effectively we manage our 

emotions. However, sound emotional 

control also relies on whether or not we 

understand and validate our feelings 

sufficiently to manage stress in the long 

term. This distinction is important, as 

many individuals are highly effective at 

managing pressure in the short term 

but eventually suffer from stress, illness 

or burnout over a longer period. So it is 

important to recognise and understand 

the effect of each of our emotions – the 

physiological response that occurs as 

our emotions change.

For example, anger affects physiology 

in several ways: the heart rate increases, 
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Top tips for pressure relief
* Self-awareness. Our emotions impact our physiology and change the way 

we feel. Recognising these changes can be helpful in understanding when 

we’re under too much pressure and need to consider alternative options for 

dealing with the stress. Keeping a record of your physiological changes when 

experiencing intense emotions can help to provide an early warning.

* Emotional validation and acceptance. Validating and accepting your feelings 

will help you face rather than avoid your emotional experience. In reality, feelings 

come and go, and rarely remain at the level of intensity that they are sometimes 

experienced at. What is important is how you respond to your emotions and the 

behaviour you choose to exhibit.

* Willpower. Recognising that your willpower is a limited resource can help you 

determine when and how high-pressure and complex tasks should be tackled. 

Try to ensure that you hold some willpower ‘in reserve’.   

* Positivity. Remaining positive is sometimes more difficult than it seems when 

excessive pressure is being experienced. You can improve your chances by 

surrounding yourself with positive individuals.

however, don’t have this skill. Instead, 

we bring other traits to bear to help 

us deal with increased pressure, such 

as calmness. Although this can help in 

the management of stress, ultimately 

it doesn’t help address the ‘real’ 

emotions that we’re feeling and, at 

times, choosing to ignore. It’s emotional 

avoidance rather than emotional 

validation and acceptance.

Although a manageable strategy in 

the short term, emotional avoidance can 

gradually raise stress, and lead to illness, 

difficulty in sleeping or uncontrollable 

outbursts in and out of work.

Red flags
Some indicators that we are failing to 

manage stress are more noticeable to 

others than to ourselves. Other people 

may point out how moody we seem 

or the more physical manifestations 

of appearing tired or ill. These are 

important tell-tale signs that we’re not 

recognising and managing our stress 

levels effectively, even if we think we are.

In addition to improving emotional 

awareness, other factors such as 

willpower and positivity can help in 

managing pressure. Research has 

demonstrated that willpower is a 

limited resource that can quickly be 

exhausted. For some individuals, this 

depletion can take place towards the 

end of the working day or week, and is 

likely to impact levels of concentration, 

particularly when working on complex 

tasks. So it is important to consider the 

frequency and magnitude of stressful 

activities, and pace yourself accordingly.

Similarly, trying to keep a positive 

mindset can be beneficial when working 

under pressure. But at times, despite 

our best intentions, other people’s 

negativity and dissatisfaction can 

influence how we feel and cause stress 

to feel less tolerable. To some extent, 

emotions are contagious, so making 

sensible choices about who to interact 

with can be the difference between 

feeling anxious or content.

If you are starting the new year already 

under pressure, take some time to 

acknowledge this and consider applying 

some of the tips in the box below. AB

Ben Rawal FCCA is the lead consultant 

at Soft Skills.

Many individuals 
are highly effective 

at managing 
pressure in the 
short term but 

eventually suffer 
from stress, illness 

or burnout

some muscles tighten, and the ability 

to think logically and rationally is 

temporarily lost. Each of the primary 

emotions – anger, fear, enjoyment, 

sadness, love, surprise, disgust 

and shame – results in a different 

physiological response. Individuals 

with high levels of self-awareness can 

recognise these physiological changes 

and acknowledge the emotion or 

emotions they are feeling.

Strong emotional recognition is 

an important aspect of dealing with 

pressure. It enables the individual 

to change their actions before the 

pressure becomes unmanageable, 

and also highlights undesirable shifts 

in how the individual feels. Most of us, 
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The right vibe
Startups are better placed than established companies to set the right organisational 
tone, but there are no shortcuts to this ongoing process, warns Heather Bingham

Reciprocity
Another component for setting 

the appropriate tone for your 

company is to nurture the concept 

of reciprocity. This is widely seen as a 

technique of persuasion, describing 

the phenomenon of people feeling 

compelled to do something for others 

who have helped them along the way. 

At one end of the spectrum is 

generalised reciprocity – the idea that 

the workplace is a team, in which 

everyone benefits and loses 

with the company’s successes 

and failures. At the other end 

is negative reciprocity – the 

theory that everyone is in it for 

themselves and if one person 

gains, another must lose. 

Businesses face many obstacles in their 
early stages, from getting funding to 
securing office space. Perhaps the key 
factor in ensuring long-term growth 
and sustainability, though, is the 
process of building an organisational 
culture that reflects the vision of the 
company’s founders and recruiting a 
team that represents it.

Organisational culture can be 

understood as being the values, beliefs 

and mentality of a firm’s owners and 

their team. It’s about having a common 

goal and working together, guided by 

the same principles, to achieve it. 

As this idea of actively looking 

after workers’ wellbeing enters 

the mainstream, supported by 

research showing that happy and 

healthy employees perform better, 

organisational culture has moved into 

the spotlight.

Large, pioneering companies such 

as Google are taking culture seriously 

and reaping the rewards. The 

company’s focus on encouraging 

openness, innovation and 

excellence has resulted in 

plaudits such as awards 

for the best corporate 

culture in the technology 

sector. Google’s approach 

to culture, which also 

contributes to its frequent 

appearance in lists of the 

best places to work, is 

likely to be feeding into its 

continuing success.

However, culture doesn’t 

build itself, and it’s unlikely 

that staff members hired 

and managed without 

regard to these issues will naturally 

embody the company’s values. That’s 

why it’s important to create and refine 

the processes that contribute to a solid 

organisational culture and a team that 

properly represents it.

But just as there’s no foolproof recipe 

for a successful business, so there 

are no shortcuts to creating the ideal 

organisational culture. Influenced by 

different factors, it should be seen as 

a process rather than a finished 

product – as employees 

and systems come and 

go, workplace culture 

will evolve. See the panel 

opposite for some things 

you can do to encourage 

your desired culture.
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Setting the tone
Here are some actions that can help you establish your corporate culture. 

* Define it. Consider capturing your organisational culture with key adjectives – 

for example, authentic, brave, curious, smart, self-motivated and interested/

interesting. These words should apply not only to the people who created the 

company, but also help to ensure that everyone brought into the company, at 

any level, will fit in.

* Hire correctly. The key to instilling culture in the everyday workings of a business 

is to hire people with the company’s culture in mind. Your hiring process should 

promote your organisational culture, so you know that all new staff will be on the 

same wavelength as you. If you experience any resistance to your culture, you will 

know that the hiring process needs to change.

* Consider structure. The right type of organisational structure can help to 

reinforce company values and influence the overall culture of the business. For 

example, a flat structure, where tiers of management are replaced by a more 

egalitarian and non-hierarchical approach, could benefit creative businesses, 

helping to encourage open communication of opinions and ideas.

* Reflect the culture around you. How your office works is the final piece in the 

puzzle. The layout of your workspace should help, not hinder, the growth of 

your corporate culture. If your core values include openness, communication 

and teamwork, for instance, an open-plan office can help. Want to encourage 

fun? Build it in with a games table or break-out area. Environment has always 

informed behaviour, and it’s no different in the workplace.

Culture doesn’t 
build itself, and it’s 

unlikely that staff 
hired and managed 

without regard to 
this will naturally 

embody the 
company’s values

Employers who promote generalised 

reciprocity through profit-share 

schemes, bonuses or generous 

compensation packages will engender 

a sense of being appreciated, thereby 

encouraging loyalty. A workplace with a 

culture of negative reciprocity is likely to 

experience resistance from employees 

and a high turnover of staff. 

If management fails to nurture a sense 

of community or reciprocity between 

staff, the working environment will be 

less conducive to teamwork. Employees 

will be more likely to resist the company 

culture, including its structures or 

organisational habits, and become 

frustrated more easily. This may be 

expressed in small ways, but it can still 

have a negative impact.

Collaboration
The culture in a workplace is something 

that is negotiated and shared by 

employees, so a top-down approach to 

cultural change may not be particularly 

effective – indeed, it could be directly 

responsible for triggering resistance 

from employees. Discussing and 

implementing change is something that 

must be done collaboratively to ensure 

that all staff are on board.

The potential benefits of a non-

exclusionary, anti-authoritarian approach 

are embodied in the concept of 

communitas, a theory developed by 

ethnographer Victor Turner that refers 

to the feelings of solidarity that are 

established through shared experience. 

Organisational culture is intangible, 

so it can’t be measured in the same 

ways in which you measure other KPIs. 

However, you can monitor it by gauging 

the atmosphere and mood in the 

workplace, your staff retention rate, the 

quality of your employees’ work and the 

performance of the business. 

In the end, what really matters 

is that colleagues are treated with 

dignity and respect. By promoting 

shared values, an employer who instils 

a strong organisational culture will 

provide a valuable sense of community. 

Establishing a positive culture in the 

workplace plays a huge part in laying 

the foundations for long-term growth. AB

Heather Bingham is the organisational 

psychologist at independent asset 

manager Boost & Co. 
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Career success

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

Success story
Dr Rob Yeung looks at the factors that affect how we think about our jobs – and 
how others, including mentors and coaches, can change the way we feel

subjective career success in a sample 

of 94,090 employees from all over 

the world. Hearteningly, the data 

showed that subjective success was 

unaffected by gender, marital status 

or having children. In other words, 

people were mostly able to experience 

career satisfaction irrespective of their 

background and home situations.

However, several factors did 

impair subjective success, including 

low participation in training and 

development activities as well as low 

networking behaviour. Neither finding 

should be surprising. A reluctance to 

take part in training and development 

could be indicative of close-

mindedness; it also likely results in less 

growth in skills and knowledge. Low 

networking may lead to encountering 

fewer opportunities, too.

Low political knowledge and having 

few or no mentors also predicted lower 

subjective success. These two factors 

may be linked. Effective mentors may 

be more helpful in providing advice 

on relationships and politics than on 

technical issues.

However, mentoring may not only 

benefit the protégés who receive it. A 

meta-analysis led by Rajashi Ghosh at 

Drexel University found that managers 

who provided mentoring tended to be 

higher performers – they experienced 

greater career success, too. If you are 

an experienced individual in the more 

advanced stages of your career, think 

about offering yourself as a mentor as 

How do you feel about your level of 
career attainment? Business researchers 
often differentiate between two career 
outcomes. Objective career success is 
assessed by measures such as pay and 
hierarchical progression. Subjective 
success is based purely on people’s 
opinions about their own careers.

The relationship between objective 

and subjective success is perhaps 

somewhat unexpected. Researchers 

Andrea Abele and Daniel Spurk at the 

University of Erlangen-Nuremberg 

tracked both objective and subjective 

success in 1,336 professionals over 

10 years. They found that growth 

in objective success actually had a 

relatively small impact on subjective 

success. Earning more and getting 

promoted did boost people’s happiness 

– but less than we might expect.

Growth in subjective success had 

a much larger impact on objective 

success. In other words, people who 

were happy in their work also ended 

up earning more and getting more 

promotions. This makes sense: people 

who genuinely enjoy their work tend 

to be more willing to learn about 

their disciplines and work long hours, 

which in turn helps them – almost 

inadvertently – to be more objectively 

successful. The major implication then is 

to pursue work that you genuinely enjoy 

as it will likely make you objectively 

successful, too.

Boosting career outcomes
A major study led by the University 

of Hong Kong’s Thomas Ng used a 

statistical technique known as meta-

analysis to identify factors that reduced 

Several factors did 
impair subjective 

success, including 
low participation 

in training and 
development 

activities as well as 
low networking
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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.

was not quite good enough. I frequently work 12-hour 

days so hardly see my two young children. Frankly, I’m 

unhappy and overwhelmed. I want to quit but I also don’t 

have the energy to network or apply for jobs.

A In terms of the promotion, do you know which performance 

indicators are being used to evaluate you? If not, you must insist 

on detailed discussions to establish what every aspect of your performance and 

behaviour should look like.

However, the bigger issue is around where your career sits within your whole life 

right now. No one can tell you what to do in this situation. If I were coaching you, I 

would ask: what do you want out of your life – not just your career – over the next 

few years? I’m not asking you to think about your long-term future and where you 

may want to be in 10 or more years. What matters most to you at this moment in 

time? As you say that you are unhappy and overwhelmed, I recommend deciding 

on a single priority for now. Will you concentrate on promotion above your own 

well-being and time with family? Or is it more important to recover and perhaps be 

with loved ones?

There is no automatic right answer here. Consider what you would regret more in 

the long run – missing out on promotion or time with your young family – and decide 

accordingly. However, also bear in mind that you can change your priorities in the 

months or years to come in order to focus on different things such as your earnings, 

career prestige, time with family, personal health, community, legacy and so on. 

Tips for the top
A research paper in the journal Organizational Dynamics points to how leaders 

can more successfully create statements about vision, mission and purpose that 

drive performance. Academics Chad Murphy and Jonathan Clark point out that 

many less effective statements tend to use vague, values-based language such 

as ‘delivering cutting-edge services in the national marketplace’, ‘to be the world 

leader in…’ and ‘striving for excellence’. The problem with these kinds of conceptual 

statements is that they can be used almost interchangeably for 

many organisations; as a result, they may end up being less 

meaningful and motivating for employees. In contrast, 

concrete, image-based language such as ‘a smart 

device in every room of the house’, ‘ensure city-wide 

delivery within 36 hours’ and ‘ensure that parents 

can sleep well at night’ tend to be much more 

memorable and galvanising. The implication: to 

motivate employees and other stakeholders, try to 

use more vivid imagery that allows them to visualise the 

outcomes you hope to achieve.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q Can you coach me through 

a diffi cult situation, please? I 

was told I was due to be promoted 

several years ago but have since been 

informed twice that my performance 

you may learn and grow as a result of 

the process, too.

A few critics consider mentoring 

to be a somewhat old-fashioned 

paradigm. They argue that it is 

less effective in new, disruptive 

industries. An alternative – or 

perhaps additional – model may 

lie in peer coaching, which business 

researchers such as Polly Parker 

defi ne as a voluntary relationship 

between two or more people with 

the goal of supporting each other to 

achieve career objectives.

To set up a peer coaching group, 

fi nd one or more individuals who you 

trust and respect for their knowledge 

and insight. Give each person equal 

time to share and then receive advice 

on a pressing issue. For example, one 

may have a specifi c project that needs 

discussing; another may wish to get 

guidance on a job offer.

External coaching provided by a 

consultant outside of an organisation 

is yet another route to career 

development. However, management 

researchers led by Shirley Sonesh have 

observed that this is more effective 

at altering behaviours than attitudes. 

So do seek out external coaching 

to change behaviours and improve 

skills but consider that you may get 

less successful results when hiring 

a coach to change the outlook of 

diffi cult 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 ESG compliance officer, the skills and experience required 
for the job, how to get into the profession, and where it can take you

To help with the sustainability focus of 

her specific role, she says there is now 

a wealth of resources fully accessible in 

terms of content and availability to both 

financial professionals and the general 

public, including online information and 

focused networking or development 

opportunities. ‘They represent a 

valuable source of information 

for anyone interested in ESG and 

sustainability more generally – I hesitate 

to say field, as ESG/sustainability issues 

are integral to many different sectors of 

the economy,’ Grenier says.

Getting in and getting on
Compliance is sometimes described as 

more of a mindset than a profession, 

and there are no specific qualifications 

for entry. However, the International 

Compliance Association runs courses, 

which may be required by employers as 

part of a CPD programme. 

With critical problem-solving, analysis 

and project management skills key 

to the role, ACCA members are well 

positioned and the qualification is well 

regarded in the profession. A shortage 

of compliance experts only enhances 

the opportunity for ACCA members.

Promotion can be rapid, with 

progression from junior to senior officer 

taking between two and four years. 

Compliance managers typically have 

more than five years’ experience, and 

senior managers more than 10.

Finance, government, technology 

or the environment are possible 

specialisations, and audit, cybersecurity 

and risk consulting are related areas. AB

Neil Johnson, journalist

Corporate compliance is the process of 
ensuring a business and its employees 
follow the laws, regulations, standards 
and ethical practices that apply to 
them and their sector, including 
environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) compliance. It also covers the 
internal policies and rules that help a 
company run smoothly.

‘An interest in ESG issues is now high 

on the agenda for many investors,’ 

says Laura Grenier FCCA, finance, 

compliance and operations manager 

at WHEB Asset Management. ‘ESG 

is integrated into every aspect of 

our business, which focuses on the 

opportunities created by the transition 

to a low-carbon and sustainable 

global economy.

‘Accountants have strong analytical 

and reporting skills developed through 

their studies, particularly ACCA 

members, who have the opportunity 

to develop a wide skillset and as such 

are strongly positioned to drive the 

momentum in improving the CSR 

[corporate social responsibility] function 

and ESG integration in corporations 

across a broad range of sectors.’

 

Key skills
Grenier’s role involves applying 

a broad range of skills, including 

the technical expertise she learnt 

during her ACCA studies, along with 

focused knowledge obtained from 

development opportunities such as 

regulatory compliance seminars. She 

also relies on her soft skills to develop 

relationships with colleagues and third 

parties – her role involves interaction 

with key service providers at all levels of 

seniority. Managerial skills are important 

in terms of her own progression 

and development, as well as for the 

supervision and development of her two 

direct reports.
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Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omni lorem ipsum.

Boxout crosshead: doluptur, sequamust 

magni bera coribusdam et re nobist la 

dolore con re volorer spercit autem as 

rerum volut volorun.

Boxout crosshead: moditat urehend 

isciae. Gitae magnima ximporr 

undenimilit prem culpa dolore prae 

estrum rerem aborrup turiantion culpa 

doluptus lorem ipsum dolor sit amet.

Box headline
Voluptas eum, ipis mincte ped quis 

accullorest, sintecta velest labor rereiciis 

quos dollautetur? Qui nam, volor 

sunt adi berit vene pro quae commos 

quaspit, si omnoditat urehend isciae. 

Gitae magnima ximporr undenimilit 

prem culpa dolore prae estrum rerem 

aborrup turiantion culpa doluptus.

Ur, nihitiis mollaut rerum atum, core 

saerae cus aut que pos ex exerepe 

rroviducias es venet odit, simporum 

dolo el eaquidis corro blatios qui 

volupta quique dit estemperum 

doluptas et, vollam re que sus eum hit 

aut occusaecus essi omnihiciis et lorem 

ipsum dolor sit amet nunc.

Nexia’s new chair
Nexia International has appointed 

current Australian and Asia Pacific chair 

Ian Stone as its new global chairman. 

He succeeds Dr Markus Emmrich, 

partner and managing board member 

of German member firm Ebner Stolz, 

who held the role for three years. Stone 

joined Nexia’s Sydney office at 17, at 

26 he became one of the youngest 

partners and from 2002 to 2013 he was 

managing partner of Nexia Sydney. The 

appointment makes Stone the first non-

European chair of Nexia, the world’s 

ninth-largest network.

Record revenues 
Mazars has posted revenue growth 

more than 10 times the industry 

average at its Australian arm as 

revenue jumped to AU$51m in the 

2019 financial year from AU$24m in the 

previous year. The global accounting 

group’s income growth of 116% was 

the highest year-on-year growth of any 

firm in The Australian Financial Review 
Top 100 Accounting Firms list. Mazars 

only branched into Australia in 2016. 

‘With the strength of the Mazars name 

behind us, hopefully we’ll be seen as an 

appropriate alternative to the bigger 

firms,’ said Jim Mascitelli, the group’s 

Sydney managing partner.

The digital practitioner

Heather Smith FCCA, a digital practitioner based in Brisbane, Australia, explains 
what it means to be a modern accountant who embraces a nomadic lifestyle. Listen 
at bit.ly/AB-pod-hs and find out more in our interview at bit.ly/ab-heather-smith.

The view from
Pinghui Luo ACCA, audit assistant manager, KPMG, 
China, on being connected and the power of mentoring

between business and 

accounting. Accounting not 

only provides a look at a 

company’s historical output, 

but it can help it to make 

better forward-looking 

decisions.

Repetitive work can now be done 
in financial processing centres using 
rapid data transmission. This means 

I’m pushed to continuously learn more 

complicated skills and to develop myself 

in preparation for the opportunities that 

technology is constantly availing. We 

now spend less time travelling thanks to 

being able to communicate with clients 

over the internet, supporting a better 

work/life balance. 

I feel fortunate that I was tutored 
by one of my ACCA teachers, Major 
Mei FCCA, winner of China’s ACCA 
Advocate of the Year award in 2018. 
Major has established a charity, 

Major’s Club, which aims to build 

an inspiring platform for young talent. 

I’ve learned a lot by interacting with 

young adults and mentors in the 

organisation, which has taught me to 

share my views with others and helped 

me build a clearer career path. Being 

connected to this professional network, 

I meet many different talented people, 

I can develop myself and find more 

opportunities, which is important to 

my career. AB

I started my career while 
doing a bachelor’s degree 
as an intern at KPMG 
before joining the firm’s 
China’s Elites Programme, 
which helps graduates 
kickstart their careers. 
I was attracted by the 

work auditors do. They not only offer 

a statutory service, but also make 

suggestions to help clients grow. As I 

majored in finance at university, I think 

it’s a great chance for me to explore the 

business world.

The thing I enjoy most is enriching 
my experience and exploring KPMG 
through my working life. I’ve joined a 

basketball interest group. I’ve taken part 

in campus recruitment events to share 

my experience and I was the host of 

my department’s Christmas party. I’ve 

worked in other branches in China and 

I’d also like the chance to be seconded 

abroad. In the long term, I would like to 

be a professional financial management 

officer and have a good work/life-

balance: family comes first in my life.

Everyone should pay attention to the 
information revolution. Professional 

people equipped with modern skills 

in areas such as computer science 

can gain more career opportunities. 

Using computer and cloud-based 

financial software to analyse digital 

financial data also improves the links 

Audit committees that include a 
former partner from the company’s 
external audit firm are 21% less likely 
to misstate their financial results than 
those that do not.
Source: American Accounting 
Association 

21% 
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Inclusive management
Promoting cognitive diversity in the workplace is about ensuring that employees 

at all levels are not only free but expected to provide constructive criticism to the 

management. Allowing information to flow freely within the business can boost 

morale and have positive result on the financial performance. 

Gallup research on the US workplace found that only three in 10 US employees 

strongly agree that their opinions count at work, but companies could improve 

productivity by 12% if that ratio increased to six out of 10. 

Delivering diversity
While many organisations are actively seeking to recruit more widely, taking everyone’s 
views into account requires careful planning, as Urszula Pajdzik ACCA explains

‘know-how’ that is not easily captured 

or stored by any IT systems. In order 

to harvest that information, employees 

need to feel safe to share their opinion 

and the management needs to engage 

in dialogue with its workforce. 

Unfortunately, no amount of time 

spent on leadership courses can 

challenge the biases that individuals 

have been holding for years. 

Appreciating cognitive diversity requires 

a change of mindset at a personal 

level, and results from understanding 

that everyone has something to 

contribute and nobody has all the facts. 

If diversity is to be more than just a 

slogan, then each employee needs to 

take responsibility for efficient flow of 

information in the business. Ultimately, 

however, it is up to the management to 

set the tone and show that employees’ 

opinion matters.  

Patty McCord, former chief talent 

officer at Netflix, is known for stressing 

the importance of communication 

flowing freely between employees and 

the management. At Netflix, employees 

are encouraged to challenge the status 

quo and the management is advised 

to listen carefully. Ensuring cognitive 

diversity made a huge difference to the 

company’s bottom line and confirmed 

that businesses grow best when people 

are free to think together about how to 

serve their customers better. 

Encouraging cognitive diversity is 

important for accountants, too. In the 

past, the accounts department was 

often seen as a separate function from 

the rest of operations. Nowadays, 

accountants are increasingly expected 

to act as business partners who support 

Diversity in the workplace has been 
debated for many years. A lot has been 
said and written about it, but from 
experience everyone realises by now 
that diversity is not something that will 
just happen because different people 
have been put together into one office. 
Companies can only benefit from 
having a diverse workforce if there are 
opportunities for everyone to express 
and challenge different views, and in 
doing so find new and better ways 
of working. 

In a study carried out with the 

Technical University of Munich, the 

Boston Consulting Group (BCG) found 

that openness to cognitive diversity – 

when employees can share opposing 

ideas and provide constructive criticism 

– is one of the most powerful factors 

in helping the business harness the 

benefits of a diverse workforce. 

BCG looked at five work environment 

conditions that are necessary to 

encourage diversity and, as a result, 

innovation. The most important was 

participative leadership behaviour, with 

68% of companies seeking this as a 

prerequisite. However, the next most 

common prerequisite was openness 

to cognitive diversity, cited by 62% 

No amount of 
time spent on 

leadership courses 
can challenge 

the biases that 
individuals have 

been holding 
for years

of companies. BCG suggests the 

importance of these two conditions 

means companies will have to look 

beyond formal initiatives and embrace 

‘softer’ tactics if they want to reap 

diversity’s innovation benefit.

Weighing it up 
An important aspect of cognitive 

diversity is making sure that business 

decisions are preceded by an extensive 

process of weighing up all available 

information. Businesses spend a lot 

on ERP systems capable of handling 

ever growing amount of data. The 

problem remains, however, with 

obtaining and handling information 

such as employees’ expertise and their 
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More information

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

Read the report by the BCG and 
the Technical University of Munich at 
bit.ly/bcg-diverse.

Promoting cognitive diversity is not 

without its price, though. Managers 

who have never relied on their 

subordinates to provide valuable 

information will find it difficult to 

change their attitudes. Teams relying 

on more informal arrangements, 

where those who are better connected 

get ahead of the rest, are unlikely to 

appreciate more transparent ways of 

doing business.

In the cognitively diverse workplace, 

each team needs to bear certain 

‘adjustments costs’. When everyone’s 

starting position is open to debate, 

then ultimately no team can push 

its own agenda unchallenged. 

Management interested in promoting 

cognitive diversity needs to be 

realistic about potential conflicts that 

might cause. 

From a finance perspective, it remains 

impossible to quantify the value of 

lost business that results from lack of 

their colleagues in making the right 

commercial decisions. A diverse 

workforce increases the expertise 

available at management’s disposal. 

Accountants able to engage with 

employees at all levels can ensure that 

no information has been overlooked or 

intentionally withheld. In the cognitively 

diverse environment, accountants should 

have confidence that decision-making is 

based on facts and not mere opinions.

Increased transparency
Accountants rely heavily on the integrity 

of various teams across the business. 

Freedom to speak up increases 

transparency and reduces the risk 

of having whistle-blowers silenced. 

It is much more difficult to collude 

and coerce in an environment where 

employees are expected to question 

how the business is managed. Fraud 

will always be a risk; however, increased 

transparency reduces that risk.

cognitive diversity. The organisation 

might be doing well, but how much 

better could it be if employees felt that 

they were truly free to speak up? How 

much more value would be added if 

information flowing from the bottom up 

carried as much weight as that coming 

from the other direction? Creativity might 

not be what accountants are known 

for, but when it comes to promoting 

cognitive diversity we might want to take 

the road less travelled; it can make all 

the difference. AB

Urszula Pajdzik ACCA, financial 

accountant
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Deal drivers
How do you value a practice with a view to a sale? Tim Underwood looks at some of 
the factors in valuations and structures that prospective sellers need to consider

a client book heavily dominated with 

audit and assurance services. But things 

are changing.

Firstly, just to give some context to 

these key features of a transaction, it is 

important to decouple valuation and 

deal structure as both have an impact 

on one another. As extreme examples, 

if a practitioner wanted to sell their firm 

One of the first questions we are asked 
when discussing the sale of a practice 
with a prospective client is ‘What is my 
practice worth and what deal structures 
are on offer?’ The answer has changed 
over the past five years for a variety of 
reasons, which we explore below. 

In a nutshell, ‘back-of-the-envelope’ 

valuations for a general practice 

remain stubbornly linked to a 

multiple of fees, or gross recurring 

fees, between 0.8 and 1.25, with the 

structure of payments being made in 

30% instalments on completion and 

the two following anniversaries of 

the transaction. 

These offers remain common, 

especially for general practices with 
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employing OCR. Cost and labour 

resource is being removed, 

driving margins.

3. We have also witnessed firms 

becoming specialists. This could 

mean only taking on certain 

clients in specific industries, 

providing a limited menu of 

services or moving up the value 

chain by offering higher value 

crossborder tax or transfer 

pricing services. From the 

discussions we have with firms 

across Europe and Asia, it is clear 

that clients are not always looking 

for a general, one-stop-shop 

provider but to be advised by 

the best in breed for the specific 

advice they need. 

4. In the context of all the points 

above, different staff skillsets 

are required. This has allowed 

some firms to employ lower 

cost bookkeepers, strip out 

layers of higher qualified 

middle management and 

streamline their compliance 

process. The direction of travel 

on the HR side is definitely 

to provide flexitime and/or 

allow staff to work remotely, 

reducing office overheads. 

We have an example of an 

accounting business we worked 

with in the US, which generates 

and receive 100% cash on day one, 

they would need to discount the price/

valuation significantly. The reverse may 

also be true: extending the payment 

period and receiving a higher price. But 

there are a variety of factors that can 

impact the structure and valuation, a 

good number of which are related to 

the aspirations of the vendor and plans 

the buyer has for the practice. 

Changing landscape
Putting these softer, more personal 

aspects to one side and focusing on 

the sector as a whole and the firm 

itself, there are a variety of reasons why 

valuations and deal structures are being 

approached differently now.

1. Practices are moving away from 

a dependence on audit services. 

Some of this is regulatory, with 

increasing audit exemption 

levels, but practitioners are 

also increasingly aware that 

the greater margins are in 

compliance and recurring services 

such as company secretarial, 

payroll, tax and bookkeeping. 

In most markets, these services 

are less labour intensive, carry 

less regulatory risk and can be 

provided without the need of 

institute regulatory oversight or 

government regulation. 

2. IT has taken the profession 

through various step changes 

illustrating how these compliance 

services can be streamlined, 

with repetitive processes being 

automated and artificial intelligence 

underpinning various aspects of 

the work. There has been an impact 

from IT on the audit side as well; 

with the right technology, you can 

now incorporate a company in 

minutes, run a payroll calculation 

and ‘push it’ up to a client back 

account, or reconcile a client’s 

supplier invoices in seconds 

US$12m in revenues with one small 

office of six staff and the rest based 

at home. 

5. The final key factor is the purchasers. 

Especially in Asia, this segment of 

the market has changed significantly 

over the last five to six years: new 

entrants, with new models, are 

looking at valuing businesses on 

multiples of EBITDA rather than a 

multiple of fees. We had an example 

last year of a firm in Thailand that 

was offered 1x fees for the practice. 

When we introduced our client to a 

range of non-traditional accounting 

purchasers, the offer, which was 

based on EBITDA, was 2.8x fees. 

This isn’t an extreme case, and we 

have numerous similar examples. 

Look at the profit drivers
These five points, which individually 

cover a range of underlying factors, 

are driving change in the broader 

accounting sector when it comes to 

M&A valuations and deal structures.   

For the general practice, it is 

prudent, when looking to sell, to profile 

your firm, look at the profit drivers and 

segment different service lines. Our 

view is that it is pretty antiquated to 

apply a fairly arbitrary multiple to gross 

fees and that the individual business 

units should be valued independently. 

The final multiple may be similar to 

0.8-1.25x gross fees, but in many 

cases we are seeing final valuations at 

enhanced levels.  

In terms of deal structures, we are 

also seeing some change: higher 

proportions of the consideration are 

being paid upfront on completion of 

the transaction. In some cases, this 

can be in excess of 70% of the total 

consideration, with the balance payable 

within 12 months. AB

Tim Underwood is managing director of 

Foulger Underwood Asia.

It is prudent, when 
looking to sell, 
to profile your 

firm, look at the 
profit drivers and 
segment different 

service lines
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Thinking big
Professor Dato’ Dr Chua Hock Hoo, co-founder and managing partner of Malaysian 
accounting firm Cheng & Co, talks about why his ambition for growth will never stop

his classmates had a sister studying with 

ACCA in London and the two ventured 

to the UK. 

In London, the young men enrolled 

in classes and headed straight to 

Chinatown to look for work, without 

luck. They scoured the classifieds and 

found a familiar calling: an advert 

seeking experienced farm hands. The 

job was in Bedfordshire, two hours 

north of London on a farm that supplied 

Chinatown’s restaurants. 

The schedule was punishing. ‘We 

started work at 2.30am, stopped at 

Farming or finance? At first glance 
the two professions are worlds apart. 
But for Professor Dato’ Dr Chua 
Hock Hoo the former could have 
been the road easily taken, while 
the latter remained nothing but a 
youthful dream. 

Growing up in a farming family 

in rural Malaysia, the easier path 

could have been to follow his father’s 

footsteps into agriculture, but Dr Chua 

had other plans. ‘I was very clear: I 

wanted to be an accountant and have 

my own practice,’ he says.

The energetic and infectiously 

optimistic father of three – two sons 

and a daughter, all of whom are 

studying accountancy in Perth, Australia 

– is talking at the Kuala Lumpur 

headquarters of Cheng & Co, the 

realisation of a dream. But Dr Chua’s 

career could have easily veered off into 

a very different direction. 

After completing his A-levels, Dr Chua 

struggled to balance his accountancy 

studies with his door-to-door salesman 

job. He was close to giving up and 

abandoning his dream. However, one of 
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Cheng & Co is a professional 

services firm headquartered in 

Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. It has 

20-plus partners, more than 300 

staff and 20 branches, including in 

Singapore, Hong Kong, mainland 

China and Australia. Focusing on 

entrepreneurs, Cheng & Co is a one-

stop professional centre, which has 

become Malaysia’s largest homegrown 

accounting firm. It is also a member 

of TGS Global. 

Basicsi

strategy. ‘I’m an entrepreneur 

and Cheng & Co is a platform for 

entrepreneurs,’ he says. ‘I know what 

SMEs need and want: they’re interested 

in value, not auditing. So I had the 

idea in the very early days that Cheng 

& Co would be a one-stop shop for 

entrepreneurs; it was a new type of 

practice in that sense.

‘Secondly, the only way to move 

forward was to make the firm bigger 

and  bigger, so in 1994 I had the 

dream to take Cheng & Co from two 

partners and three staff to 10 partners, 

10 branches and MYR10m turnover in 

10 years.’

Almost a decade on from throwing 

down that ambitious gauntlet, Dr 

5.30am, loaded the vegetables onto the 

truck and drove to Chinatown,’ Dr Chua 

recalls. ‘We delivered all the vegetables, 

box by box, to all the restaurants and 

shops. We then attended classes from 

9.30am to 5.30pm, when we would catch 

the bus home. It’s how life was.’ 

The gruelling schedule certainly 

made Dr Chua more disciplined. He 

passed stage two with all As, and stage 

three and four on the first attempts. 

And it wasn’t just at school that he was 

excelling; the farm manager was so 

sorry to hear that he was heading home 

to Malaysia that he made an offer that 

would be hard to refuse – for some.

‘I was going to work in an audit firm 

in Malaysia, where I’d earn around £100 

(MYR500) per month,’ Dr Chua recalls. 

‘The farm manager offered me 10 times 

more – £1,000 per month – with free 

accommodation and food. I said thanks, 

but I’d travelled so far to London with 

one dream: to become an accountant 

and to own my own practice. When I 

pass through London now I always try to 

catch up with him; he says that I made 

the right decision.’

Commitment pays off
The commitment to his career path and 

to Malaysia paid off – eventually. After 

resigning from one firm citing its lack of 

ambition, the classified ads once again 

cast fortune his way, when he read that 

an ‘elderly practitioner’ was looking 

for an auditor and manager, with the 

‘potential to become a partner’. 

Bingo! But after a year Dr Chua felt 

the firm wasn’t growing, so he resigned, 

turning down the offer of a pay rise. Two 

weeks later, the 73-year-old owner made 

a considerable counter-offer: Dr Chua 

and his colleague Paul Cheng could 

take over the firm. 

As Cheng was Dr Chua’s senior in 

age they named the firm Cheng & Co. 

Dr Chua set about quickly establishing 

a unique service offering and growth 

Chua took stock: Cheng & Co had 

only six partners, six branches and 

MYR$6.1m turnover. 

In order to achieve his ambitious 

target, Dr Chua decided to go back 

to the books and a slightly longer 

commute than that bus journey from 

Bedfordshire to London, enrolling for 

the doctorate of business administration 

(DBA) part-time course in Perth, 

Australia. ‘I flew in for a weekend every 

month and got the last flight back to 

Kuala Lumpur on the Sunday,’ he recalls.

As tough a schedule as this sounds, 

it was worth it. ‘While our mission to 

be a one-stop professional centre 

didn’t change, over three years to 

2006 we came up with our vision to be 

the largest homegrown international 

accounting firm in Malaysia,’ he says.

‘We had to dream big. People 

laughed at us and we may have felt 

a bit embarrassed and uneasy at the 

time, but I know today that we did the 

right thing,’ Dr Chua says. ‘With our 

peers and connections we’re number 

one in Malaysia. We have more than 

20 partners, 20 branches – including 

in Singapore, Hong Kong, China and 

Australia – and a 300-plus workforce, 

more than 70% of which is made up of 

ACCA members and students.’

Technology drive
A driving force behind the firm’s 

acceleration has been embracing 

technology, which stems from Dr Chua’s 

DBA thesis, which surveyed Malaysia’s 

1,500 accounting and audit firms to see 

which practised knowledge management 

and how it affected them. He found that 

the vast majority did, but that there were 

huge untapped efficiency gaps left by a 

lack of technology.

‘Knowledge itself is not a power, but 

sharing is,’ Dr Chua says. ‘Without IT, 

knowledge sharing is difficult.’ 

This realisation triggered Cheng & 

Co to identify the right technology to 

‘I know what 
SMEs need and 

want: they’re 
interested in value, 

not auditing’
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improve the effectiveness of the firm’s 

operations, services and solutions. 

This included an enterprise resource 

planning solution that connects all 

branches internationally and enables 

the firm to quickly obtain detailed 

information on the performance 

of all its branches, work processes 

and workforce. 

Significantly, Cheng & Co became 

the first accounting firm in Malaysia 

to obtain the MSC Malaysia status: 

a recognition by the government 

through the Malaysia Digital Economy 

Corporation (MDeC), for ICT-facilitated 

businesses that develop or use 

multimedia technologies to produce 

and enhance their products and 

services. This paved the way for the firm 

to launch Pro B Centre, a wholly owned 

subsidiary specialising in providing hi-

tech global business services. 

In addition, the firm is working with 

Xero as its only Gold Partner in Malaysia, 

with a target of becoming a Platinum 

Partner by the end of 2019. ‘Our Vision 

2020 is to have 100 member firms locally 

and internationally,’ says Dr Chua. 

‘Without these essential technologies, 

we would be unable to extend full 

support to our members.’

It doesn’t end there. In January, Cheng 

& Co became the first accounting firm 

in Malaysia to sign a memorandum 

of understanding with Universiti 

Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM) to become 

a virtual accountant centre for the 

institution. UKM has allocated a 1,000 

sq ft area for Cheng & Co’s specialists 

to train lecturers, who in turn will teach 

students how to use accounting and tax 

software and payroll systems.

Through Pro B, the firm will also make 

jobs available in the cloud for students 

to work in the university and earn 

additional income, which will give them 

real-world accounting experience and 

help prepare them for the job market, 

as well as giving Cheng & Co access to 

the next generation of upcoming talent. 

‘I’d say that the impact technology 

has had on my career is immense and 

invaluable,’ says Dr Chua. 

The next step
’They say to determine how many days 

you work in a month, you look at your 

handicap, so I work 14 days a month,’ 

jokes the keen golfer, but this shaded 

brag (14 is a strong handicap) is also a 

humble sleight of hand; the drive and 

determination that got him to where he 

is now shows no signs of fading.

Cheng & Co has established its 

own member firm network, pushing 

the brand into smaller towns to 

engage SMPs to join its network or 

seek a merger and extend its roster 

of branches. But Dr Chua also has his 

sights set beyond home. ‘You might 

be the largest firm in Malaysia, but so 

what?’ he says. ‘It’s such a small country; 

we’re a small firm on the global stage.’ 

The firm has therefore joined TGS 

Global, a leading business network 

that will boost the firm’s international 

visibility. Indeed, Netherlands-based 

firm TGS Lime Tree has already talked 

up how the relationship will help Dutch 

companies seeking to invest in Malaysia 

and Malaysian companies wishing to set 

up in Europe. ‘TGS will help us plan and 

go to the world,’ Dr Chua says. 

Dr Chua has refined his 1994 

‘10+10+10’ growth strategy: the aim 

now is that 10% of growth should come 

organically, 10% through cross-selling 

by divisions and branches, and 10% 

through trendsetting as the largest 

homegrown accounting firm – for 

example, through its growth with Xero. 

Not surprisingly, Dr Chua has even 

more ambitious plans for the future. 

‘We also want to grow through mergers 

and acquisitions,’ he says. ‘We will 

grow bigger and bigger. Hopefully our 

non-audit division can be listed publicly 

– not just in Malaysia, but in London. 

Why not?’ AB

Neil Johnson, journalist
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Fintech leader 
Singapore is the recipient of more 

than half (51%) of fintech funding 

channelled into ASEAN, according to 

data published by United Overseas 

Bank. Singapore is also home to 45% of 

fintech firms in the region. The report 

notes that while other ASEAN countries 

have accelerated the development of 

their domestic fintech sector, Singapore 

is benefiting from its more mature 

landscape. The report also found that 

funding into ASEAN has grown more 

than 30 times since 2014, reaching a 

new high of US$1.14bn at the end of 

September 2019.

Unicorns propagate
An inaugural listing of tech unicorns – 

start-ups worth over US$1bn – has found 

494 globally, based in 24 countries and 

118 cities. On average, they were set up 

seven years ago and are worth US$3.4bn, 

totalling US$1.7 trillion. According to the 

China-based Hurun Research Institute’s 

Hurun Global Unicorn List 2019, China 

led the US by 206 to 203, together 

accounting for over 80% of the world’s 

unicorns; Europe has 35. Dada-JD Daojia, 

a Chinese logistics and ecommerce firm, 

ranked 57th overall and sixth out of 34 

logistics firms, reflecting the popularity of 

the grocery and delivery sector.

The view from
Thet Hsu Tin ACCA, CFO, MC Easy Microfinance, 
Myanmar, on the importance of communication

the languages of finance 

and operations, in order 

to paint a compelling 

picture. Success in this 

role requires a mix of 

commercial acumen and 

analytical skills, and an 

ability to build relationships, 

to communicate effectively and to 

persuade. As a finance business partner, 

I have become more involved in setting 

a strategic direction for the business, 

as well as ensuring daily operational 

requirements and timely reporting are 

in order.

There is always something new and 
exciting to learn. The financial market 

is Myanmar still has a long way to go to 

maturity, as do micro-finance institutions 

like ours. These play an important role 

in improving financial inclusion, as 

well as providing financing access at a 

grassroots level.

Myanmar is taking a leap instead of 
steps as our society strives to make 
a positive change. With a growing 

economy, one of the biggest challenges 

we face is the capability of people. Job 

opportunities are increasing, but it’s 

challenging to find the right candidates.

I do not have kids yet but I’ve always 
aspired to be a working mother, with a 
balanced life in terms of work, family, 
a healthy lifestyle and learning. I would 

also like to help women to have access 

to education; in Myanmar, adult female 

illiteracy was 60.1% in 2016. Educating 

women will be a net positive for the 

country as a whole. AB

Job opportunities 
are increasing 

but it’s 
challenging to 
find the right 

candidates

When I decided to pursue 
a professional career path, 
I saw how accounting 
and finance is essential 
to every business, even 
to people, individually. 
Professional accountants 

are a primary driving force 

behind business success and economic 

growth. So in 2009 I started my ACCA 

journey; I became an affiliate in 2014 

and registered as a member in 2017. I’m 

very glad that I’ve pursued finance as a 

career and ACCA as my learning path. 

But my very first paid job was as a part-

time language teacher; teaching is one 

of my passions, which is why I’m now 

teaching ACCA and other accounting 

and finance courses.

Nowadays, it’s much more important 
for an accountant to be a business 
partner. Since I moved from reporting 

to business partnering, I feel more 

involved in the business. A key 

essential skill I’ve gained is effective 

communication, as I’ve had to become 

the interface or ‘translator’ between 

of adults would learn 
new skills now or 
completely retrain to 
improve their future 
employability.
Source: PwC Global 
Skills Survey

77%
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There are good reasons why 
Belgium is often described as 

the gateway to Europe. Its location 
means it is ideally situated to serve 

the European Union’s (EU’s) market 
of more than 500 million consumers, 
who live within a 500-mile radius of 
the country. In addition, Belgium’s 
capital, Brussels, is the de facto capital 
of the EU and is home to some of its 
most significant institutions, including 
the European Commission and the 
European Council. It also hosts a seat 
of the European Parliament. 

Belgium’s population is over 11.3 

million and the country is bordered 

by four other EU countries: France, 

Germany, Luxembourg and the 

Netherlands. As an economy, it is very 

open to exporters and it is quick and 

easy to open a business there. Belgium is 

also culturally diverse, which makes it an 

ideal market to launch new products in, 

and a large proportion of the population 

can converse fluently in three languages: 

Dutch, French and English. The country 

has excellent infrastructure – including 

airports, sea ports, railways and roads – 

as well as a good telecommunications 

network. Meanwhile, many multinational 

companies have offices in Brussels 

due to the economic and political 

significance of the city.

‘Brussels is the beating heart of 

Europe,’ says Thierry Legrain, 

an accountant with business 

services firm TMF Group. 

‘It is an important financial 

centre, it is home to the 

EU headquarters, and 

it is easily accessible 

from across Europe. 

Many foreign investors are 

attracted to Belgium because 

of its multicultural population 

and the fact that several 

languages can easily be 

used in the workplace.’

The  
beating 

heart  
of Europe

Belgium has economic, 
geographical and 

political advantages 
that make it an 

attractive destination 
for investors
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Top tips for doing business in Belgium
1. Appoint an effective adviser who combines a good understanding of your 

company with in-depth knowledge of the local market.

2. Don’t expect to conduct business over the course of long meals – Belgians like 

their meetings to be professional, productive and, ideally, short.

3. Belgians prize punctuality, so aim to arrive five to 10 minutes prior to 

any appointment.

4. Understand that Belgium has cultural and linguistic divisions due to its 

population, which is comprised of people who represent three distinct cultural 

identities: Dutch, French and German.

5. Belgium has a long history in trade so Belgians are often skilled negotiators. 

They are, however, flexible and will be willing to accept a compromise even if it’s 

not the ideal solution.

Issues to consider
While there are many advantages to 

doing business in Belgium, the market 

presents some challenges. Traffic 

congestion is a problem, especially in 

Antwerp and Brussels. Furthermore, 

as Belgium is a federal state, a lot of 

political decision-making power rests 

with its local communities and regions, 

which can make the country’s rules hard 

to navigate. At the same time, Belgium 

requires businesses to comply with a lot 

of regulation. The legal system can also 

be a frustration for companies due to its 

slow decision-making processes. 

When operating in Belgium, there are 

a number of important accounting and 

tax obligations that companies must 

comply with. For example, as well as 

preparing their corporate tax returns, 

they need to compile their financial 

statements in a predefined format and 

file them with the National Bank of 

Belgium on an annual basis. Depending 

on their activities, they might also need 

to file a withholding tax return, a social 

balance sheet that provides information 

about the workforce and VAT returns, 

or provide statistical reporting to the 

National Bank of Belgium. If a branch of 

Good for business
A range of industries operate in 

Belgium. The country is particularly 

known for its skills in vehicle-making, 

pharmaceuticals, petrochemical 

production and the manufacture 

of medical equipment. Many fast-

moving consumer goods groups 

have operations there, while 

transport and logistics companies are 

attracted by the country’s location, 

which makes it an excellent base 

from a logistical point of view. 

Belgium is also considered to be a 

knowledge centre. Its universities and 

hospitals are renowned as research 

and development (R&D) centres and 

innovation hubs.

‘We have a strong reputation for R&D 

and innovation due to the high quality 

of our education and research facilities, 

the availability of skilled workers and 

our tax incentives for R&D ventures,’ 

explains Legrain. ‘The government has 

introduced R&D tax incentives, which 

aim to encourage companies to invest 

in research and innovation. Among 

these incentives are withholding tax 

exemptions for researchers’ salaries, 

as well as tax relief on investment in 

patents and R&D.’

In 2017, Belgium enacted a reform 

of its corporate tax rate, which should 

increase the country’s attractiveness 

to foreign investors. The standard 

corporate tax rate fell from 33.99% 

to 29.58% in 2018 and is set to fall 

further to 25% from 2020. Small and 

medium-sized enterprises have seen 

their tax rate reduced to 20.4% on the 

first €100,000 of net taxable income, 

provided that a minimum salary is 

paid to a least one of the company’s 

directors. This rate will go down 

further to 20% this year. ‘It’s good for 

companies,’ notes Legrain. 

a company is incorporated in Belgium, 

the financial statements of the parent 

company need to be translated into one 

of the country’s official languages and 

filed with the National Bank of Belgium. 

Belgium offers many exciting 

opportunities for companies that 

want to tap the large and prosperous 

European market. To get the most out 

of these opportunities, however, they 

will probably need support from local 

experts who can help them to get to 

know the market and navigate the 

country’s rules and cultural mores. These 

experts can also help companies on a 

practical level – for example, in setting 

up bank accounts and providing insight 

into how business is conducted. 

‘When entering the Belgian market, 

it is important for companies to have 

the guidance of a local business 

services adviser,’ Legrain recommends. 

‘On the one hand, the provider 

should understand the needs of 

international business. On the other, 

it should have local expertise in order 

to guide companies through the 

administrative maze.’ AB

Sally Percy, journalist

Content sponsored by TMF Group, which specialises in providing the administration services businesses need to set up and expand 
within and beyond their home markets. Its expertise is in-house, on the ground, and in over 80 jurisdictions. tmf-group.com
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‘The simplicity 
of gamification 
for motivation 

should never be 
underestimated, 

given its power for 
connectivity in all 
aspects of culture’

Play hard, work harder 
The principles of gamification – applying game design elements and principles 
in training and marketing – can be a powerful tool in motivating staff 

‘Western cultures are more playful and 

experimental, so they are able to adopt 

it more naturally. Asia may have a strong 

gamer culture, but there is a strict line 

dividing work and play,’ he says. 

Next level, Asia
Still, Asian corporations are taking 

their first leap. Professional services 

firm Deloitte China recently invested 

significantly to develop an exclusive 

game, targeted at newly promoted 

staff. Rolled out last March after a year 

in development, Throne Legend – 

similar to the popular empire-building 

game Three Kingdoms – is an internal 

app that aims to make learning and 

training fun.  

‘A virtual learning environment is 

great for many to retain the lessons after 

classroom learning,’ says Cissy Chiu, 

learning and development leader at 

Deloitte China.

According to a Deloitte report, 

Gaming away the leadership gap, 

most employees spend just 1% of 

the working week on formal learning 

activities. Gamification, the firm says, 

may be more effective than lectures 

or videos in driving up this figure. The 

report also points out that adults learn 

best via experiences that can provide a 

foundation to learn and reflect. 

At Deloitte, staff are invited to play 

Throne Legend after attending a two- 

or three-day programme to transition 

into new roles; the game can then go 

on for three or four months. ‘They will 

first log in and be randomly assigned a 

kingdom,’ explains Angela Lee, learning 

and development director at Deloitte 

China. ‘They then work in the team of 

The most successful organisations 
around the world are discovering that 
one of the best ways to work may be 
to play. In a recent survey by learning 
management platform TalentLMS, 89% 
of respondents reported that they 
would be more productive if their work 
was gamified. Of those who already 
used the technique, an astounding 
number felt that gamification made 
them feel more productive (89%) 
and happier (88%) at work.

‘Gamification in business is being 

recognised as an asset in training 

and marketing. Play and games are 

how we learn as individuals and form 

social interactions,’ says J Travis, a 

researcher of play and games.

Travis, who recently completed 

his PhD dissertation, Playing with 
Consumers: Examining the Role of 
Play in Consumer Marketing at City 

University of Hong Kong, traced the use 

of games and play through advertising 

and marketing over several decades. He 

believes that the use of gamification in 

the workplace is a logical evolution.

‘It is a natural transition for games 

to be morphed as tools for training 

in business and marketing,’Travis 

says. ‘The simplicity of gamification 

for motivation should never be 

underestimated, given its power for 

connectivity in all aspects of culture.’ 

In the US, employee training is 

one of the first areas to undergo 

gamification. ‘In business, sales training 

has been gamified through incentives 

and professional competitions. The 

aspect engages employees where 

work feels less like work,’ says Travis. 

‘Striking the work-life balance society 

promotes can only be achieved when a 

business understands their employees 

are their greatest asset and treats 

them accordingly.’ 

Dixon Wu, a UX (user experience) and 

gaming consultant at Spoon Usability, 

has worked in both the US and Asia. He 

sees US gaming and tech companies as 

being at the forefront of gamification.

‘It can be as simple as switching up 

corporate terminology,’ he 

says. ‘A gaming company 

I worked with replaced 

“workshops” with the 

term “dojo”. So instead 

of going for a course, you feel like 

you are going to upgrade your ninja 

skills. The first step of gamification is 

to basically change mindsets. It helps 

people look at the same thing from a 

different angle.’

While North America had the largest 

share of the global gamification market 

in 2018, other regions, including 

Asia Pacific, are catching up. Wu 

believes that cultural differences can 

have an impact on adoption. 

46 Accounting and Business January 2020

AP_YCORP_gamification.indd   46AP_YCORP_gamification.indd   46 28/11/2019   13:2128/11/2019   13:21



their assigned kingdom and complete 

both individual and team tasks to 

support its growth.’ 

The challenges include 

key components in the firm’s 

learning programme, allowing 

players to practise leadership skills 

and shore up their teamwork. A chat 

function and chat groups allow players 

to communicate. 

‘The game requires those from 

different regions and functions within 

the organisation to collaborate, similar 

to our Deloitte environment, where 

it might be hard to meet in person,’ 

says Lee. 

At the end of a specified period, the 

kingdom with the most points wins, the 

players are awarded small prizes and a 

dashboard shows the rankings. 

 

Not just a hi-tech solution 
Andrew Lau, CEO of Malaysia-based 

gamification consultancy Think Codex, 

says the common misconception is that 

gamification is about turning everything 

into video games. 

‘A lot of people think gamification 

is all about apps, board games and 

online stuff. But gamification is 80% 

psychology; the rest is game mechanics 

and dynamics,’ says Lau, who is also 

the vice chair of the International 

Gamification Confederation. 

The goal, Lau explains, is to bring 

out specific behavioural patterns. 

‘The majority of gamification is really 

motivational science, behavioural 

economics, habit-building models 

and skills improvement. Gamification 

is used at the back end to engage a 

person,’ he says, adding that many 

things have already been gamified, 

including the idea of the corporate 

ladder itself. 

In its recent report, Gamification 
and sustainable behaviour change in 
the workplace, consultancy Accenture 

noted that game mechanics can help 

get past the walls that consumers have 

built against a ‘deluge’ of information. 

Still, David Phalaris, director and co-

founder of Hong Kong-based Maloya 

Games, believes that the power of 

gamification is mostly untapped in 

corporate settings. 

‘If corporations would compare 

the outcomes of their gamified and 

traditional training programmes, they 

would be more compelled to roll it into 

other phases of their operations,’ says 

Phalaris, noting that this is particularly 

true for human resources. 

‘Many people know how to work an 

interview to give the right impression. 

But using game simulations allows 

HR managers to see how they would 

communicate and react in real-life work 

situations,’ he says. 
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What’s in a game?
In the report Gamification and sustainable behaviour change in the workplace, 

consultancy Accenture identified seven elements that are key to game mechanics 

and as behavioural drivers. Taking these elements into consideration may be key to 

developing a successful gamification strategy.

Status Gamers are often driven by recognition within their communities. The right 

game mechanics ensure that playing the game enhances players’ reputations. 

Features not unlike ‘employee of the month’ highlights could be implemented.  

Milestones The use of levels is common in most games, and players’ ability to track 

their progress is essential in sustaining interest along with bigger rewards at higher 

levels. David Phalaris, director and co-founder of Maloya Games, says that a good 

example is the use of stamps at local grocery stores; these can be traded in for 

prizes, which allows shoppers to see their incremental ‘accomplishments’. 

Competition Accenture’s Steptacular app aims to encourage employees to 

walk more. By enabling participants to compete by sharing and comparing their 

achievements. The firm also rewards employees with ‘Celebrating Performance’ 

points that can be used to redeem goodies such as iPads and cameras. 

Social connectedness Deloitte’s Throne Legend game allows new staff to engage 

with colleagues across the business. It also allows players to set up chat groups 

to discuss strategies for their ‘kingdoms’. Angela Lee, learning and development 

director at Deloitte China, describes the game as ‘a powerful icebreaker tool and a 

way to bring people closer together.’ 

Rankings Visual rankings help players view their own performance and compare it 

with others. Lee says that a dashboard is a useful part of the Throne Legend app, 

presenting details of the top teams.

Immersion reality Creating an engaging story and an immersive backdrop is key to 

making tasks feel like play. With workplace gamification in its infancy in Asia, this is 

an area that needs more development.   

Personalisation Customisation creates a sense of ownership within a game. ‘There 

is unlimited opportunity in how to apply meaningful gamification in games and 

organisations,’ says Lee. 

useful in both the training and actual 

work in areas that can be seen as 

tedious, such as compliance and 

due diligence. 

Psychological triggers
Beyond the workplace, the idea of 

driving engagement through games 

is nothing new. Accenture’s report 

points to the Solitaire application that 

Microsoft included in Windows 3.0 in 

1990 to help users practise the mouse’s 

click-and-drag functions. 

‘It’s about setting up the 

psychological triggers for the right 

purposes,’ Lau says. ‘With the 

workforce, especially millennials, 

forcing behavioural patterns 

through policies and top-down 

management approaches is no longer a 

viable option.’ 

In fact, poor management can 

often have the opposite effect on 

the workforce, fostering employee 

disengagement, counterproductive 

work behaviour and increased turnover. 

While gamification has become 

increasingly popular in the West 

over the last 15 years, in Asia, it 

is mainly big corporations and 

multinationals that are driving the 

movement. Phalaris believes that 

gamification would be an easy concept 

to grasp in the region, even among 

older workers, given the strong gaming 

culture in the region. 

‘Even in the parks in Hong Kong, you 

still see old people playing go – the 

traditional board game – or Pokemon 

Go. They are more active than their 

peers in Europe,’ he says, adding that 

games are ‘brain food’ that can keep 

older workers mentally nimble and 

relevant to the workforce. 

‘Games are also the glue between 

generations,’ he concludes. ‘They bring 

people together.’ AB

David Ho, journalist

Games are not only engaging but 

also provide purpose and meaning for 

those playing them. Microsoft tapped 

into this when it asked staff to help 

translate its Encarta encyclopaedia. 

Participants thought their efforts 

would help represent their country and 

language better, says Lau. Meanwhile, 

companies like TripAdvisor have tapped 

into this same mindset with their 

reviews, which individuals contribute by 

the millions. 

By setting up the right drivers (see 

boxout), employers can make work 

processes more meaningful and drive 

engagement. This could be particularly 
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Real-world recognition
Businesses are beginning to ask scenario-specifi c questions about how they should be 
applying the new revenue recognition standard, as Adam Deller reports

IFRS 15, Revenue from Contracts 
with Customers, became effective for 
accounting periods beginning on or 
after 1 January 2018, which means 
we are now reaching the point where 
entities are raising specifi c queries 
based on real-world situations.

As part of this process, questions are 

often brought to the IFRS Interpretations 

Committee (IFRIC), which is the 

interpretive body of the International 

Accounting Standards Board (IASB). 

IFRIC is responsible for responding 

to questions about the application 

of IFRS Standards. As questions are 

raised, IFRIC makes a series of ‘agenda 

decisions’ to help clarify the application 

of standards in specifi c scenarios. If it is 

decided that these decisions highlight 

The standard replaced the more ‘risks 

and rewards’ approach in IAS 18, 

Revenue, and IAS 11, Construction 
Contracts, with a fi ve-step method for 

recognising revenue from contracts with 

customers. While IFRS 15 still allows 

room for judgment, the fi ve steps offer 

more detail and guidance for users, with 

the aim of reducing ambiguity around 

the timing and amounts relating to the 

recognition of revenue.

The fi ve steps are:

1. Identify the contract.

2. Identify the performance obligations 

in the contract.

3. Determine the contract price.

4. Allocate the transaction price.

5. Recognise revenue when a 

performance obligation is satisfied.

a widespread or material issue, it may 

make a narrow scope amendment to a 

published standard. 

This article will look at some of the 

agenda decisions made in relation to 

IFRS 15 to date as a way to understand 

how entities can apply them. It will also 

consider a tentative agenda decision 

about training costs incurred as part of a 

contract, which is still open for comment.

To begin, it is important to recall the 

key principles underpinning IFRS 15. 

IFRIC makes 
‘agenda decisions’ 

to help clarify 
the application 
of standards in 

specific scenarios
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and other views, and is non-refundable. 

The question was whether the upfront 

and ongoing fees could be regarded 

as being for two separate services, and 

whether the upfront fee could initially 

be recognised as revenue.

IFRIC decided that no revenue could 

be recognised. Its assessment was there 

was only one performance obligation 

under the contract – the provision of 

a stock exchange listing. It decided 

that as nothing else was promised 

for the upfront fee, the accounting 

treatment should be similar to that of a 

membership agreement with an upfront 

fee. When assessing the query, the 

committee went back to the general 

principles of revenue – revenue cannot 

be recognised in the accounts unless 

something is given to the customer.

Payments to a customer
The specifi c query relates to the 

airline industry, which can be required 

by law to provide customers with 

compensation in the case of delay or 

cancellation. The query was whether 

this should be recognised as a provision 

under IAS 37, Provisions, Contingent 

The fi ve steps are key to IFRIC’s 

decisions, so those decisions will be 

examined with reference to them.

Contract costs
The fi rst of the IFRIC agenda decisions 

relates to real estate contracts, where 

an entity constructs property for sale to 

third parties. There is suffi cient scope 

for judgment in the IFRS 15 standard 

to decide whether the conditions are 

met to record revenue over time or at a 

point in time. 

If an entity decides to recognise 

revenue over time, then the asset 

created cannot have an alternative 

use to the entity, which must also have 

an enforceable right to payment for 

performance completed to date.

If this is the case, the entity 

recognises revenue as the buildings are 

constructed, increasing revenue further 

as construction progresses. 

This situation then led to further 

questions regarding the costs required 

to fulfi l such a contract. As a real estate 

contract progresses, the potential assets 

relating to this contract will depend on 

the situation, as follows: 

* If an item of property has been 

pre-sold to a customer, there will be 

a receivable if the right to issue an 

invoice has been established.

* If the contract has not yet reached 

that stage, then there will be a 

contract asset.

* If an item of property has not been 

pre-sold, then the property will 

represent inventory until a sale is 

agreed with a customer.

In a real estate project, it is likely that 

the construction entity will need some 

element of fi nancing in the initial phase. 

There are likely to be signifi cant costs 

incurred upfront before any right to 

invoice is established. In this case, 

the question was raised as to whether 

borrowing costs could be capitalised in 

relation to the assets under the contract.

The decision IFRIC arrived at is 

that the borrowing costs cannot be 

capitalised, regardless of whether the 

item created was a contract asset, 

receivable or inventory. If the asset 

being created is a receivable, this will 

be built up to the full sales value based 

on progress towards completion, so no 

interest can be added. Similarly, if this is 

a contract asset it will result in the same 

situation. In both cases, the amount 

charged to the customer will be set in 

the sales price, so interest cannot be 

capitalised onto this. 

If the item has not been pre-sold, 

then the borrowing costs can still not be 

capitalised. The reasoning here is that at 

any moment a customer could agree to 

purchase the goods, which would mean 

progress towards completion could 

immediately be recorded as revenue. 

It is unlikely that the sales price would 

include an increase due to the interest 

incurred, so this would not be included 

in the asset.

Upfront fees
A specifi c question was raised in the 

context of a stock exchange, which 

charges companies fees to list. As 

part of the listing, the stock exchange 

charges both an upfront fee and an 

ongoing fee. The upfront fee is charged 

to cover the costs of due diligence work 

Revenue cannot 
be recognised 

in the accounts 
unless something 

is given to the 
customer
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revenue. Either way, as long as the entity 

explains its treatment, is likely to be an 

acceptable application of IFRS 15.

Costs to fulfil a contract 
The final question we will look at is a 

tentative decision about training costs 

incurred as part of a contract. The 

question raised was one where an entity 

providing a support service on behalf of 

a customer would need to be trained in 

the details of that customer’s product, 

which would then be charged to that 

customer. As these costs could be 

recharged to the customer, the question 

was whether they would have to be 

expensed as incurred, or matched to the 

revenue earned on the contract.

To deal with this situation, the 

committee took a step outside of 

IFRS 15. The standard states that a first 

consideration is to look at whether 

costs are covered by another standard. 

In this case, the committee ruled that 

training costs are already covered by 

IAS 38, Intangible Assets, which states 

they must be expensed as incurred. The 

committee therefore decided that this 

would be the correct treatment.

Liabilities and Contingent Assets, or as 

part of the contract under IFRS 15. This 

is important to entities, as it results in 

either the recognition of expenses or a 

deduction in revenue, even if the overall 

profit figure is the same either way.

The decision made was that the 

compensation is embedded as part 

of the contract, as a form of variable 

consideration. Under step 3 of the 

IFRS 15 model (determine the contract 

price), the treatment for variable 

consideration states that if an entity 

makes a payment to a customer and 

receives nothing in exchange, this is a 

debit to revenue.

This raises the interesting question as 

to what happens if the reimbursement 

is above the initial revenue, which 

can sometimes be the case with flight 

compensation. This could result in 

negative revenue, which conceptually 

seems wrong. The committee did not 

specifically address this issue, deciding 

it wasn’t a widespread occurrence. It 

is likely that entities could take the 

revenue to zero and record the excess 

as an expense. They would also be 

able to deduct the whole amount from 

In each of these cases, the questions 

raised clearly relate to specific 

industries, but the decisions made 

by IFRIC are key in helping users to 

understand how to apply the revenue 

recognition standard. The decisions 

arrived at in all these cases provide 

greater clarification of upfront fees, 

training costs, payments to customers 

and borrowing costs. 

IFRIC’s agenda decisions are a vital 

tool in the development and refining of 

new standards, and will provide valuable 

information to preparers as they grapple 

with the specific reporting requirements 

of new standards. AB

Adam Deller is a financial reporting 

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

local customs office overseeing the 

trade zone; and the company’s exported 

products must be exempt from VAT and 

consumption tax.

Accounting compliance
China’s finance ministry has issued a 

guideline to reinforce how companies 

comply with accounting laws, stressing 

that local offices of the ministry should 

follow such legislation strictly. The 

guidance says that local ministry offices 

should enhance their supervision of 

companies in their regions. As for 

companies, the guidance says they 

should strengthen internal financial 

controls and take active steps to ensure 

their books are accurate. Ministry 

officials must reinforce their supervision 

of certified public accountants to 

improve audit quality from accounting 

firms, said the advice.

Malaysia

Capital markets guidance
The Securities Commission Malaysia 

(Suruhanjaya Sekuriti) has released 

technical guidance on the operation 

of the country’s Capital Markets and 

Services Act (CMSA); for example, on 

regulated organisations’ employees 

making private trades and how Islamic 

banks should advise clients on handling 

corporate finance.

Electronic trading approval
Malaysia’s central bank, Bank Negara 

Malaysia (BNM), has released 

requirements for the operation of 

electronic trading platforms within 

Malaysian wholesale financial markets, 

Hong Kong SAR

Virtual asset platforms
Hong Kong’s Securities and Futures 

Commission (SFC) has issued a new 

regulatory system controlling virtual 

asset trading platforms operating 

in Hong Kong. Licensing conditions 

include that operators offer services 

exclusively to professional investors with 

knowledge of virtual assets and maintain 

stringent controls on including virtual 

assets on their platforms. Licensees will 

be placed in an SFC regulatory sandbox 

for initial supervision.

Investor compensation
The SFC is consulting on proposed 

reforms to Hong Kong’s investor 

compensation regime, including raising 

compensation limits from HKD150,000 

to HKD500,000 per investor per default 

and extending cover to trading with 

mainland China. The SFC hopes to 

introduce the changes early 2020.

Tax reductions
Hong Kong’s Legislative Council 

has approved a new Inland Revenue 

(Amendment) (Tax Concessions) Bill, 

which reduces salaries tax, tax under 

personal assessment and profits tax 

for 2018/19 by 100%, up to Hong Kong 

dollars HKD20,000 per case. Taxpayers 

do not have to apply for the reductions.

Faster payments
The Hong Kong government has 

announced it will accept payments of 

taxes, rates, government rent and water 

charges through a Faster Payment 

System involving payers scanning QR 

codes on relevant government bills, 

utilising supporting mobile banking 

applications or stored value facilities. 

Wealth management tie-in
Political leaders in Hong Kong, Macau 

and Guangdong are discussing creating 

a cross-boundary wealth management 

scheme for their southern China 

region, enabling its residents to invest 

in wealth management products in 

all three jurisdictions through local 

banking systems.

Standardised HKEX listing
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange 

(HKEX) has released a standardised 

form for companies seeking to list, 

from jurisdictions whose companies 

have never listed on HKEX. Listers 

must demonstrate that their domestic 

rules deliver shareholder protection 

equivalent to those in Hong Kong.

Mainland China

Corporate income tax
Exporting mainland Chinese 

e-commerce companies operating 

from designated cross-border 

e-commerce trade zones established 

across the country will pay income 

tax rates of 4% on revenue from 1 

January 2020, according to China’s state 

taxation administration. Companies 

must meet certain criteria to qualify 

for this rate. For example, a company 

must register with a zone and upload 

details of orders, including products, 

weights and amounts, on the zone’s 

online platform; a company must 

administer export procedures at a 
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Singapore tax collectors deploy powers of arrest
The Inland Revenue Authority of Singapore (IRAS) has for the first time used powers 

of arrest in October and November raids, holding 10 suspected members of a 

crime syndicate, suspected of operating a Goods and Services Tax (GST) carousel 

fraud. Chains of sales and purchases have ended in goods disappearing or being 

exported, with dishonest participants claiming input tax for GST, which is ultimately 

never paid to the government. IRAS inspectors can now arrest suspects, preventing 

them from destroying evidence by seizing them quickly, rather than waiting for action 

by police agencies.

IRAS has also warned Singapore businesses that it is an offence to charge GST 

to customers when no GST is due on a particular product or service, or charge an 

excessive amount of GST.

Singapore

Banking Act
The Singapore government has 

proposed amendments to the country’s 

Banking Act, expanding powers 

commanded by the Monetary Authority 

of Singapore (MAS) to revoke banking 

licences. The reforms would enable 

the MAS to close a bank over failures 

to comply with anti-money laundering 

rules, when the licence of a foreign-

owned bank’s parent is withdrawn 

elsewhere, and a catch-all power to 

close banks in the public interest. 

Fintech collaboration
The MAS and eight members of the 

Canadian Securities Administrators 

(CSA) group have agreed to strengthen 

their collaboration in developing and 

introducing new fintech in trades 

specifically money and foreign exchange 

markets. These financial services must 

be approved by the bank to operate 

in Malaysia. The guidance covers 

corporate governance, due diligence, 

IT security, onboarding, record keeping, 

cloud services and more.

Islamic risk management
BNM has released guidance on how 

Islamic financial institutions should 

develop impact-based risk management 

systems assessing their financing and 

investments, including incorporating 

environmental, social and governance 

risk considerations.

Shadow economy
The Malaysian Inland Revenue Board 

(IRBM) is to leverage ‘big data’ 

technology through its Revenue 

Transformation Plan to detect people 

and businesses who are not declaring 

tax returns, YB Tuan Lim Guan Eng, 

Malaysia’s minister of finance, has said. 

He added that the shadow economy 

accounts for 21% of Malaysia’s GDP.

Anti-corruption effort
The Malaysian Anti-Corruption 

Commission is to second officers to 

the country’s stock exchange Bursa 

Malaysia to better understand Malaysia’s 

capital market regulations, including 

market supervision and investigation. 

The collaborative effort will also 

look into initiatives to create greater 

awareness and preparedness among 

public listed companies. 

Interest rate benchmarks
The Malaysian Accounting Standards 

Board has issued changes to Malaysian 

financial reporting standards (MFRS) 7, 

9 and 139 and on financial instruments, 

changing the rules on interest rate 

benchmarks, following changes to 

IFRS on this issue by the International 

Accounting Standards Board (IASB).

involving their jurisdictions. The 

participating members are securities 

regulatory authorities in Alberta, 

British Columbia, Manitoba, New 

Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Ontario, 

Québec and Saskatchewan.

China’s bond market
The MAS and China’s central bank, the 

People’s Bank of China are to establish 

a cooperation mechanism enabling 

designated Singapore and Chinese 

banks to offer custody and trading 

services for investors in China’s bond 

market. Meanwhile, the MAS and the 

China Securities Regulatory Commission 

have agreed to strengthen cross-border 

supervisory cooperation in securities 

and futures markets. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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Mythbusting
The impact of IFRS 17 on insurers’ operations will be 
anything but standard, says Alex Foreman-Peck FCCA

finance system often record year of sale, 

the grouping required might result in 

extra data having to be captured up 

front, and these administration systems 

may require costly modification or even 

re-implementation. 

The standard dictates that contracts 

should be grouped according to 

risk type and how the organisation 

manages that risk when deciding what 

is a portfolio. However, this grouping 

tends to occur already, as it is needed 

for reserving and reporting internally 

downstream. Sufficient data capture 

is typically already available in the 

underwriting/claims systems. 

The second hypothesis was that 

general insurers would not be impacted 

due to the simplified premium allocation 

approach. This has also proved to be 

false. Although the liability for remaining 

coverage remains substantially the 

same as under current standard IFRS 4, 

the fundamentals of calculation for the 

liability for incurred claims often differs. 

New inputs are required that are 

themselves outputs of calculation –

specifically, the discount rate and the 

risk adjustment to expected cashflows. 

Where these or equivalents are already 

used, they are often different from those 

required by IFRS 17. Consequently, they 

will require new processes to determine 

them and, potentially, system support 

to do so. The discount rate may require 

new yield curves to be sourced. The 

illiquidity premium must be calculated 

and applied at regular intervals. 

The risk adjustment has many more 

options for determination, and these 

are likely to be different from existing 

regulatory and statutory equivalents.

IFRS 17, Insurance contracts, issued 
in May 2016, had the objective 
of aligning accounting treatment 
across the industry to increase the 
understandability and visibility of 
insurance companies’ performance. 

The International Accounting 

Standards Board’s recent consultation 

proposing amendments to the standard 

in the light of stakeholder concerns has 

meant that the implementation date 

is likely to be pushed back to January 

2022, giving insurers more time to 

prepare for the changes. 

The extent of these changes, 

including those relating to internal 

reporting, will vary from insurer to 

insurer depending on the risks they 

underwrite and their existing operating 

model (the interaction of data, systems, 

processes and people).

When the standard was near 

finalisation, there was much speculation 

about its potential impact. Let’s explore 

four of the hypotheses. 

True or false?
The first hypothesis was that IFRS 17 

would require fundamental changes to 

data capture and analysis in upstream 

systems. This has proved to be false. 

All business functions produce an 

output. In the case of finance, this is 

often in the form of numerical reports 

with interpretation. This requires a 

process of taking raw data and turning 

it into information, to be interpreted 

by skilled people. IFRS 17 states 

that insurance contract data must 

be segmented by portfolio, annual 

cohort and profitability. While the 

administration systems that feed the 
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attractive to insurers looking to upgrade 

this system anyway. Those not already 

on the cloud may have problems with 

storage capacity and may wish to use an 

existing data warehouse for storage and 

retrieval. A data warehouse is just that, 

though, and not a calculation engine of 

the type needed by IFRS 17.

Rather than alter the actuarial tool 

too much, middleware packages may 

be purchased to take in the cashfl ows 

and do the necessary calculations. 

This option is more attractive to larger 

insurers, which may have many actuarial 

tools in operation and may wish to 

The third hypothesis is that, as the 

standard integrates accounting and 

actuarial disciplines, processes within 

fi nance will need to be re-engineered. 

Again, false. Many fi nance functions 

are divided between the accountants 

who deal with the accounting for 

premium and outstanding claims, and 

the actuaries who calculate the liability 

for incurred claims for short-term 

business and/or the long-term liability 

for business written on a periodic 

basis. Typically, the function performs a 

‘light-touch’ calculation at quarterly or 

half-yearly intervals, with a full report at 

the year end.

With IFRS 17, the expected cashfl ows 

become far more integrated, with those 

fl ows realised each period in the income 

and expenditure statement. Every 

reporting period requires the unwinding 

of a discount rate and amortisation 

of the deferred profi t earned for that 

period. Most of these movements are 

formulaic and can be accommodated 

through automated, recurring, periodic 

journal posting into the general ledger. 

The month-end process is therefore 

unlikely to change radically. 

Reassessment and potential 

remeasurement of the capitalised 

cashfl ows on the balance sheet, 

adjusting for actual versus expected 

cashfl ows, can continue to be updated 

quarterly or less frequently. So, while the 

nature of calculations may change, the 

activities and their sequence are unlikely 

to need to.

The fi nal hypothesis is that there will 

be fundamental change to systems 

downstream. This has proved true. 

All insurers will require changes and 

investment in their systems. This 

begins at the calculation of cashfl ows 

for contract groups, the determination 

of risk adjustment to those cashfl ows 

and consequential deferred profi t, 

the contractual service margin (CSM). 

Thereafter, each component listed 

The practical 
impact is more 
confined to the 

finance function 
than first thought 

amalgamate data before posting to the 

general ledger. These software tools 

often generate the double entry needed 

for the general ledger. Again, storage 

may be a problem.

Surprisingly few fi nance or enterprise 

resource planning (ERP) systems have a 

subledger to provide a more integrated 

solution than might be available on 

middleware. The existing IT strategy 

and architecture may determine which 

solution type is best.

The path to IFRS 17 will be a long one. 

The practical impact is more confi ned to 

the fi nance function than fi rst thought 

and changes measurement rather than 

the fundamentals of what accountants 

and actuaries do. Any solution will be 

IT-dependent. 

While the destination has become 

more certain, the path there continues 

to provide surprises. AB

Alex Foreman-Peck FCCA is a partner 

at AFP Advisory. 

above should be recorded at contract 

inception and subsequently. These 

balances and movements must be 

converted to double-entry for posting 

to the new nominal accounts in the 

general ledger.

Organisations face a number of 

choices of where and how the CSM 

calculation and tracking occurs. Usually 

the fi rst port of call is the actuarial 

liability tool, with modifi cations or 

upgrades to calculate the building 

blocks that result in the CSM.

Some providers are extending their 

functionality in this area, and this can be 
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Resilience reinforced
As the Malaysian growth rate accelerates, the 2020 Budget is all about entrenching 
previously introduced reforms along with a priority to boost digitisation

10 years will be offered on income 

from patent and copyright software 

developed in Malaysia.

The government will funnel RM21.6bn 

into a national fibre and connectivity 

plan over the next five years to deliver 

high-quality digital connectivity 

nationwide, with the state financing at 

least half of the costs, while seeking 

matching investments from private 

telcos. It will also spend RM450m 

on one-off RM30 payments to adult 

Malaysians earning under RM100,000 

annually who open an identity-verified 

e-wallet account with selected providers. 

Looking ahead, the central bank is 

finalising a licensing framework for 

digital banks – out by year-end for 

public consultation. And customs 

registration began on 1 October 

for foreign service providers paying 

the digital services tax announced 

in the previous Budget and in effect 

from 1 January 2020 on purchases of 

downloaded software, music, video or 

digital advertising.

Another Budget priority is tourism. 

Tax breaks include 100% income tax 

exemption for organising conferences 

with at least 500 foreign participants 

annually. New investments in 

international theme parks will gain 100% 

Malaysia’s government has drawn 
up its 2020 Budget with the aim of 
consolidating reform rather than 
bringing about major change.

In delivering his Budget speech to 

parliament on 11 October, finance 

minister Lim Guan Eng stressed that 

he was pushing on with earlier reforms, 

such as scrapping the unpopular goods 

and services tax (GST). He added 

that by 30 September, GST refunds of 

RM15.9bn had been made to more than 

78,000 companies.

Corruption clear-up
Lim said the government would pay 

RM2.4bn in 2019 to service interest 

from debts generated by the state 

development funds 1MDB and SRC 

International, which have been at the 

heart of allegations involving former 

prime minister Najib Razak, who is 

now facing corruption charges in 

court. Lim said the government is 

committed to paying off all borrowings 

and obligations inherited from the 

previous regime. He added that around 

RM1.45bn illicitly removed from or 

spent by 1MDB and SRC has now been 

returned to Malaysia.

Other less controversial Budget 

elements included raising top-rate 

personal income tax from 28% to 30% 

for Malaysian residents with annual 

incomes of more than RM2m. Lim said 

only 2,000 individuals would be affected.

The Budget also lowered the 

minimum price that foreigners must 

pay to buy urban high-rise property in 

Malaysia from RM1m to RM600,000 to 

reduce excessive real estate holdings.

He also widened the banding for 

smaller companies that can claim the 

lower SME income tax rate, which was 

reduced by 1% to 17% in the previous 

Budget. Under the 2020 Budget plans, 

SME incomes covered by the 17% 

rate will be raised to RM600,000, from 

RM500,000 for companies with paid-up 

capital not exceeding RM2.5m and 

annual sales no greater than RM50m.

Malaysia’s SME Bank will introduce 

two new funds with an annual interest 

subsidy of 2%. There will be a RM200m 

fund for women entrepreneurs, offering 

loans of up to RM1m, and a RM300m 

fund to support SMEs owned by Malays 

and native Borneans.

Technology
One clear priority of the 2020 Budget is 

to boost technology, e-commerce and 

digitisation in Malaysia. For instance, 

an income tax exemption of 100% for 

56 Accounting and Business January 2020

MY_T_budget.indd   56MY_T_budget.indd   56 02/12/2019   14:1002/12/2019   14:10



starting a new job. A Women@Work 

programme will pay the same subsidy 

to women aged between 30 and 50 

who have returned to paid work after a 

career break lasting more than a year. 

A cap on tax deductions on donations 

for charitable and sports activities 

and projects of national interest will 

rise from 7% of aggregate income to 

10%. These tax deductions are now 

extended to cash wakaf (religious) 

contributions for state and government-

authorised religious authorities, and 

wakaf or endowment contributions to 

universities. Current tax deductions on 

sukuk (Islamic bond) issuance costs will 

be extended for fi ve years until the 2025 

year of assessment.

Foreign investment
Finally, the government has sought to 

capitalise on the US-China trade war 

by attracting foreign direct investment 

(FDI) diverted from these countries 

because of greater bilateral tariff 

tax exemption on statutory income. 

And the cap on corporate sponsorship 

of tax-deductible arts, cultural and 

heritage activities in Malaysia will rise 

from RM700,000 to RM1m.

Fuel subsidies
The Budget has allocated RM2.2bn 

to fuel subsidies, although that is 

linked to some price liberalisation. The 

subsidies, payable from January, cover 

one passenger vehicle (per owner) with 

1,600cc engine capacity and below of 

any age, or those above 1,600cc that are 

more than 10 years old, or motorcycles 

of 150cc and under, or more powerful 

motorcycles aged seven years or more. 

Luxury vehicles do not qualify. 

In Peninsular Malaysia, citizens who 

get Bantuan Sara Hidup social payments 

will be paid RM30 a month if they are 

qualifying car owners or RM12 if they 

have a motorcycle. Other motorists will 

get a fuel subsidy discount of RM0.30 

per litre, for up to 100 litres a month 

for cars or 40 litres for motorcycles. 

However, premium unleaded RON95 

petrol and diesel retail prices will be 

raised gradually, to reduce crossborder 

smuggling of subsidised fuel. Subsidies 

will be paid only when RON95 is sold at 

more than RM2.08 a litre.

The minimum wage in major cities 

will be raised to RM1,200 a month 

in 2020 from the current RM1,100. A 

Malaysians@Work initiative will offer 

hiring incentives for employers, such 

as paying graduates who have been 

unemployed for more than 12 months a 

wage subsidy of RM500 a month when 

barriers. Lim said that in the fi rst half 

of 2019 approved FDI in Malaysia rose 

by 97% to RM49.5bn year on year, 

from RM25.1bn in 2018. Approved 

manufacturing FDI from the US was the 

highest at RM11.7bn, followed by China 

FDI at RM4.8bn. 

Lim would like more Chinese FDI, 

as China is Malaysia’s largest trading 

partner, so a special channel to 

attract Chinese FDI is being created 

at Malaysia’s InvestKL investment 

generation agency. Lim said a fi ve-

year annual RM1bn tax package of 

customised packaged investment 

incentives is being devised to attract 

targeted Fortune 500 companies 

and global unicorns in high-tech, 

manufacturing, creative and new 

economic sectors. To qualify, companies 

must invest at least RM5bn each in 

Malaysia, creating opportunities for 

SMEs, and create 150,000 high-quality 

jobs over the fi ve years.

Bullish Budget
The overall goal of all these measures 

is to boost the economy, and in a 

bullish Budget speech Lim said the 

policies and reforms would mean ‘our 

economy will remain resilient’. He 

added that Malaysian GDP growth was 

4.7% in the fi rst half of 2019, and 4.9% 

in the second half. ‘Malaysia is one of 

the few economies in the world that 

experienced faster growth in the second 

quarter compared with the previous 

quarter,’ said Lim. AB

Keith Nuthall, journalist

One clear priority 
of the Budget is to 
boost technology, 

e-commerce 
and digitisation 

in Malaysia
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Choose the right sabbatical 
Nick Newbury, co-founder and director of Original Travel, says companies are 

starting to recognise the benefits of sabbaticals for staff retention and incentivisation. 

He sees some common threads when planning a sabbatical itinerary: ‘People want to 

immerse themselves in new and different cultures; get back to nature; spend quality 

time with loved ones; learn a new skill; put a serious dent in their bucket list; or give 

back and spend some time volunteering,’ he says.

Some examples of trips his team has organised include:

* a seven-month family sabbatical starting in Singapore and Indonesia, moving on 

into Australia and New Zealand and finishing in Easter Island and South America 

* a one-month couples sabbatical travelling through Cambodia, Laos, Bhutan, 

India and Thailand 

* An individual’s two-year sabbatical ‘touring the world, learning new things and 

avoiding hotels’ – a trip that resulted in a 92-stage itinerary across 100 countries. 

Breaks with benefits
Taking a sabbatical can be a worthwhile experience, but you need to plan how you use 
your time out and determine how a career break will impact your future plans

Developing the professional
Brook also believes the time out is 

benefiting her further professional 

development. ‘Whilst I was travelling, I 

encountered a lot of small businesses 

and large corporations, which reaffirmed 

to me that there is a story and a huge 

amount of work behind the figures 

we see, regardless of the size of the 

business,’ she says. ‘It’s important for 

accountants to recognise this; smaller 

fees shouldn’t be less important 

because with support and guidance 

there can be great potential for growth.’

Pauline Ho, a people partner at PwC 

Malaysia, says millennials are not alone 

in wanting more flexibility. ‘The results 

from our global people survey reveal 

that flexibility and greater work-life 

balance are valued by employees across 

generations,’ she says, adding that the 

firm introduced the option to take a 

career break several years ago.

Wishing to address health issues 

she believed were related to chronic 

stress, Alexis Meyer took six months’ 

leave from her from her technology 

and systems integration job at Deloitte 

Consulting in the US to ‘focus on areas 

of my life that gave me a deep sense 

of purpose’. The first month was spent 

doing yoga in the Bahamas and the rest 

in Roatan, Honduras, volunteering on 

coral reef preservation projects. 

‘I came back with an understanding 

of my values – health and well-being 

coming at the top of the list – the 

boundaries I needed to support those 

values, and the ability to communicate 

what I needed with people both at work 

and in my community so I could stay 

accountable,’ Meyer says. 

Weeks into her first job, graduate 
Emma Rosen realised the career path 
she’d mapped out wasn’t for her. ‘It 
ticked all the boxes; I’d won the career 
lottery,’ the now 26-year-old Londoner 
says of her coveted position in a 
government accelerated leadership 
development programme. Feeling 
unfulfilled, Rosen left after a year, 
intending to give herself the next 12 
months to recalibrate.

Rosen was experiencing the kind of 

career wanderlust that can strike at any 

age but is becoming more prevalent, 

especially among the younger workforce. 

It has led to more people taking time 

out to do something else, sparking what 

travel agent Original Travel predicts will 

be ‘the next big travel trend’.

To meet rising demand for 

sabbaticals, the UK company is 

organising more and more multi-

destination trips between three and 12 

months in length, and worth up to – and 

sometimes exceeding – £1m. 

Most sabbaticals may not be as 

radical as Rosen’s, who resolved to try 25 

different jobs (and wrote about it in her 

book The Radical Sabbatical, published 

last year). For instance, Jasmine Brook 

ACCA, a supervisor at UK accounting 

firm Wellers, decided to fulfil some 

personal interests after working hard to 

achieve her goals – joining the firm at 17 

and qualifying at 21.

‘Being a school-leaver trainee means 

you don’t have a gap year and instead 

go straight into study,’ she says.

With her employer’s support, Brook 

took a three-month sabbatical travelling 

around Asia and America. The trip 

‘made me appreciate my life a lot more 

because I learnt how people can live 

with little but still be happy,’ she says. ‘It 

made me want to come back to Wellers 

and work even harder as I realised how 

much effort some people put in for so 

little money. I also realised that although 

work is important, I need to spend more 

time with my family and friends.’
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After Brook’s request in 2016, Wellers 

introduced a sabbatical programme 

available to all staff members with 

five years’ continuous service. ‘We 

recognise that in today’s employment 

market flexibility is key,’ Nawrocki says. 

‘Our core values strive to help our staff 

achieve their true potential and this 

policy is part of those underlying values.’

She adds that development is about 

so much more than learning technical 

skills: ‘We feel that broadening one’s 

life experiences and horizons is of great 

importance to allow people to become 

good all-round business advisers.’

Yet, as personally fulfilling as they 

may be, Hong Kong accountant Elaine 

Cheung concedes that there are risks 

involved in taking a break mid-career 

– especially if you don’t have a job to 

come back to.

Before her current role as group CFO 

at Regal Springs, a global sustainable 

aquaculture company headquartered in 

Singapore, Cheung was unexpectedly 

Meanwhile, in Singapore, Clement 

Chow is currently on a 12-month 

sabbatical to care for his young son. The 

audit and assurance senior associate 

with Deloitte Singapore is also a 

Team Singapore triathlete, and has 

previously taken time out to compete 

internationally (being paid an allowance 

by his employer to do so).

Deloitte Singapore introduced a 

sabbatical policy 10 years ago as part 

of its Work-Life Integration Programme. 

According to talent partner Seah Gek 

Choo, ‘all permanent employees are 

eligible to apply for sabbatical leave to 

pursue their personal interests’.

Deloitte Australia has recently 

followed suit, introducing Career Flex, a 

policy that Sam Sheppard, Deloitte chief 

human resources officer, says enables 

staff to take up to three months’ unpaid 

leave to study, travel or simply refresh. 

Forward planning
While that might seem doable with 

the resources of a major network 

behind you, Christina Nawrocki FCCA, 

managing partner at Wellers, says that, 

with forward planning, even mid-sized 

firms can support a staff member to take 

time off. ‘Agreement is reached as to 

when it is most viable, given workloads 

and deadlines. Then, other members 

of staff can take on the client work in a 

relatively seamless manner,’ she says.

retrenched during a company 

restructure. She decided to take 12 

months off to refocus. 

At the time, Hong Kong Exchanges 

and Clearing was seeking input to a 

white paper on board diversity and 

Cheung volunteered to spearhead 

the project. As well as passing on her 

experiences to senior leaders, the role 

enabled her to establish contacts that 

would ultimately lead to her next job.

This was a far different outcome to 

Cheung’s first sabbatical, early in her 

career, when she took three months off 

to travel with no thought of an end goal. 

Her advice is to make a sabbatical work 

for you. ‘Without a plan, it will become 

irrelevant,’ she says.

Taking a sabbatical requires guts and 

some lifestyle adjustments, Cheung 

says. As one who was willing to take 

the risk, she found that ‘the reward was 

just amazing’. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

‘I came back with 
an understanding 

of my values – 
health and  

well-being coming 
at the top of 

the list’
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Futureproof
Recent enhancements to the ACCA Qualification – in particular, digital content and 
delivery – have been made to keep it future-fit, as Judith Bennett explains

The ACCA Qualification is 
continually evolving, and 
in recent years there have 
been important digital 
changes introduced to the 
ACCA Qualification.

The changes are a direct 

response to ACCA’s major 

research programme into 

what the future holds for 

professional accountants. 

The research identified the 

significant drivers of change 

to 2025 and revealed a clear 

demand from employers 

for a collection of technical 

knowledge, digital skills 

and abilities, as well as 

professional behaviour 

and qualities. 

It is essential that the 

ACCA Qualification 

evolves as business itself is 

transformed by the onward 

march of digital technology. 

Digital skills – including 

the awareness of emerging 

digital technology as well as 

the application 

of existing 

technology – are 

essential to the 

success of a 

modern finance 

professional. The 

finance function 

has become 

the engine of 

decision-making 

and strategy 

within an 

organisation – 

and to maintain that position, 

financial professionals need 

a thorough understanding 

of data and data analysis 

as well as familiarity with 

the sophisticated digital 

tools that collect, clean and 

analyse the vast quantity of 

data that is generated by 

modern businesses.

The changes introduced to 

the qualification have been 

specifically designed – with 

the input of employers – 

to make sure that ACCA 

members and students are 

prepared and in demand 

from the moment they enter 

the workplace. 

Going digital
The latest changes mean that 

students will develop digital 

skills in two distinct ways. 

The first is direct learning 

through content, with the 

exams testing knowledge of 

financial systems, blockchain 

and data analytics, for 

example. We introduced a 

new data analytics unit for 

the Ethics and Professional 

Skills module in April so 

students think about how 

information is held, used and 

managed, including their 

responsibilities in light of 

increasing data regulation.

The second way in which 

digital skills are developed 

is through our digital exams.  

The computer-based exam 

(CBE) format offers students 

a clear opportunity to gain 

practical experience of 

using digital tools and skills. 

Students will therefore be 

immersed in a reflection 

of their future working 

environment when they 

are asked to make use of 

digital tools that finance 

professionals use on a daily 

basis, completing their 

exams using spreadsheets 

and word processing tools. 

We are continuing to 

expand our use of digital 

assessment – a format 

that is already in place 

with all the main applied 

skills exams now tested 

through the computer-

based approach. And from 

this year digital exams 

will be introduced for the 

Strategic Professional 

stage of the qualification, 

providing students with 

a seamless digital exam 

journey throughout the 

whole qualification. CBEs 

for Strategic Professional 

will begin to replace 

paper-based exams from 

March, initially in selected 

cities across the UK, Ireland 

and the Czech Republic. 

More countries will join 

the programme over the 

following months and years. 

The CBE format embeds 

the practical use of 

Students will be 
immersed in a 

reflection of their 
future working 

environment 
when they use the 

digital tools
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More information

To read more about ACCA’s CBE approach to the Strategic 
Professional paper, visit bit.ly/ACCA-stratprofCBE.

digital technology in the 

examination and qualification 

process. Students taking 

CBEs will be required to 

use relevant digital tools to 

deliver their answers to real-

world case studies.

Through our extensive 

exam development process, 

we can ensure that we are 

testing to the same rigorous 

standards as the paper-

based exams that the CBE 

format is replacing, and 

this is supported by the 

experiences of members and 

students who have taken the 

exams in recent months. 

The world is constantly 

evolving, and that means the 

qualification must, too. We 

review all elements of the 

qualification and our CPD 

programme every year to 

ensure it remains relevant as 

technology evolves.

ACCA’s priority is to keep 

members’ skills relevant 

and current, wherever 

they are in the world and 

wherever they work. That’s 

why students and members 

have the opportunity, via 

our offering, to learn about 

computer-assisted audit 

techniques, the impact of 

financial technology (fintech), 

and initial coin offerings 

as a source, or new way, of 

raising finance. AB

Judith Bennett is ACCA’s 

director – professional 

qualifications.

61 January 2020 Accounting and Business

MY_AP_A_strategicprofessional.indd   61MY_AP_A_strategicprofessional.indd   61 28/11/2019   11:0428/11/2019   11:04

www.bit.ly/ACCA-stratprofCBE


What is advocacy?
You don’t need to set aside time in your diary for advocacy 

work; it happens naturally as finance professionals go about 

their working lives. The spark that allows you to get involved 

may one month come in the form of an ezine from ACCA 

that flags up new research, or at another time from seeing 

something on ACCA’s social media channels that catches your 

attention. Content that interests you will inevitably appeal 

to others within your network who have similar professional 

interests. You may suggest to someone who is looking at their 

career options to consider accountancy. Or if you want to take 

it up a notch, speaking at careers events can reach a wide, 

interested audience and could change the direction of a young 

person’s life. Find out more at accaglobal.com/advocacy.

Recommending ACCA
Championing ACCA across your networks boosts our reputation and helps build your 
own profile, and can be as easy as sharing a social media post. Chris Quick explains

Advocating for ACCA is 
about recommending the 
organisation in a positive 
way, however you choose 
to do it. 

Advocacy happens when 

members share a post from 

ACCA on social media, 

when you encourage 

a colleague to read an 

ACCA professional insights 

report or AB article, when 

you advise a would-be 

accountant to embark 

on ACCA training, or 

when you talk about the 

profession at a school 

careers day, conference or 

other public event.

ACCA benefits when 

members speak up for it. 

Recommendations boost 

the organisation’s profile; 

more people across the 

world know what ACCA 

is and understand the role 

financial professionals 

play within both business 

and the wider economy. 

This in turn increases the 

number of employers 

who recruit members and 

the number of students who 

choose to study with ACCA.

But even more important 

is that members themselves 

benefit from advocacy. 

Sharing one of 

ACCA’s research 

reports may 

help your team 

or company to 

develop, which 

will in turn raise 

your profile. 

Or it could be 

supporting 

your employer 

to participate in 

ACCA’s talks with 

government on topics such 

as tax or regulatory changes.

The virtuous circle
At its best, advocacy 

contributes to the creation 

of a virtuous circle, where 

members help to keep the 

profession moving and 

responding to the challenges 

that the world presents. This 

facilitates new thinking, which 

leads to the development 

of further resources and 

thought leadership. 

As a result, ACCA’s brand 

recognition increases. 

This means that the skills 

and qualifications of 

our members are more 

widely recognised and 

appreciated. Clients and 

employers are reassured 

that their finance 

partner is a member of 

a professional body that 

demands high standards, 

is globally recognised and 

is fully prepared to address 

future challenges.

A strong profile enables 

ACCA to stay at the forefront 

of developing the profession 

in a way that reflects our  

fast-changing world and 

enables our members to 

create a society that is 

fairer, more prosperous and 

more transparent. AB

Chris Quick is ACCA’s 

director of brand and 

corporate reputation.

Sharing one of 
ACCA’s reports 
may help your 

team or company 
to develop, which 
will in turn raise 

your profile
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Resolution 2
To receive the report of the ballot 
for the election of members of  
Council 
The scrutineer’s report and the 

number of votes received by each 

candidate in the ballot for the election 

of members of Council were reported as 

follows:

1. Michelle Hourican   

2. Lorraine Holleway  

3. Carol-Ann Boothe  

4. Sharon Critchlow  

5. Mohd Nasir Ahmad   

6. John Cullen   

7. Natalie Chan   

8. Arthur Lee  

9. Datuk Zaiton Mohd Hassan  

10. Brigitte Nangoyi Muyenga  

11. Phoebe Hao Yu  

12. Matt Dolphin  

13. Gillian McCreadie  

14. Dean Lee  

15. Joseph Owolabi 

 

16. Kayode Yusuf  

17. Daniel Chou  

18. Emmanuel Kapizionis  

19. Fergus Wong  

20. Sallah-ud-din (den) Surfraz  

21. Babajide Ibironke

22. Akin Akinbode   

23. Fatima Haider   

24. Jakub Klatt   

25. Grzegorz Maczynski   

26. Dev Ramnarine   

27. Dato’ Seri Raymond Liew   

28. Aamer Allauddin   

29. Sahil Gupta  

30. Sarmad Khan   

31. Muhammad Junaid Younas Ghori  

32. Maqbool Ahmad 

33. Waseem Ahmad 

34. Kamal Raj Sadien  

The president therefore declared the 

following members elected or  

re-elected to Council:

* Michelle Hourican  

* Lorraine Holleway 

* Carol-Ann Boothe 

* Sharon Critchlow 

* Mohd Nasir Ahmad 

* John Cullen 

* Natalie Chan 

* Arthur Lee 

* Datuk Zaiton Mohd Hassan

* Brigitte Nangoyi Muyenga 

* Phoebe Hao Yu 

* Matt Dolphin 

* Gillian McCreadie 

* Dean Lee 

* Joseph Owolabi 

7,311 

7,228 

6,508 

6,307 

5,921 

5,547 

5,277 

5,253 

5,137 

5,016 

4,967 

4,936 

4,554

4,544 

4,440

 

4,395 

4,258 

4,113 

4,085 

4,058 

3,601 

3,437 

3,312 

3,042 

2,886 

2,693 

2,557 

2,372 

2,103 

1,927 

1,885 

1,789 

1,702 

1,435

114th ACCA AGM
Minutes of the 114th AGM, held at the Adelphi, London, on 21 November 2019. ACCA 
president Robert Stenhouse FCCA took the chair, and 69 members were present

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

the auditor’s report on the 

accounts for the period 1 

April 2018 to 31 March 2019 

were taken as read.

Minutes
It was agreed that the 

minutes of the AGM held 

on 15 November 2018 and 

published in the January 

2019 issue of Accounting 
and Business should be 

taken as read and signed 

as correct.

Resolution 1
To receive and adopt the 
Report of the Council 
and the Accounts for the 
period 1 April 2018 to 
31 March 2019
Robert Stenhouse gave 

his presidential address 

and asked Helen Brand 

(chief executive) to give a 

presentation. 

He then invited questions 

and comments on the report 

and the accounts.

The president called 

for a poll and declared 

the resolution carried, the 

votes being as follows:

For 11,305  Against 124

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

Council recommended that 

Grant Thornton UK LLP be 

re-appointed as ACCA’s 

auditor. He then invited 

questions on Resolution 3.

The president called for 

a poll and declared the 

resolution carried, the votes 

being cast as follows:

For 10,377  Against 1,052

The president also 

offered a vote of thanks 

to ACCA’s retired 

secretary Michael Sleigh 

and retired executive 

director of governance 

Peter Large for their 

services to ACCA. 

The president thanked 

members for their 

attendance and their 

participation in the 

AGM and the voting  

process. 

The president declared 

the meeting closed at 

2.40pm. AB
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ACCA’s annual Council 
meeting took place on 
21 November 2019 at the 
Adelphi in London following 
ACCA’s 114th annual general 
meeting (AGM).

At the annual Council 

meeting, Council elected 

ACCA’s officers for the 

coming year. ACCA’s new 

president is Jenny Gu. She 

will be supported by Mark 

Millar (deputy president) and 

Orla Collins (vice president).

Council welcomed six new 

members, whose election 

was declared at the AGM: 

Carol-Ann Boothe, Natalie 

Chan, Brigitte Nangoyi 

Muyenga, Matt Dolphin, 

Gillian McCreadie and 

Joseph Owolabi. Council 

also welcomed the nine re-

elected members of Council: 

Mohd Nasir Ahmad, Sharon 

Critchlow, John Cullen, 

Datuk Zaiton Mohd Hassan, 

Lorraine Holleway, Michelle 

Hourican, Arthur Lee, Dean 

Lee and Phoebe Hao Yu. 

Council took a number of 

other decisions at its annual 

meeting and received a 

number of reports, including:

* adopting Council’s 

standing orders for 

2019/20, in accordance 

with the bye-laws

* approving the Council 

regulations for 2020

* electing three Council 

members to serve on 

the Nominating and 

Governance Committee 

in 2019/20, along with 

the officers

* agreeing the Council 

workplan and a set of 

objectives for the Council 

year ahead

* noting a report from the 

Qualifications Board, 

including the ratification 

of the September 2019 

examination results

* receiving reports 

from the Resource 

Oversight Committee 

and Market Oversight 

Committee meetings 

held in September, 

and the Remuneration 

Committee, Governance 

Design Committee 

and Audit Committee 

meetings held in October 

*  noting the standing 

committee annual reports 

for 2018/19.

Council’s next meeting 

will be held in London on 

14 March 2020. AB

Council highlights
At the annual Council meeting on 21 November 2019, new Council members 
were welcomed and new president Jenny Gu was elected
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Future fit
The power of future-ready talent is the 
latest topic in ACCA’s series of themes 
affecting the profession

It’s time to rewire 
perceptions of the 
accountancy profession in 
this digital age. 

Through the latest theme 

that ACCA is focusing on 

over the next three months 

– the power of future-ready 

talent – we demonstrate how 

professional accountants 

are perfectly placed as the 

future-proof leaders that 

business and organisations 

urgently need.

We’re in the fourth 

industrial revolution, 

with innovation and 

change happening at an 

unprecedented rate. This 

revolution is powered by 

good financial 

and business 

management, 

which remains 

the lifeblood 

of sustainable 

businesses, 

governments 

and economies. 

ACCA 

accountants 

keep this 

lifeblood 

flowing. 

Sitting at the heart of their 

organisations, they drive 

ethical decision-making in 

fast-changing environments. 

And as organisations move 

from profit to purpose, 

the talents of accountants 

are guiding decisions and 

tracking progress. 

ACCA is offering up a 

range of resources to explore 

this theme over the next 

quarter, including a video, 

insights on our careers app, 

and events such as virtual 

careers fairs and webinars. 

The aim is to dive deeper 

into how ACCA professional 

accountants are best 

placed to advise and lead 

the journey towards more 

purpose-led organisations.

Visit accaglobal.com/

future-talent for more. AB

As organisations 
move from profit 

to purpose, 
the talents of 

accountants are 
guiding decisions
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Digital driver
Interview: Huang Shze Jiun, president of 
the Malaysian Institute of Accountants

Work and play
Gamification is great  

in engaging employees

Positive vibes
Being happy in your job impacts 

how you perceive success

Centre stage
Accountants play starring roles in 

the workplace of the future
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