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Welcome
As finance professionals across the globe navigate the post-pandemic business 
landscape, our new, digital Accounting and Business will support you all the way

at accaglobal.com/ab. Do get in touch 

with any comments or suggestions.

Meanwhile, in this issue we consider 

measures being introduced to support 

business as the pandemic continues. 

On page 44 we look at changes to the 

Companies Act relating to insolvency, 

which were going through parliament as 

AB went to press. On page 20 we look 

at the controversial use by central banks 

of quantitative easing to combat slow 

growth and prevent deflation. And our 

article on page 22 looks at the effect on 

economies of negative interest rates.

Our interviews this month show the 

range of ACCA members’ experience 

– from the CFO at agritech business 

Autogrow, Rod Britton FCCA, to the 

director of Harvard University’s Global 

Support Services, Joe O’Regan FCCA. 

We also hear from members working 

in the NHS about their experiences of 

managing through the coronavirus crisis.

We look forward to seeing you online 

in September. AB

Jo Malvern, editor

joanna.malvern@accaglobal.com

It is hard to think of an entity 
untouched by Covid-19, which includes 
professional bodies. Even ACCA has 
had to rethink its approach to how it 
delivers AB to members.

From this issue, we’re moving away 

from sending printed issues around the 

world. We know members will miss the 

monthly magazine arriving at home or in 

the office. But we’re using all our years 

of digital experience to create a new 

version of AB that will be more engaging 

than ever – producing high-quality, 

relevant and interesting content through 

articles, podcasts and videos. And that 

includes continuing to publish content 

especially for members in the UK.

In the next few months we will be 

working on a redesigned app for all 

members, with content being published 

on a rolling basis, as well as being 

packaged up into monthly digital 

editions. We are also redesigning the 

AB presence on the ACCA website to 

ensure we remain a key part of your 

professional life. In September, we’ll let 

you know how you can download the 

app and we’ll unveil the new website 

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 82 
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 82

* Available in app and pdf

* AB Direct: weekly news bulletin

AB is circulated to all members in digital 

formats. ISSN No: 1460-406X.

More at accaglobal.com/ab.
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As visitors return to the 
Sistine Chapel after 
the Vatican Museums 
reopened, Unesco and 
the International Council 
of Museums warn that 
almost 13% of museums 
may remain closed 
permanently as a result of 
the Covid-19 pandemic.

Two Nasa astronauts 
took off from Florida in 
a SpaceX rocket – the 
first time a commercial 
company has carried 
humans into Earth’s 
orbit. The pair travelled 
to the International 
Space Station before 
returning safely.

Roger Federer has 
become the world’s 
highest paid athlete and 
the first tennis player 
to take top position, 
according to Forbes. 
The Swiss player made 
US$106m in pre-tax 
earnings, overtaking 
footballer Lionel Messi.

Swarms of locusts are 
ravaging East Africa and 
India. Linked to climate 
change, the East African 
outbreak – the worst in 
70 years – puts almost 
five million people at 
risk of famine, according 
to the International 
Rescue Committee.
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Save our SMEs
ACCA has struck a partnership agreement with the 

International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) UK to join forces 

on the ICC’s ‘Save our SMEs’ global campaign. The campaign 

highlights the challenges many SMEs are facing from the 

impact of Covid-19, and offers six clear recommendations 

for how governments can offer tangible support to SMEs in 

these difficult times. ACCA and ICC will work together to 

share insights and guidance with their memberships to help 

sustain small businesses and the small accountancy firms that 

support them. They will also invite their stakeholders to take 

part in each other’s events and research initiatives. Go to  

bit.ly/ACCA-ICC for more.

News in brief
This edition’s news and infographics from around the world, as well as a look at 
recent developments and issues affecting business and the finance profession

Dingemans goes
Simon Dingemans has 

resigned from his role 

as chair of the Financial 

Reporting Council 

(FRC). When the former 

GlaxoSmithKline CFO was 

appointed in October 2019 

it was agreed he could take 

on additional outside roles 

that did not conflict with his 

part-time role at the FRC. He 

has now told the FRC that 

this has not been possible 

and he will have to leave in 

order to take on other roles. 

See also page 18.

Insolvency changes
The government is 

suspending the personal 

liability obligations of 

directors in terms of 

wrongful trading during 

the Covid-19 pandemic 

and the related economic 

crisis to help directors 

continue trading through the 

emergency. New corporate 

restructuring tools have also 

been introduced for the 

insolvency profession to give 

companies more breathing 

space, and company filing 

and annual general meeting 

requirements have been 

temporarily lifted. See 

our article on changes to 

insolvency law, page 44. 

Meanwhile the regulators 

– the FRC, Prudential 

Regulation Authority and the 

Financial Conduct Authority 

– have met to discuss the 

impact of the large number 

of going concern warnings.

Don’t delay on AQIs
Auditors have been told by 

the FRC to intervene early 

when they believe there are 

problems with a business. 

The FRC expressed concern 

that audit quality indicators 

(AQIs) are typically used 

only after an audit has been 

completed rather than 

before or during it. Firms 

have been told they must 

focus on forward-looking 

and granular AQIs to ensure 

that timely corrective 

action can be taken. An 

FRC study found that few 

audit committee chairs and 

investors were aware of 

published AQIs.

Ebitda to Ebitdac
Some companies have 

begun explaining the impact 

of coronavirus on their 

financial results by using 

Ebitdac (earnings before 

interest, tax, depreciation, 

amortisation and coronavirus) 

in place of Ebitda. German 

company Schenck Process 

used the measure to add 

in €5.4m of notional profits 

in the first quarter, which 

it claimed it would have 

earned but for Covid-19. 

Moody’s senior credit officer 

Trevor Pijper responded: 

‘The provision of explanatory 

information is preferable to 

the introduction of a new 

metric such as Ebitdac.’ 

Stobart audit probes
The FRC has launched 

investigations into the audits 

of Eddie Stobart Logistics 

conducted by KPMG for the 

2017 year and by PwC for 

the 2018 year. A review last 

year raised questions about 

lease accounting, leading 

to a writedown of two prior 

years’ earnings, delayed 

results and the suspension 

of shares, followed by a 

further writedown. A PwC 
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ACCA backs global ethics prize 
This year’s global Ethics and Trust in Finance for a Sustainable 

Future Prize was launched in June, with ACCA, CFA Institute, 

Euroclear, Swift & Swift Institute and Pictet Group as partners. 

Open to candidates under 35 working in or studying finance, 

the prize aims to help shape a more sustainable and resilient 

financial system that balances growth, security and stability.  

Helen Brand, ACCA chief executive, said: ‘As global business 

looks to how it can reconstruct post-pandemic, rebuilding in a 

way that benefits all in society has never been more vital, and 

makes the prize even more relevant and resonant.’ 

spokesman said: ‘We will 

co-operate fully with the 

FRC in this investigation. We 

are committed to delivering 

consistently high-quality 

audits and in June 2019 we 

introduced a major ongoing 

programme to enhance 

audit quality across the firm.’ 

A KPMG spokesman said: 

‘We note the announcement 

from the FRC regarding 

commencement of an 

investigation into the audit 

of Eddie Stobart Logistics for 

the year ended 30 November 

2017. We will cooperate fully 

with the FRC to conclude this 

matter as quickly as possible.’

Matalan man sues
John Hargreaves, founder 

of retail chain Matalan, is 

suing PwC over tax advice 

related to his move from 

the UK to Monaco in 2000. 

A subsequent HMRC 

investigation left him with a 

£35m tax bill, plus a demand 

for a further £135m in tax and 

interest. A PwC spokesman 

said: ‘We believe this claim 

will ultimately fail and are 

seeking to strike out aspects 

of it.’ PwC is likely to argue 

that the claim is out of time.

Carillion audit move
A judge has rejected the 

official receiver’s pre-

action application for key 

documents from KPMG over 

its auditing of long-term 

construction contracts and 

goodwill between 2014 and 

2016 for collapsed group 

Carillion. According to the 

receiver, which is expected 

to sue KPMG, Carillion’s 

More time to pay
HMRC has told self-

assessment taxpayers they 

can defer their second 

payment on account, due at 

the end of July, if they are 

having difficulty because of 

the impact of coronavirus. 

HMRC will not charge 

interest or penalties on any 

amount of the deferred 

payment on account, 

provided it is paid on or 

before 31 January 2021. BDO 

tax partner Dawn Register 

said: ‘We expect many 

people will use the deferral 

of the 31 July payment on 

account.’ But she warned 

that for many taxpayers 

deferral was merely delaying 

a crisis to next year. 

directors believed the 

company was ‘profitable and 

sustainable’ as a result of 

KPMG’s clean audit. A KPMG 

spokesman said no claim 

against the firm had yet been 

made by the receiver.

E-tailer VAT planned
HMRC is planning to require 

eBay and Amazon to pay 

the VAT element on sales 

to UK customers where the 

sellers are based overseas. 

It is estimated that around 

£1.5bn of VAT on online 

sales is unpaid annually. The 

change would be achieved 

by treating the online 

marketplaces as traders 

rather than facilitators. 

Goods supplied by overseas 

sellers that are worth less 

than £15 would be exempt. 

The change in policy was 

revealed in HMRC internal 

documents leaked to the 

Financial Times.

HMRC seizures up
HMRC has increased the use 

of account-freezing orders 

and forfeiture orders – new 

powers in its fight against 

fraud and tax evasion – 

according to City law firm 

RPC. The firm has found that 

HMRC issued 166 orders to 

freeze accounts in 2019/20, 

up from 60 the previous year. 

The number of forfeiture 

orders and the total amount 

forfeited both rose fourfold 

in the same year. Account 

freezing orders and forfeiture 

orders were introduced in 

2018, along with stronger 

investigative powers, by the 

Criminal Finances Act 2017.

Tax reliefs inquiry 
An inquiry into the 

management of tax reliefs, 

and their value for money, 

has been launched by the 

House of Commons public 

accounts committee. It will 

consider both structural tax 

reliefs, such as the income 

tax and national insurance 

contribution thresholds, 

and non-structural reliefs, 

including R&D tax credits. 

There are more than 300 

separate reliefs in the UK tax 

system, costing an estimated 

£155bn annually in the form 

of forgone tax revenue. A 

report earlier this year by 

the National Audit Office 

questioned the value of 

some of the reliefs. 
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Number of smaller firms down
Despite a surge in the number of accounting and auditing 

firms in the UK between 2011 and 2017 – the total figure rose 

by 1,212 a year during the period – there was a subsequent 

net fall of 485 firms between 2017 and 2019. While the number 

of firms with a turnover of less than £100,000 shrank by 5.4% 

in the latter period, the number of firms with a turnover of 

more than £100,000 went up by 4.3%. According to a report by 

cashflow forecasting app company Float, the trend is largely 

driven by the consolidation and growth of smaller firms, as well 

as the continued profitability of larger firms.
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Tesco probe dropped
The FRC has closed its 

investigation into the 

overstatement of profits by 

Tesco in its 2014 financial 

year, without issuing a 

formal complaint. The final 

part of the investigation 

had considered the role 

of accountants working 

within Tesco; previous 

investigations into Tesco’s 

former CFO and its former 

auditors were dropped in 

2016 and 2017 respectively. 

The investigation into 

accountants employed by 

Tesco had been paused 

during a trial of three 

company executives; 

following the Serious Fraud 

Office’s decision not to 

proceed with the trial, the 

FRC moved to close down its 

own investigation.

Loan default fears
Between 40% and 50% 

of ‘bounceback loans’ 

are unlikely to be repaid, 

according to senior 

executives at British banks 

who spoke to the Financial 
Times. They predicted that 

hundreds of thousands of 

SMEs will collapse. More 

than 600,000 businesses 

have received loans of up 

to £50,000 each under the 

bounceback scheme, with 

repayments scheduled over 

six years. While the loans 

are ultimately guaranteed 

by the government, banks 

will still have to initiate 

legal proceedings to 

seek repayment if they 

default. The banks say this 

would be costly, slow and 

reputationally damaging.

Pay gap data gap
Employers have been 

permitted to suspend 

reporting of their gender 

pay gap because of the 

pandemic. According to PwC 

analysis, there has been a 

0.5% fall in the pay gap of 

those that have reported, 

compared with last year. The 

TUC reported a less positive 

trend, claiming that women 

remain underpaid, 50 years 

after the passing of the 

Equal Pay Act. TUC analysis 

revealed that women are 

much more likely than men 

to be key workers and on low 

pay. Two-thirds of the UK’s 

estimated 9.8 million key 

workers are women, and 2.6 

million women key workers 

are paid under £10 an hour.

Tax haven block
The Scottish parliament 

and the Welsh government 

have decided to exclude 

companies based in tax 

havens from receiving 

coronavirus subsidies. France 

and Denmark had previously 

made similar decisions. 

The Scottish parliament 

move was proposed by the 

Scottish Green Party, whose 

co-leader Patrick Harvie 

said: ‘Any company which 

avoids its responsibility to 

contribute to society should 

not be getting handouts 

when things go wrong.’

Kehoe chairs IIRC
Conor Kehoe has been 

appointed chair of the 

International Integrated 

Reporting Council (IIRC). 

He takes over from Dominic 

Barton, who has been IIRC 

chair since 2018 and stepped 

down to become Canada’s 

ambassador to China. Kehoe 

is a former senior partner 

with McKinsey. 

EY governance split
EY has split its assurance and 

audit operations as part of 

an overhaul of its leadership 

and governance. New 

managing partners were 

announced for assurance 

(Kath Barrow), audit (Andrew 

Walton), consulting (Benoit 

Laclau) and tax (Jeff Soar). 

BEPS ‘on track’
The Base Erosion Profit 

Shifting (BEPS) project 

will not be delayed by the 

pandemic, the Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation 

and Development (OECD) 

has insisted, despite requests 

from some governments 

and corporations for a 

one-year delay. Pascal 

Saint-Amans, director of 

the OECD Centre for Tax 

Policy and Administration, 

said there is now greater 

need for a ‘consensus-based 

solution’ but added: ‘There 

is a risk – an increased risk 

– of a proliferation of digital 

service taxes, and the risk 

of trade conflict, especially 

throughout these turbulences 

of the economy.’ AB

Paul Gosling, journalist
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Green pays off
The world’s 100 most sustainable companies, the Global 100, not only have a lasting 
and positive impact on people and the planet but also make impressive profi ts

World’s greenest
This graphic shows how the G100 

– the world’s 100 most sustainable 

companies (in terms of resource/

fi nancial/employee management and 

revenue from ‘clean’ products/services) 

– are distributed across the globe.

Global 100’s top 10
The highest ranked are based in Europe and the Americas.

Sustainability, profitability, durability
The G100 most sustainable companies have consistently 

outperformed and outlasted the average company in the 

MSCI All Country World Index between 2005 and 2019.
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The data is from Corporate Knights’ annual Global 100 
ranking, mapped by Visual Capitalist at bit.ly/Global-100.

More information
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Group finance director, Vio 

Worldwide, UK

2000
Consultant CFO for SMEs in 

Europe and New Zealand

1997 
Europe head of financial 

planning, analysis and 

investor relations, Dolphin 

Telecom, UK

Growth market
After more than three decades in the UK, Rod Britton FCCA, CFO at Autogrow, 
has taken his experience home to the emerging agritech business in New Zealand

W hat’s it like to leave the 
financial centre of the 
world for a small yet plucky 

economy in the South Pacific? 
‘Right now, New Zealand feels pretty 

good, to be honest. There are definite 

advantages to living in a country at the 

bottom of the world during a global 

pandemic,’ says Rod Britton, CFO at 

Autogrow, an agritech firm that supplies 

software and technology products and 

services to the global horticulture market.

Britton landed his role with Autogrow 

in February 2018 after more than three 

decades in London. Chief executive Darryn 

Keiller was looking for an experienced 

CFO with the skills needed to prepare the 

business for investment and global growth. 

Britton, meanwhile, wanted to get stuck into 

another promising technology business as 

he settled back into life in his home country.

‘After more than 30 years abroad and a 

string of big CFO roles I was ready to come 

home. I missed my family – my elderly 

parents particularly,’ he says, adding that his 

wife was keen to have what New Zealanders 

call an ‘OE’ (overseas experience).

‘From a professional perspective, I could 

see it was an exciting time to do business 

in New Zealand, particularly looking at the 

country’s emerging agritech sector,’ Britton 

says in his still-strong British accent.

New Zealand’s start-up ecosystem for 

agritech and new food has been ranked 

in the global top 10 by data insights firm 

Startup Genome. Meanwhile, the New Zealand government 

has announced that it will back the country’s NZ$1.4bn agritech 

sector to become a multi-billion-dolllar sector by 2025.

In February, Autogrow was one of 60 New Zealand agriculture 

innovation firms selected by the government to showcase their 

technologies at evokeAG, an event in Melbourne, Australia that 

was designed to create export and partnership opportunities. 

‘New Zealand’s a good place for innovation 

generally and a much better place than 

the UK when it comes to government 

investment in research and development,’ 

says Britton.

The country offers a tax credit scheme 

for research and development, while 

government agencies such as New Zealand 

Trade and Enterprise and Callaghan 

Innovation give businesses access to 

overseas investors, capital-raising networks 

and a range of funding and support. 

With 35 staff based in New Zealand, 

Malaysia and the US, Autogrow has 

two main prongs to its business. The 

development and sale of control devices, 

a mix of hardware and software that allows 

farmers to control the indoor growing 

environment, is one. FarmRoad, a new crop 

management software platform for larger 

scale farming, is the other.

Farming goes digital
‘The controlled environment agriculture 

market – our market – is limited in its 

use of technology, relatively speaking,’ 

Britton notes. ‘Some farmers don’t use any 

automation, while others across the globe 

are thinking seriously about automating 

what they don’t automate today.’

Autogrow’s products are ideal for the 

market because they’re easy to use and 

give farmers a good return on investment, 

says Britton. ‘Our control devices, for 

example, allow farmers to dose and 

manage climate at a distance without the need for hands-on 

intervention, all managed through our cloud-based service. 

At the other end of the spectrum, our FarmRoad service will 

eventually allow for the complete digitisation of a farming 

operation so that it effectively runs itself.’

With data from AgFunder’s 2018 Agrifood Tech Investing 
Report showing global investment in agritech increasing 
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‘There’s going to 
be a big shift in 

world politics and 
CFOs will have to 

draw down on our 
experiences to help 

companies adjust 
to the new normal’
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by an estimated 36% per year in 

the five years to 2018, Britton is 

focused on preparing Autogrow 

for investment. So far, he’s 

implemented a new pricing 

tool and customer management 

system, and developed an investor-

grade financial model suitable for 

budgeting and raising capital. 

A key part of this preparation 

has been developing Autogrow’s 

accounting practices in the areas 

of due diligence and board 

reporting. New agreements are 

now in place with partners around 

the world, and Britton has also introduced a new sales 

commission scheme.

Britton completed the ACCA Qualification at the City of 

London College in the late 1980s while holding down a full-

time job at British Telecom – no mean feat, he admits.

‘I don’t think I’ve worked as hard for anything in my life; 

It was just really, really hard. I failed the first time round. I’ll 

never forget the day I got the letter in the mail saying I’d 

passed: I was ecstatic,’ says Britton, who can still recite his 

membership number from memory, 

having written it on exam papers so 

many times.

ACCA has, he says, been essential 

in getting him to the position he 

is in now. ‘Do I think my ACCA 

Qualification and accountancy 

background has helped me 

achieve success in my career? The 

short answer is yes. ACCA is well 

recognised globally. It opens doors. 

In my experience, it’s always part of 

the conversation.’

More than numbers
Today, with more than 20 years’ CFO experience behind 

him, Britton says he realised early in his career his interests 

went beyond just figures. ‘Don’t get me wrong: being a 

numbers guy isn’t a bad thing,’ he says. ‘But I’m pretty 

ambitious and not really one to stay in the middle of 

the pack. I’m the kind of CFO who likes to roll up his 

sleeves and be involved in everything from the analysis 

and strategy to mentoring and supporting people to 

achieve their potential.’

‘I’m the kind of 
CFO who likes to 

roll up his sleeves 
and be involved 

in everything 
from the analysis 

and strategy to 
mentoring and 

supporting people’
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Basicsi

Founded in 1994, Autogrow is a privately owned agritech firm 

based in Auckland, New Zealand. With a team of 35 people 

based in New Zealand, the US and Malaysia, Autogrow 

sells automation systems and technology to the controlled 

environment horticulture market in more than 40 countries 

and has more than 600 customers worldwide. The company, 

which has seen revenue grow by 50% in two years, offers 

tailored automation solutions to improve crop production, 

sustainability and efficiency. Two new technology services, 

FarmRoad and Folium, were released in 2020.

In past roles, Britton has picked up responsibility for HR 

and legal functions, been involved with staff engagement 

programmes and helped executive teams carry out large-scale 

business transformation. He’s also implemented skills training 

to help staff stay in work, and once persuaded a firm to stump 

up £10,000 to cover an employee’s drug rehabilitation. Back 

in the 1990s, he gifted his Disney World time-share to a work 

colleague with a terminally ill daughter whose dying wish was 

to see Mickey Mouse.

‘In my mind, a high-performing CFO needs to have a lot of 

soft skills alongside commercial acumen and analysis,’ he says. 

‘You have to set high standards and give people the tools and 

support to achieve those standards. With the right team in 

place, I believe a company can pretty much achieve anything.’

In 2018, Britton self-published a book, Business capability: 
how to assess the competency of your technology-based 
business, on Amazon. Drawing on his own experience, the 

e-book is a step-by-step guide to understanding what a 

technology business owner can do to prepare their business 

for growth or a new phase.

‘I wrote the book for fun to start with, but I definitely got 

more serious about it as I went along. In the end, I finished it 

between jobs, after moving back to New Zealand. I wanted 

readers to understand what you have to consider before a 

business is ready to scale up and grow. But I also wanted it to 

be accessible – so I came up with the idea of putting a bright 

yellow lemonade stand on the cover. It’s got a couple of cute 

cartoon characters who guide you through the book.’

At its heart, Britton’s book is about sustainability and 

structuring a business for long-term survival and growth. 

‘Business sustainability to me means being profitable enough 

to satisfy your customers, your staff and your shareholders,’ he 

says. ‘Of course, everyone needs to get what they want from 

the business. But it’s also about keeping an eye on the horizon 

to understand what’s happening in the world and how it might 

affect what you do.’

Autogrow is, says Britton, acutely aware of how climate 

change is pressuring farmers around the world to change their 

practices. At the same time, the company realises that many 

farmers are hesitant to use data-driven technology to help 

them make that change.

‘The average age of a farmer in the US is 58 – they’re not 

a generation that has grown up with technology, and that’s a 

challenge for us,’ he admits. ‘We’re thinking about how we 

might solve these issues as a business. We need to design 

systems that take something very complex and present it in an 

engaging way.’

Meanwhile, recent data from the World Economic Forum 

reveals that by 2050, global demand for food is expected to 

be 60% greater than it is today. ‘In that sense, technology 

products like ours potentially have an important role to play in 

global food security by helping farmers become more efficient 

at putting food on our plates and making their businesses 

more sustainable as a result.’ 

Right now, one of the biggest challenges facing the world’s 

economy – and firms like Autogrow – is working out how to 

adjust to a post-Covid-19 world. In late March, Autogrow 

quickly pulled together a plan after New Zealand Prime 

Minister Jacinda Ardern announced a month-long lockdown.  

At the time, the business was deemed an essential service as 

part of the New Zealand food supply chain and was allowed to 

keep trading. Fortunately, says Britton, it had enough product 

on hand to satisfy sales as access to essential product parts 

manufactured in China stalled but it had to reduce face-to-

face sales in favour of online sales and marketing.

For the most part, Autogrow staff are continuing to work 

from home. Britton attends daily senior leadership briefings on 

Zoom and carries out all team meetings online. ‘It’s not easy 

but it’s working. We’re keeping an eye on the numbers to fully 

assess the impact on the business and we’re also trying to get 

through this time together as a team,’ he says, adding that he 

has set up a virtual drinks get together on Zoom where staff 

from New Zealand, the US and Malaysia come together to talk 

about anything other than work. Inevitably, his 15-month-old 

toddler Sebastian plays a starring role in his stories.

‘These are interesting times for us all – no matter where in 

the world we live,’ Britton concludes. ‘Overall, I think there’s 

going to be a big shift in world politics and no doubt CFOs 

everywhere will have to draw down on our experiences to help 

companies adjust to the new normal. For some of us, it may 

even require completely rethinking our business models.’ AB

Jacqui Gibson, journalist
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Unfavourable comparison

Robert Bruce contrasts business 
and government responses 
to the Covid-19 pandemic, at 
accaglobal.com/ab/podcasts.

A fresh start
As we ponder the lifting of enforced home working and a return to dormant offices, 
we have an opportunity to start again and do it better this time, says Robert Bruce

hotdesking model. People couldn’t get 

satisfying work done in the stripped-

down office space available once they 

had commuted in. And they couldn’t 

get satisfying work done at home 

either, though it was a much more 

pleasant environment.

Social glue
The reason for that was simple. It came 

down to lack of human contact. The 

social glue that keeps teams together 

starts to come unstuck. The messaging 

that comes from body language is 

diluted or non-existent on conference 

calls and Zoom experiences. And 

the quiet chats about the real issues 

– that take place on the stairs, by 

the printer or in the café round the 

corner – vanish. Casual conversations 

and social networks fall away. And this 

is true in all areas where tricky issues 

need to be negotiated or simply 

discussed, or where one person wants 

to feed a quiet thought or an off-the-

record idea to another. Connections 

become impossible.

It is not just business; it is politics too. 

A friend talks of how impossible it is 

proving to negotiate Brexit by Zoom. 

There aren’t the cappuccino or Pils 

breaks where the deals are really done, 

and everything on Zoom is minuted and 

doesn’t allow for secret alliances and 

back-room compromises. Pretending we 

all live in a virtual world simply doesn’t 

Well, that’s it for the summer. Normally 
at this time, with this column to stretch 
across the summer break, we would be 
talking of strategy, long-term thoughts 
as we take our few short weeks in the 
sun, our view of the world stretching 
even further away than the edge of the 
infinity pool. 

But the world is, as we have been 

learning since February, upside down. 

Musing quietly on our future is not on 

the agenda. But what we are learning 

is how it is possible to think all manner 

of previously unthinkable things as our 

world dislocates all around us. We may 

not be able to think too straight as we 

hold meetings on Zoom while trying 

to keep the kids occupied and quiet 

elsewhere, and then do the day’s work 

and the reports that need to be written, 

all late at night or before sunrise. But 

out of the chaos, both in our own 

homes and in the world outside, come 

thoughts of what the future will look like.

I suspect the quote of the lockdown 

will come back to bite Jes Staley, the 

CEO at Barclays. Doubtless he will 

say that he was simply preparing the 

ground. But ‘putting 7,000 people in 

a building may be a thing of the past’ 

became a memorable though possibly 

counter-productive thought to hang 

over the summer.

Underlying the idea is a logic. Large 

office buildings don’t work if we all wear 

masks and are paranoid about other 

people coming too close. And they 

had become unpleasant places to be 

even before the pandemic. But that 

was mostly because of the systematic 

stripping out of personal, or indeed any, 

desk space in favour of the unpopular 

Now is the time 
for us to talk, to 

discuss, to rebuild 
teams, to travel and 

spend time with 
people in other 

markets
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Home or away?
It has been suggested by people like Barclay’s CEO Jes Staley that it is daft for 

companies to provide and service huge office buildings. Does this stem from a real 

belief that working from home is better? Or is it a realisation that companies could 

now strip out the cost of office infrastructure and let employees pick up the costs as 

they work from the homes they already fund. It is a much more attractive proposition 

to the CEO than maintaining a corporate headquarters in a high-priced city. 

work. Working in a home office is too 

distanced. The stimulus of the rest of 

the team you work with evaporates. 

The Anglo-Saxon business world calls 

it ‘working from home’, which makes 

it sound logical, sensible and, well, 

workable. The French call it télétravail, 

which makes it sound much more 

drudge-like.

None of this chimes with the ideas 

coming out of the great coronavirus 

experience. People are genuinely 

looking forward to increased 

sustainability from greener energy, to 

travelling less and to greater diversity 

and equality. We have been living in 

dislocated times for too long. Further 

dislocation is not what we need. 

Now is the time for us to talk, to 

discuss, to rebuild teams, to travel 

and spend time with people in other 

markets. The fundamentals have not 

changed; it is the detail of the ways that 

it works that needs to be renegotiated. 

It will be time to start again and do it 

better this time. And that, as we cycle 

in to our sanitised office environment, is 

what we need to think about. AB

Robert Bruce is an accountancy 

commentator and journalist.
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Tough at the top 
The search for a new chair for the Financial Reporting Council is a golden opportunity 
to appoint a leader from the ranks of financial reports users, believes Jane Fuller 

including monitoring adherence to 

the flagship codes. 

What may be compromised in 

the functional approach is pursuit 

of excellence in the disciplines. The 

advisory councils on standards (I served 

on the audit and assurance council) may 

fall away, but in any case they lacked 

clout. They had neither a direct line to 

the board nor formal involvement in 

quality reviews. 

Joined-up thinking is tricky because 

practising professionals work for firms 

that are subject to these reviews. Yet if 

you exclude them from the regulatory 

forum, you lose expert voices. 

Strong executives are needed to 

ensure that pursuing professional 

excellence does not get lost in the 

supervisory process. 

Such excellence is also essential if 

the UK is to influence international 

standards-setting. So, it is confusing 

that the post-Brexit UK Accounting 

Standards Endorsement Board is set 

to carry out thought leadership and 

influencing roles independently of 

the FRC.

But the most sensitive relationship 

that the chair will have is with the 

Department for Business, Energy 

and Industrial Strategy. This is a 

more political overseer than the 

Securities and Exchange Commission 

in the US. Keeping the FRC/Arga 

robustly independent in pursuit of its 

investor-driven purpose will be the 

bottom line. AB

Jane Fuller is a fellow of CFA Society 

of the UK and co-director of the Centre 

for the Study of Financial Innovation.

The UK’s Financial Reporting Council 
(FRC) suffered an apparent setback in 
May when Simon Dingemans resigned 
as its chair after only eight months. I 
view this as an opportunity to appoint 
a leader whose background lies in 
the regulator’s core constituency: 
consumers of financial information.

The list of people with a stake in 

honest reporting by companies is a 

long one, but those in the investment 

industry remain the primary audience 

as the FRC transforms itself into the 

Audit, Reporting and Governance 

Authority (Arga).

Chairing a body in transition, with 

the recommendations of three reviews 

ringing in its ears, is a daunting task.

It will start with reconstruction of the 

board. Once a body of 14, only seven 

were serving in early June – and three of 

those were approaching the end of their 

tenure. Another five or six need to be 

found over the next year or so. 

A revised structure for the FRC has 

been set out in the Strategy 2020/21 

document. The model is functional 

rather than following the disciplines 

of accounting and auditing, corporate 

governance and the actuarial profession. 

The crucial role of enforcement is 

crystal clear and has already led to a 

step-change in sanctions. A litmus test 

will be the outcome of the Carillion 

investigation. 

The pivotal division is supervision, 

the new name for the conduct 

committee. With its headcount set to 

rise by 50% to 149 by March 2021, this is 

by far the biggest division. Supervisory 

activity cascades through the ‘key 

outputs’ sought by the FRC’s board, 

Chairing a body in 
transition, with the 
recommendations 

of three reviews 
ringing in its ears, 
is a daunting task
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Integral to recovery
As businesses start to rebuild in the wake of the pandemic, integrated reporting will 
be essential in measuring and defining our success, says ACCA president Jenny Gu

minus side, the quality of compliance 

has fallen. In other words, more firms 

recognise that IR is vital but fewer are 

acting on that knowledge.

There is more cause for optimism 

than pessimism, though, and the trend 

is bending towards IR as an essential 

way of measuring and defining success. 

It is up to us to advocate for IR in our 

organisations, and in that way we can 

do our bit to ensure an outlook that is 

just as bright as Schwab’s in Hoboken all 

those years ago. AB

Jenny Gu FCCA is chief executive officer 

at Richemont China.

On 17 February 1902, the US city of 
Hoboken witnessed an extraordinary 
event that changed the world forever. 
The United States Steel Corporation 
published a report to stockholders at 
its annual meeting – a flimsy 10-page 
document that listed its net earnings 
in the nine months to 31 December 
1901 ($84,779,298), as well as a terse 
summary of assets and liabilities, 
stock inventory and disbursements 
of dividends. It ended with a sunny 
summary from the corporation’s 
president, Charles M Schwab: ‘The 
outlook for the year 1902 is very bright.’

What made this a historic document is 

the fact that it was the earliest modern 

corporate annual report, and the first to 

be verified by an independent auditor: 

Price, Waterhouse and Co.

Fast forward to 2020. The annual 

report remains a big feature of business 

life but we have changed our view on 

what it should do. We no longer keep 

score solely by balancing earnings 

against expenditure and counting 

the profit. Shareholders, employees 

and society at large want to know 

more – about the public value created, 

how operations affect the planet, and 

whether the business is sustainable in a 

broader sense than simply financial.

ACCA is absolutely committed to this 

philosophy. That’s why we are pioneers 

in integrated reporting (IR) – an 

approach that assesses value creation 

over the short, medium and long term. 

It gives a panoramic picture of business 

activity, not just a snapshot of fleeting 

financial performance.

This was on my mind as I wrote 

this column because ACCA had just 

published Insights into Integrated 
Reporting 4.0 (see page 46), which 

examines the performance of 48 

members of the International Integrated 

Reporting Council Business Network.

The report makes clear that IR is a 

key method for helping firms tackle 

risk after Covid-19. After all, this crisis 

has reminded us that issues such as 

sustainability, preparedness and social 

responsibility are critical for any business 

that wants to keep the support and 

consent of its customers and community.

There was good news and bad 

news in our report. On the plus side, it 

reveals wider acceptance of IR. On the 
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Mint condition
In using quantitative easing to combat slow economic growth and prevent deflation, 
the world’s central banks may be stoking up trouble, as Alison Thomas explains

Quantitative easing, or QE, was first used in 1991 
in Japan, when the country’s central bank became 
concerned about structurally slow economic growth. 

The classic macroeconomic remedy of stimulating investment 
and consumption by lowering interest rates offered little 
potential given that rates at that time were already close 
to zero (see ‘Running on empty’, on page 22). How then to 
stimulate the Japanese economy? QE was the answer.

QE involves the large-scale purchase of assets, usually 

government bonds (though sometimes corporate bonds, 

mortgage-backed securities and even equities), to expand 

the central bank’s balance sheet and increase system-wide 

liquidity. Central banks have always engaged in these types 

of open market activity. This is, for 

example, the mechanism they use to 

change the demand for – and so the 

price of – bonds, which in turn allows 

them to achieve interest rate targets. 

What was new about QE was, first, 

the idea that central banks still have 

tools to stimulate growth even when 

interest rates are close to zero; and 

second, the sheer scale of the asset 

purchases involved. 

To see how it works, consider 

what happens when a central bank 

buys a bond. In a normal transaction 

between two private parties, the 

bond purchase involves the bond 

moving from one party to the other, while money moves in the 

opposite direction. The amounts of both bonds and money in 

the system remain unchanged. However, central banks are not 

like you and me; they are able to ‘pay’ for the bond by simply 

crediting the counterparty bank’s account at the central bank – 

in effect, conjuring money out of thin air with a few keystrokes. 

This newly created money is then multiplied in the system 

through the magic of fractional reserve banking, which allows 

banks to lend out a large proportion of their deposits. This is 

how liquidity is created in all modern economies.

According to mainstream economic theory, the additional 

liquidity will exert downward pressure on interest rates and 

stimulate the economy by increasing spending on both 

consumption and investment. However, a QE stimulus is not 

a free lunch. The stimulative effect will be of short duration 

and subsequently unwind because it is based on artificially 

created liquidity rather than being a result of real economic 

activity. Even worse, the false economic signals triggered by 

this extra liquidity might induce activity that would not occur 

under normal circumstances – such as investment in projects 

that make no economic sense simply because there is so much 

money sloshing about and the cost of that money is so low. 

Furthermore, the borrowing encouraged by super-low rates 

could result in an unhealthy debt overhang when the stimulus 

is removed. Finally, the creation of so much money might 

reasonably be expected to drive up 

consumption to such a degree that it 

eventually leads to higher inflation.

Flatlining
So has QE worked? Since the 

financial crisis of 2008, QE has been 

embraced by the world’s major 

central banks, including those in 

the US, the EU and the UK. In terms 

of stimulating growth, QE must be 

considered a failure. As was the case 

in Japan, the world has experienced 

an extended period of sluggish 

growth that does not appear to have 

been boosted by QE. On the other 

hand, some of the more pessimistic inflation predictions have 

not materialised despite massive money creation.

But there is another effect of QE that needs to be 

considered, and that has been the consequences for 

government spending. As central banks have ramped up their 

QE programmes, governments have found a ready buyer 

for their debt. This has allowed them to increase borrowing 

without raising the cost of borrowing. In effect, the demand 

for debt by central banks has kept pace with the supply of 

debt from governments. With supply and demand roughly 

in balance, there is no upward pressure on rates, even as 

deficits continue to mount. As a result, it can be argued that 

The idea is that 
government 

spending can be 
financed by central 

banks simply 
creating money. 
No need to raise 

taxes at all!
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QE has enabled and encouraged government deficits. This 

phenomenon has given rise to yet another novel monetary 

approach called modern monetary theory.

Modern monetary theory is the idea that government 

spending can be financed by central banks simply creating 

money, as long as inflation is well controlled. No need to 

raise taxes at all! It seems like an idea that is too good to be 

true, and it probably is. But with no episodes of hyperinflation 

occurring despite years of QE, it’s easy to see why modern 

monetary theory seems appealing and plausible to cash-

strapped governments with huge deficits. 

It is interesting to note that, in the midst of the Covid-19 

pandemic, governments ramped up spending to address 

healthcare needs as well as to cushion the economic impact 

of lockdowns. There is remarkably little discussion of how 

to pay for all this new spending, as central banks have 

accommodated this tsunami of spending by rolling out 

massive new QE programmes. As is the case for the pandemic 

itself, we will simply have to wait to see how it all plays out – 

and hope for the best.  AB

Alison Thomas is a consultant.
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Running on empty
John Kattar takes us on a short journey down the rabbit hole of one of the most 
perplexing phenomena of the modern monetary landscape: negative interest rates

‘I would gladly pay you Tuesday for a hamburger 
today.’ So said J Wellington Wimpy, the burger-eating 
character in the Depression-era comic strip Popeye. 

Most people feel the same – they’d prefer to have money, 
hamburgers and most other things sooner rather than 
later. The time preference of money is well established in 
economic theory. To convince someone to lend you money, 
you generally have to pay them interest.

In recent years, and despite what economic theory and 

common sense may say, negative interest rates have emerged 

in many countries – not just in bank rates directly under the 

control of central banks, but also for large-balance deposits 

at some commercial banks, in corporate bond markets, and 

well out along the curve for government debt. We have even 

begun to hear arguments from respectable economists and 

policymakers for deliberately pursuing these policies. 

But do negative interest rates 

make sense? Would any rational 

person or company actually pay to 

lend someone else their money? 

The short answer to both of these 

questions is no. And yet here we are. 

Buckle up as we take a short journey 

down the rabbit hole of one of the 

most perplexing phenomena of the 

modern monetary landscape.

As I write this, among major 

economies, Germany, Japan, France, 

the Netherlands and Switzerland 

currently have negative interest rates 

on government debt out to 10 years. 

The UK has negative rates out to two 

years. Although the US has positive rates, President Trump 

has recently voiced his support for negative rates. As the US 

dollar is the world’s reserve currency, such a move would have 

unpredictable, and potentially problematic, consequences – a 

scenario best left for another article. 

Negative rates as a deliberate policy has its roots in the idea 

that if you discourage people and businesses from saving by 

charging them interest on their savings, they will spend more 

and thus stimulate the economy. There is some evidence that 

this is so, at least in the short term. However, other research 

shows that some people behave in exactly the opposite way: 

when they realise their savings will not generate enough 

income to retire comfortably, they compensate by saving 

more. Yet another reason for the popularity of negative rates 

with policymakers is that they reduce the financial burden on 

debtors, especially the largest and most important debtors of 

all – governments around the world. This is no small advantage 

in a world of spiralling government spending and deficits.

Name your price
Regardless of the objective, how did negative interest rates 

come about? The phenomenon is closely related to the 

practice of quantitative easing (QE), which involves central 

banks buying up ever larger chunks of government debt 

(see ‘Mint condition‘, page 20). QE arose out of a desire to 

ease monetary policy at a time when interest rates were at 

or near zero. But as central banks 

came to own ever greater swathes 

of the bond market, a new idea 

emerged – why not push interest 

rates below zero? Since central 

banks are effectively controlled 

by governments, the same entity 

represents both the buy and sell 

side of the market. That entity can 

therefore pretty much name the 

price at which that market trades – a 

convenient state of affairs if you are 

a policymaker who wants to lower 

the cost of government borrowing. 

Central banks operate according 

to their own policy objectives, but 

why would anybody else buy a bond requiring them to make 

further payments as long as they own it? Surely it makes more 

sense to hold cash at no interest. So why do it?

Well, for starters, while you and I may be able to withdraw 

our money from a bank that wants to charge interest and stick 

it under the mattress, that’s not so easy for a large corporation 

with billions of dollars. It would need an awfully large mattress, 

and then there is the problem of protecting the cash from theft. 

So some people might be willing to pay a little for a secure and 

convenient place to park their money – but only a little.

Negative interest 
rates reduce the 

financial burden on 
debtors, especially 

the largest and most 
important debtors of 

all – governments
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The bottom line on negative interest rates is that they 

are possible to a limited extent only – the rates cannot be 

very negative, and they can take place only in a few markets 

dominated by offi cial players such as central banks, and 

only as long as there are no good alternatives. Don’t expect, 

for example, banks to pay you interest on your mortgage. 

Potential policies to limit alternatives, such as eliminating cash 

itself, probably won’t work well; people are very creative at 

creating cash equivalents. Amazon gift cards and prepaying 

expenses such as taxes are examples. For larger sums, I’ve no 

doubt that imaginative investment bankers in New York and 

London could create structured products that would fi t the bill.

Whatever policy advantages negative interest rates may seem 

to have, there are downsides as well. Pensioners, insurance 

companies and banks are some of the players who fi nd it diffi cult to 

cope or even survive in low or negative rate environments. There is 

also the possibility of market distortions leading to poor economic 

outcomes, such as overinvestment in uneconomic projects.

My guess is that negative interest rates will in time be viewed 

as a curious policy experiment that was more trouble than it was 

worth, and will gradually disappear. But who knows? The rabbit 

hole may yield a few more surprises yet. AB

John Kattar is a professional investor.
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Shielded by blockchain
The data protection issues raised by governments’ Covid-19 control initiatives have 
made the benefits of blockchain clearer than ever, as Georgina Kyriakoudes explains

The healthcare sector’s response to the Covid-19 
pandemic has brought into sharp focus the danger of 
sidelining data protection rights. 

The need for access to health data has become a priority 

during the crisis, but it has become clear that governments 

are not always successful in gathering that data or keeping it 

safe. There are even concerns that the rollout of apps to track 

and trace individuals infected with coronavirus could equip 

governments with vast databases of information about their 

citizens that would allow the creation of ‘surveillance states’. 

The European Data Protection Board has warned that 

national parliaments across the European Union may end 
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up restricting individuals’ rights by 

mandating the sharing of health 

data. While information-sharing may 

be deemed in the public interest, it 

can be highly controversial. Hungary, 

for example, has suspended 

individuals’ rights under the EU’s 

General Data Protection Regulation 

(including access to and erasure of 

personal information) and relaxed 

the obligation for authorities to 

notify individuals about personal 

data collected for the purposes of 

coronavirus prevention. In Serbia, 

a database that held all data on 

coronavirus-monitored individuals was accidentally left publicly 

accessible for eight days.

The storing of vast amounts of medical data in a single 

central location is like a honeypot to hackers – medical 

information is worth up to 40 times more than a credit card 

number on the black market. And the pandemic has attracted 

opportunistic hackers looking to exploit vulnerable healthcare 

institutes; vaccine testing facilities, for example, have been 

subject to ransomware attacks.

While the global internet has been available for 30 years 

or so, no definitive solution has yet been created to give 

people secure ownership of their own digital assets. However, 

innovative technology does exist that can help alleviate 

worries that large organisations may be able to suddenly take 

control of personal data, or that individuals may be exposing 

their data to single point-of-failure risks.

Enter, blockchain
Blockchain is a relatively new technology whose vast and 

varied applications are only just being unlocked. It can unify 

healthcare (and other) records by allowing different systems to 

connect to each other, thus creating one digital and verified 

source of a patient’s entire medical history, without putting 

a central party in charge of protecting what may be highly 

sensitive data. Specifically, a blockchain-based healthcare 

solution has the following features: 

* Data is stored in multiple servers controlled by different 

parties (nodes), so no single party is able to take control or 

make decisions without the explicit consent of the patient.

* Not all the data needs to be held by all parties, thus 

removing the risks associated with a single data location.

* Certain parties – including patients – have their own ‘key’, 

which the nodes cannot access. Only a patient can decrypt 

their own records and decide who can access them.

The internet has 
been available for 

30 years or so, but 
no solution has 
been created to 

give people secure 
ownership of their 

own digital assets... 
until blockchain 

*  Hackers need every key to 

access all the information. While 

one key could be exposed, the 

value to a hacker is minimal and 

unlikely to be worth the effort.

*  Data can be pseudonymously 

encrypted, with a separate 

database linking to the identity 

of the person, effectively 

anonymising what are already 

strongly encrypted records. 

*  Because the data is held on 

multiple nodes, it is backed up 

across the system, reducing the 

risk of data being lost.

This unified system enables individuals’ personal data to be 

shared with others without compromising patient privacy.

Unlocking the data doors
With no fear of privacy being compromised or of a third 

party taking advantage of personal data, all patients have 

the freedom to share their records (with the potential to earn 

financial reward by doing so) in a blockchain-based system. 

This creates a multitude of opportunities in the healthcare 

sector. Clinical trial research, population health management 

and insurance are just some areas that would benefit greatly 

from the application of blockchain technology. 

For example, multiple countries are currently running 

Covid-19 immunity tracking studies (patients undergo regular 

tests to ascertain whether they have had the virus and 

developed immunity). The ability of patients participating 

in such studies to seamlessly share their results is essential 

to ensure complete trial data, which is the basis for optimal 

scientific conclusions to be drawn. 

Additionally, governments could have comprehensive and 

real-time information on the state of citizens’ health locally, 

such as the uptake of vaccinations or increases in particular 

illnesses, which would allow for faster response and better 

control of potential health risks. 

In today’s economy, data has become an essential 

commodity – one that can be more valuable than any 

other resource. Every individual deserves the right to have 

ownership over their own data, yet the value of this data is only 

truly unlocked when it can be shared. A decentralised data 

ecosystem may be the only way to unlock this value without 

compromising the rights of the individual. AB

Georgina Kyriakoudes FCCA is CEO of Dcentric Health and 

co-creator of the blockchain-based Aria medical app.
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Shine a light
As governments pour trillions of dollars into limiting the human and economic impact 
of Covid-19, better measures of public sector fiscal health are urgently required

Having first estimated the global governmental 
financial response to Covid-19 at US$8 trillion, the 
International Monetary Fund (IMF) subsequently 

upped the figure to US$9 trillion.  
These figures are unprecedented. The upward revision was 

largely due to a second wave of measures by governments as 

the economic fallout from the pandemic proved more severe 

than anticipated. The total revenue and spending measures 

for G20 countries (US$8 trillion) account on average for 4.5% of 

their GDP, larger than the percentages seen during the global 

financial crisis more than a decade ago.

The IMF’s US$9 trillion estimate consists of US$ 4.4 trillion 

in direct budget support by governments. Additional public 

sector loans and equity injections, guarantees and other 

quasi-fiscal operations (such as the non-commercial activity 

of public corporations) account for the remaining US$4.6 
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World Bank collaboration
ACCA and the World Bank are partnering on a research 

project that demonstrates the critical role for accounting data 

in informing government responses to Covid-19. 

More outputs based on the collaborative research will be 

available on the ACCA website over coming months. See  

bit.ly/ACCA-pub-insights for more information.

trillion. The two figures are, however, treated differently 

from a public sector accounting viewpoint. The US$4.4 

trillion is current account expenditure, but the US$4.6 

trillion of loans and other injections sit ‘below the line’ in 

government accounts. 

Balance sheet view
According to Alex Metcalfe, ACCA’s head of public sector 

policy, below-the-line expenditure tends not to show up 

in typical measures of government fiscal health, such as 

the government debt to GDP ratio. ‘We need a more 

comprehensive view of public sector finances, and to do that 

best you need accounting data,’ he says. ‘You need to have 

a balance sheet perspective.’ This would give governments 

a clearer view of their financial liabilities and obligations, 

along with an understanding of how to manage those balance 

sheets, and therefore the risks. ‘As such, there’s a critical role 

here for accountants,’ Metcalfe says.

This is why ACCA is partnering with the World Bank to 

understand how accounting data can help governments 

navigate the impact of the Covid-19 crisis on their financial 

position. The research will look at the importance of governance 

structures and government institutions in supporting the public 

sector response.

For its part, the World Bank has a US$160bn programme 

of interventions, covering 100 countries and around 70% 

of the world’s population, over the next 15 months. Its 

focus is threefold: to protect lives, support livelihoods and 

underpin businesses. 

‘The most critical thing that the crisis has demonstrated 

to us is the capability of central governments responding to 

Covid-19,’ says Srinivas Gurazada, the bank’s global lead for 

public financial management. ‘The ability for inter-agency 

and intra-government coordination has been fundamental in 

getting the best results in the emergency.’

As far as public financial management systems are 

concerned, Gurazada says the World Bank is supporting 

governments in working through issues such as budget 

preparation against the background of rising expenditure and 

falling revenues. ‘We need to look at how ministries of finance 

can move in an agile way to support other ministries, such as 

health,’ he says. ‘They need to make sure money is available at 

the right time, in the right quantity and at the right place.’

However, he also warns that traditional controls over 

spending and procurement can be modified, or diluted, 

during times of crisis. ‘Compliance can be low because people 

want to spend fast,’ he points out. ‘Ultimately, governments 

will need to produce financial reports, and these reports will 

need to be audited.’

Gurazada believes that the Covid-19 crisis could prove 

a public finance watershed. There has been a greater 

appreciation for appropriate public financial management 

that allows the easy flow of public funds not just during the 

crisis, but also subsequently when governments embark on 

economic stimulus packages. ‘The government’s balance sheet 

will be of critical importance,’ he says. ‘There will be more 

loans, more expenditure, two to three years down the line.’

The journey from cash to accrual is fundamental to the 

transition to balance sheet accounting, and the crisis could be 

a catalyst for more governments to adopt this approach. 

‘If we are on this journey, how do we make sure it is not just 

a compliance exercise, and that we can make the best use of 

the information that becomes available as the result of using 

an accrual basis for government accounting?’ says Metcalfe. ‘A 

really critical feature of this is the balance sheet approach.’

Policy innovations
The World Bank/ACCA study will review innovative forms of 

fiscal policy that have emerged, and apply them to balance 

sheets to create forecasts that permit an understanding of 

the balance sheet effects. ‘This will create a holistic lens 

through which we can understand what the crisis is doing to 

government balance sheets,’ Metcalfe explains.

Perhaps more importantly, the study will analyse the 

implications for recovery. ‘The trade-off between traditional 

austerity and increased taxation is going to be a really 

interesting dialogue in the next few months and years,’ 

Metcalfe says. ‘But there are other ways of tackling this 

problem, such as looking at public sector productivity and 

maximising the return of public sector assets, as well as the 

role of public sector finance professionals within all of this.’

Gurazada agrees: ‘We need to understand how policy 

translates into action and through to a sustainable recovery, 

and the role the public finance professional can play in that.’

With US$4.6 trillion about to land on government balance 

sheets, the need for such an understanding is critical. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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More than just a job
A recent survey reveals that technology helps businesses withstand shocks and that 
successful companies are mapping employees’ tech skills to identify workforce gaps

Meaningful and rewarding work experiences are 
what most of us aspire to – we want to know that 
what we do for a living goes beyond just getting 

a job done. 2020 has been an extraordinary year, one where 
the Covid-19 pandemic has brought profound changes to 
the working lives of many finance professionals, yet the 
underlying challenges and opportunities of forging a fulfilling 
career have not gone away.

A new report jointly published by ACCA and EY, Meaningful 
work for the digital professional, considers whether the quest 

for meaningful work is influenced by the wider context, most 

notably the role of digital technologies in the accountancy 

and finance professional sector. Long before the pandemic 

hit, the question of what rewarding work means in a digital 

context was being raised. While Covid-19 has accelerated 

some existing trends such as the move to remote working, the 

underlying discussion is still valid. A 

deeper, more resilient connection 

to work is always important, and 

at times of severe economic 

uncertainty matters more than ever.

Digital reward
Narayanan Vaidyanathan, head of 

business insights at ACCA, says: 

‘The impact of digital technology 

is a long-term trend, while the 

coronavirus pandemic has been a 

severe but short to medium-term 

disruption. The long-term trends 

remain valid despite the pandemic.’ 

While the report discusses the 

impact of Covid-19 on meaningful work, it also examines the 

wider considerations as the world begins to emerge from the 

crisis, by suggesting ways in which the profession can embrace 

digital to achieve work experiences that are truly meaningful.

The report draws on a worldwide survey of more than 4,000 

respondents along with 50 interviews (including with over 

25 senior leaders at EY). Around 20% of respondents scored 

highly on how their organisation is currently performing across 

a set of control questions – how they use technology to create 

new products and services for clients, their support for flexible 

working, and approach to employee wellbeing. The 20% 

group was benchmarked against the rest of the sample to help 

understand how workers at leading organisations (in these 

terms) think about meaningful work in the digital age.

The study’s focus is on how professionals engage with 

technology and how this contributes to meaningful work, 

rather than on what technology can do. In terms of the 

immediate impact of the pandemic, most respondents said 

their organisation was well prepared for using technology to 

support work during the crisis, but the proportion was notably 

larger among the group of highest-scoring respondents. 

In other words, those organisations already thinking about 

innovative ways to use technology, and for whom employee 

wellbeing was an important consideration, were better 

prepared for the sudden change than others.

The structural changes may outlast the immediate 

response to the pandemic, with 

some organisations considering 

a permanent move to full or 

substantially remote working. But it 

is also clear that the sudden changes 

made to ways of working have been 

more difficult for those in the earlier 

stages of their career. ‘The data 

suggests that younger workers are 

finding it harder,’ says Vaidyanathan. 

‘One of the factors may be that 

typically, the more senior you are in 

an organisation, the more autonomy 

you have and the less guidance you 

need, which may lend itself more 

easily to home-working.’

Among the 20% group of high scorers, the biggest area 

of digital outperformance relative to the overall sample 

was in data management technologies (analytics, big 

data, visualisation). Across the sample, digital adoption 

is most advanced in community technologies (eg social 

media, messaging and mobile), followed by cloud and data 

management-related technologies. The trend is expected to 

affect all technologies in the coming decade, suggesting a 

sharp rise in demand for finance professionals who can lead 

this digital engagement. This has implications for skills too, 

‘The more senior 
you are, the more 

autonomy you 
have and the less 

guidance you need, 
which may lend 

itself more easily to 
home-working’
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with the study finding that the high-scoring respondents were 

more likely to work at organisations that had carried out an 

employee skills mapping exercise to identify expertise gaps. 

‘As new ways of working are changing the skills landscape, 

digital is one of the areas that’s significantly increasing in 

importance,’ says Caroline Henderson, global assurance 

talent director at EY. ‘It’s important that today’s workforce are 

developing the skills to be ready for the needs of the future.’

The report offers a practical roadmap for accountancy and 

finance professionals who hope to pivot their work towards 

digital tools, and supplements this with practical examples of 

job roles, using practitioner input to give a realistic sense of 

the key responsibilities and skills requirements.

Deriving meaning in work matters for resilience and 

engagement, and it is important to reassess what this means in 

the digital age so that finance and accountancy professionals 

can plan their future career and navigate unexpected shocks 

and uncertainties from an informed position. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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Learn your crisis lessons
The pandemic is a wake-up call of monumental proportions to management, who 
must radically rethink strategy and imagine the ‘next normal’, says Alison Young

the air, but more that the deck may turn 

out to be a very different set of cards if 

and when they eventually land.

Crises such as a global financial crash 

or pandemic represent a wake-up call of 

monumental proportions. They require 

organisations to radically rethink how 

they go about delivering their strategy 

and to question whether the current 

Business strategy is largely a logical, 
top-down, defined process based on 
known knowns and known unknowns in 
the pursuit of maximising opportunities 
and mitigating risks. 

From the strategy follows the design 

of the organisation, and then job 

responsibilities and reporting lines. 

Finally, processes and policies that 

focus on quality, speed, customer 

requirements or other key strategic 

priorities are wrapped around. 

So far so good in this simple Strategy 

101. But what happens when a global 

crisis comes along that disrupts 

absolutely everything? Nothing is the 

same any more. It is not so much that 

the deck of cards has been thrown into 
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meal plus the remaining ingredients 

accompanied by a link to a video on 

how to create the final dish at home. 

How might this product extension be 

built into the next normal to exploit 

fixed assets or limited dining capacity?

The forced closure of offices is another 

useful illustration of how to get back to 

basics – an opportunity to ask colleagues 

what they really want and need from 

each other to do their best job. How 

could the benefits of this be baked into 

the next phase of working life?

It has been said that at one point 

during the 2020 pandemic, more than 

60% of the US working population was 

working from home. Previously, ‘WFH’ 

was in some organisations reluctantly 

permitted only to some groups of 

employees such as parents (mainly 

women) struggling to juggle work and 

childcare, or to hard-working employees 

‘enjoying’ the slower pace of a WFH 

Friday. In these organisations, remote 

working had often carried negative 

connotations that sometimes affected 

team dynamics and trust. 

But with offices shut almost overnight, 

WFH became the new normal for 

everyone from the CEO to the office 

co-ordinator. While it is a challenge for 

those who have to balance a laptop 

on their knees in a cramped studio 

apartment, there are many advantages. 

strategy is still even relevant. Keeping 

the organisational fingers crossed until 

things are ‘back to normal’ is only a 

short-term fix and may even prove 

fatal over the longer term. How, then, 

can organisations learn through crisis? 

How can they adapt as they go along, 

adopting best practices from the new 

requirements and crafting them into the 

new strategy and ways of working? 

Step back and reconsider
If designing strategy and planning 

its execution is largely a left-brain 

process – one that demands analytical 

and methodical thinking – achieving 

long-term organisational resilience can 

benefit from a more emergent mindset 

of letting go in order to ask some 

fundamental questions such as why the 

organisation exists and what its purpose 

is. Gaining clarity here opens up space 

to consider an even more powerful 

question: what is the next normal for the 

organisation and its people?

During the process of letting go 

and recreating, past patterns of how 

colleagues work together across the 

organisation need to be challenged. 

Access to a reliable supply chain may 

have been cut off, or extreme financial 

cost controls or remote working 

introduced. To thrive rather than just 

survive through major disruption on 

this scale, it helps to reframe what is 

happening by looking through a lens 

that enables a revisioning of what might 

be possible in the future rather than 

what used to be practised in the past.

Forced to close, restaurants and 

cafes asked themselves: why do we 

exist and what are we here to do? This 

mindset allowed them to let go of their 

traditional channel to market (having 

customers on their premises) and offer 

instead a limited range of food and 

drink from their doorstep or by delivery. 

Even fine-dining became possible: 

customers are offered a part-cooked 

In fact, once the novelty and then 

the intensity of working in this new 

way stabilised, many appreciated the 

freedom it offers, the additional time to 

think, and the new and real connections 

that people gain with colleagues. 

In other words, technology was not 

viewed through the old lens, as an 

excuse to avoid visibility or accountability 

for delivering tasks. Instead, teams 

welcomed dogs, cats and children into 

online meetings and found new ways of 

doing things to create deeper personal 

connections and meaning. The idea 

that it takes 21 days to form a new habit 

seems to have held true.

New priorities
According to surveys and anecdotes, 

what has emerged from letting go of 

old ways of office-bound working is a 

set of principles about what people 

really need in their working lives from 

their organisation, their team and their 

manager: connection, communication, 

care and community. Resilient 

organisations stop to notice moments 

like this and then build what they have 

learnt into new ways of working.

In most organisations, working at 

home for all is not a long-term solution. 

But if remote working is reframed 

into ‘distributed teams’, it becomes 

possible to create the next normal. That 

restructuring could, for example, include 

keeping connection and community 

at the heart of treating all working 

locations on an equal basis whether 

that’s the home, the office or even a 

local hub office closer to home.

Strategic disruption by itself need not 

be the challenge. But a mindset that 

doesn’t allow space to ask fundamental 

questions and re-imagine the next 

normal may block off organisational 

resilience and future success. AB

Alison Young is a director of Leaders in 

Change. @Leader_Insights

Keeping the 
organisational 

fingers crossed 
until things 
are ‘back to 

normal’ is only a 
short-term fix
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Be yourself

Watch our video in which Dr Rob 
Yeung talks about understanding your 
personality at bit.ly/ACCA-RobYeung.

The right fit
How useful are personality tests when it comes to selecting and developing your 
people? Dr Rob Yeung looks into the reliability and validity of questionnaires

questionnaires have good reliability 

data but low validity in terms of 

predicting people’s interpersonal skills 

or performance.

No test measures personality 

perfectly – they only measure it more 

or less accurately. However, having 

good predictive validity separates 

more useful from less useful tests. 

Unfortunately, several well-known 

personality questionnaires have 

been criticised for their poor validity. 

For instance, the Myers-Briggs Type 

Indicator (MBTI) is described as 

being based on the theories of the 

psychoanalyst Carl Jung, but in 2018 

researchers in Germany and the UK 

headed by Richard Bailey raised doubts. 

A separate team led by the University of 

Ottawa’s John Hunsley concluded that 

‘the MBTI bears little correspondence 

to measures of vocational preferences 

and job performance’.

In contrast, substantial research 

evidence shows that personality is 

best assessed in terms of between 

five and seven dimensions. Perhaps 

the most researched modern 

classification measures extraversion, 

conscientiousness, openness to 

experience, emotional instability and 

agreeableness. Hundreds of studies 

show that these predict workplace 

outcomes such as job performance, 

aggression, delinquency and 

leadership potential.

Many organisations use personality 
tests in both selecting and developing 
people. However, some questionnaires 
are much more strongly grounded in 
scientific evidence than others.

When measuring the usefulness of 

any test, psychologists look at two 

properties: reliability and validity. 

Reliability is the extent to which a 

test’s results are reproducible; validity 

is the degree to which it correlates with 

valuable outcomes in the real world.

Reliability is important because 

personality is reasonably fixed by early 

adulthood and only changes gradually 

with life experience. People may feel 

more sociable, curious or aggressive 

on some days than others; however, a 

personality questionnaire should give 

us fairly reproducible or reliable results 

if we were to administer it several weeks 

or months apart.

Validity matters because a worthwhile 

personality questionnaire should 

correlate with outcomes such as current 

job performance or even predict 

future performance and behaviour. 

Some better tests predict emotional 

intelligence, leadership behaviour, rate 

of promotion and burnout.

A personality questionnaire can 

be reliable but not valid. Reliability 

is necessary but insufficient for a 

useful test. For example, we could 

measure the resting blood pressure 

of employees – and we would 

expect it to stay more or less the 

same over different days. Despite 

this reliability, though, it would not 

be a valid test of outcomes such 

as interpersonal skills or behaviour 

at work. In the same way, many 

Many 
questionnaires 

have good 
reliability data 

but low validity in 
terms of predicting 
interpersonal skills 

or performance
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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.

in person. Any advice on making the best of the 

situation and getting to know the team?

APhysical proximity accelerates and deepens 

  working relationships. Seeing people around 

the offi ce or bumping into them during breaks and lunchtimes can 

spark ideas and makes it easy for people to converse. To manage a virtual team, 

you will need to be more resourceful.

To begin with, consider holding a joint virtual meeting in which you introduce 

yourself to the whole team at the same time. Tell them about you, your background, 

and something of your values and life outside of work, too. Then set up one-to-one 

conversations to get to know each of your team. Allow plenty of time so you can 

learn about them both as employees and human beings. Aim to listen rather than 

speak. Enquire about what they each do and the issues that have frustrated them 

about their work. Also allow them (if they wish) to talk about their interests, families 

and pressures outside of work.

Ask how they each like to work and explain that you will try to accommodate their 

preferences and working patterns. The more your people feel that you care about 

them, the more invested they will be in your success.

Aim to have more frequent discussions than you would with an in-person team – 

sometimes these will be one-to-one, but also bring groups together when relevant. 

Also consider that employees working from home may prefer boundaries, so agree 

ground rules for when and how people should contact each other.

Tips for the top 
To what extent do you believe that most people would take advantage of you if they 

got the chance? This question measures cynicism – a tendency to expect that others 

will use exploitation, deception or other nasty behaviours to maximise their self-

interest. Cynics tend to experience more workplace confl ict and often believe they 

are right to be cynical because of mistreatment in the past. However, new research 

led by Olga Stavrova of Tilburg University suggests that cynical individuals may be 

both victims and perpetrators. Unsurprisingly, data confi rmed that 

individuals who experience disrespect tend to become more 

cynical. Also, cynical individuals themselves behave more 

negatively towards others – perhaps as a pre-emptive 

strike to protect themselves from being victimised. 

Unfortunately, this defensive strategy not only fails 

but backfi res: others who are treated cynically tend to 

respond negatively, which only reassures cynics that 

they should be more cynical. The implication: aim to 

be somewhat warmer and more trusting of others so 

that they treat you better in turn.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q I have been offered a new job 

that will involve managing 

an entirely virtual team. All my 

interviews were online so I have not 

met my director or a single colleague 

Professor of psychology Adrian 

Furnham suggests that one reason for 

the MBTI’s continuing popularity 

is because it does not measure 

emotional instability, which allows 

its fans to say that the test makes 

no judgment about what is 

desirable versus undesirable – or 

right versus wrong.

Business school professors 

Randy Stein and Alexander 

Swan suggest that the MBTI is best 

considered ‘divorced from scientifi c 

process’. Some people do believe in 

so-called post-truth ideas that are not 

backed by robust data.

The results of even a robust 

personality test should be seen as 

hypotheses that a person has certain 

preferences and patterns of behaviour. 

A psychologist should ideally interview 

the individual to gather further 

evidence either to support or to refute 

the hypotheses generated by the 

questionnaire, mirroring the use of tests 

in medicine. 

Personality tests can add 

substantial value when used to 

evaluate candidates for director 

and executive level roles; they can 

also help people to identify strengths 

and blind spots. However, be sure 

to seek advice on choosing tests 

that are based on rigorous data 

rather than mere anecdote and 

personal beliefs. 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 a head of finance – healthcare contracts, the skills 
required, how to get into the specialism and where it can take you in your career

conditions or procedures and their own 

specialist clinicians. 

Key skills
Aside from financial management 

expertise, proven business acumen and 

the ability to negotiate best price and 

deliver income gains, adaptability is 

vital, alongside dealing with a complex 

operating framework. Also essential are 

solid stakeholder management skills and 

the ability to communicate with non-

financial professionals.

Getting in and getting on
There are a wide range of highly 

rewarding finance career options in 

healthcare, with the sector known for 

welcoming professionals from ‘outside’, 

be that from different industries or from 

parts of the world. Mutori, for instance, 

grew up in Zimbabwe but gained all his 

healthcare experience in the NHS. 

‘Having NHS experience gives you a 

bit of an advantage when applying for 

jobs in the sector,’ he says. ‘I worked 

as a contractor for many years, which 

gave me wide sector experience. This 

diversity was a crucial factor for me 

getting my current role.’

With the exposure to the ‘whole 

business’ that finance professionals 

garner, careers can extend beyond 

the finance function. ‘There are 

opportunities to move sideways into 

commissioning, policy and strategy,’ 

says Mutori. ‘You can easily move into 

other service sector roles. My ambition 

is to move into policy and strategy one 

day – I like shaping up things.’ AB

Neil Johnson, journalist

‘The coronavirus pandemic has changed 
the financial management landscape,’ 
says David Mutori FCCA. This is the 
view from the sharp end of the crisis: 
Mutori is head of finance – healthcare 
contracts at NHS Liverpool Clinical 
Commissioning Group in the UK. 

As national guidance on Covid-19 

changes, so too does the underpinning 

financial management framework. This 

is where the role of the public sector 

finance head truly comes into its own, 

stepping up to provide clarity, guidance 

and leadership across the organisation.

The role
The healthcare contracts finance head 

is a multidisciplined and challenging 

role, varying significantly between 

service providers and countries. They 

can oversee finance teams responsible 

for reporting clinical income and 

advising clinical teams of their financial 

positions, while ensuring income 

opportunities are maximised and 

providing advice for a broad spectrum 

of interdepartmental stakeholders. They 

also have to negotiate, agree, monitor 

and ensure the efficient delivery of 

high-value contracts, as well as advising 

the organisation on current and future 

financial implications of changes to 

legislation, national guidance, volumes, 

prices and so on to support planning.

Mutori works within a Clinical 

Commissioning Group (CCG) in 

the National Health Service (NHS), 

which is effectively a commissioner of 

healthcare. He compares his role to 

managing the finance department of 

an organisation that buys hundreds or 

thousands of product lines, but with 

the only difference being that in NHS 

commissioning, he deals with service 

lines. These are the units from which 

the services for a trust (a unit of NHS 

provision) are delivered, each with 

their own focus on particular medical 
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Seeing things clearly
Preconceived ideas about other people often colour our interactions at work, but 
stereotypical thinking can also affect our own career choices, argues Urszula Pajdzik

This includes not applying for the roles 

because we do not feel representative 

of people who we think occupy such 

positions. People who consider careers 

or jobs that seem to be dominated by 

individuals of the opposite sex can be 

particularly vulnerable to this heuristic.

Money matters, and it is important to 

set the bar high when valuing your work. 

But it is also important not to stick to an 

initial idea, that like an anchor, can hold 

a job seeker down in the search for a 

better opportunity. 

An inability to remain open-minded 

about your career path can be very 

damaging also. It is good to look up 

to our peers for available examples of 

career progression, but going off the 

beaten track might be more beneficial 

when considering your personal goals 

and circumstances.

In his TED talk ‘How to build a 

company where the best ideas 

win’, Ray Dalio, the founder of 

Bridgewater Associates, one of the 

largest hedge funds in the world, 

shared valuable insights on decision-

making. In the late 1970s, eight years 

after he started Bridgewater, Dalio 

made some poor investment choices 

and lost much of his and his clients’ 

money. That painful experience 

changed his attitude to decision-

making. From assuming he was right, 

Dalio started to ask himself, ‘how 

do I know I’m right?’ From there he 

developed the model of ‘an idea 

meritocracy’, where through ‘radical 

truthfulness and radical transparency’ 

the best ideas win. That, he admitted, 

has been behind the success of his 

hedge fund for over 20 years. 

When we consider our career goals or 
various employment propositions, it 
is vital to see ourselves as objectively 
as possible. Thinking of how cognitive 
biases influence our decision-
making, we often focus on the risk of 
misconceiving other people. However, 
it is important to understand that 
cognitive biases impact how we see 
ourselves as well. As a result, biased 
thinking can influence our career 
choices without us even realising the 
extent to which it’s happening.

Work is such a significant aspect 

of our lives that we should be extra 

cautious in how we make our choices 

about it. It matters to know what 

our goals are and why we wish to 

achieve them, but it is as important 

to understand how objective and 

independent we have been in deciding 

what these goals are. When making 

important decisions about work, it is 

helpful to consult with friends, recruiters 

or career advisers, all of whom are very 

good sources of information. However, 

if our choice is to be rational, objective 

and truly ours, we need to stay alert 

about how our own thought processes 

filter that information.

Daniel Kahneman, a Nobel prize 

winner in economic sciences, together 

with his long-term collaborator 

psychologist Amos Tversky, spent their 

academic careers studying the process 

of human decision-making. In their 

paper published in 1974, Judgement 
under Uncertainty: Heuristics and 
Biases, the pair discussed three 

heuristics, or mental shortcuts, that 

people use to make decisions. They 

found that these particular heuristics, 

although helpful to make decisions, can 

lead to erroneous and biased choices. 

The first, the representativeness 

heuristic, drives people to assume that 

an individual belongs to a group simply 

because he or she shares some general 

characteristics that are commonly 

associated with that group. Secondly, 

the availability heuristic impacts on our 

judgments related to the probability 

of events. The more easily we can 

retrieve something from our memory, 

the more probable this seems to us. 

Finally, anchoring is a mental shortcut 

that holds people from making sound 

estimates once exposed to an initial 

idea of what the final value might be.

Question your thinking
Kahneman and Tversky did not argue 

against the human ability to be rational, 

but their research showed that choosing 

rationally requires much more than 

relying on the axiom ‘first thought, best 

thought’. It is no different when it comes 

to considering your career. Relying on 

heuristics can result in walking away 

from job offers for no valid reason. 

As we make a lot  
of assumptions 
about what we 

want in relation 
to our jobs, it is 

important to test 
these ideas to see if 

they are logical
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Asking ‘how do I know I’m right’ works 

not only for hedge fund managers, but 

can also improve an individual’s decision-

making about work and career choices. 

As we make a lot of assumptions about 

what we want in relation to our jobs, and 

why, it is important to test these ideas to 

see if they are logical, objective and truly 

ours. Failing to do so will inevitably result 

in poor career choices and jobs that 

never feel ‘right’.

This process mirrors the idea behind 

Kahneman’s bestselling book, Thinking, 

Fast and Slow, in which he discusses a 

phenomenon of ‘focusing illusion’.  

He explains it as follows: ‘Nothing in 

life is as important as you think it is 

when you are thinking about it.’ Before 

deciding about your next career move, 

consider your work in the context of 

your whole life, including family, friends 

and interests outside of work, and think 

long-term. 

Focusing illusion might result in 

overemphasising the significance of 

some aspects of your employment 

simply because you have been 

encouraged to focus on them now. If you 

think of them more broadly, you might 

realise that they will not be of much 

benefit to you at all in the long run. AB

Urszula Pajdzik ACCA is a group 

accountant in the media sector.

More information

Get CPD units by answering  
questions on this article at  
accaglobal.com/abcpd
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What accountants can offer
Research shows that accountants can bring many skills to the table to assist with 

the vital work of anti-corruption agencies.

* Prepare financial statements

* Manage cash and other resources

* Provide financial information to 
inform decision-making

* Perform tests on documents 
and transactions

* Inquire about specific 
business processes

* Review findings of outside agencies

* Interview suspects and witnesses

* Plan and conduct ‘sting’ operations

* Collate evidence, compile 
prosecution files and testify in court 

* Strategic administration of 
corruption cases

* Institution-level resource supervision

* Cooperation at national, regional 
and international level

Accounting 
skills

Basic
analytical 
skills

Advanced 
investigative 
skills

Management 
skills

Corruption busters 
The skills and attributes of accountants make them well suited for employment in 
anti-corruption agencies around the world, says Mohammed VS Ashraf-Khan FCCA

Treasury Reserve and other sources. 

Corruption investigations can be costly 

to run and may include elements 

of subjectivity in allocation of costs 

– for instance, when compensating 

informants. Perhaps contrary to 

perception in some countries, 

independent anti-corruption agencies 

are subject to audit and must comply 

with fi nancial reporting obligations.

As in other organisations, accountants 

working in the accounting and fi nance 

departments of anti-corruption 

agencies are called on to provide 

fi nancial information for the agency’s 

accountancy, auditing or taxation can be 

found working in a range of roles and 

capacities – from fi nancial accountants 

to junior and senior investigators, team 

leaders, managers and directors, right 

up to chief commissioner level. 

The skills they use primarily involve 

close analysis of fi nancial data, but can 

be grouped into four categories.

Accounting skills
Anti-corruption agencies are unusual 

in the way they use funds and incur 

expenses, and as such, require special 

funding arrangements, usually from the 

There is widespread consensus that 
corruption distorts the activities 
of the state and ultimately affects 
economic growth and the quality 
of people’s lives. A 2017 report 
from the International Federation 
of Accountants, The Accountancy 
Profession – Playing a Positive Role 
in Tackling Corruption, highlighted 
the vital role accountants can play in 
preventing and detecting corruption in 
government and business.

One fi eld where accountants can use 

their skills to make a difference is in 

anti-corruption agencies. Most countries 

have set up such agencies as part of 

their strategy to address the challenge 

of corruption and illicit fi nancial fl ows. 

As well as investigating cases, they 

may conduct prevention and education 

activities to enhance accountability and 

transparency in public governance.

People who commit corrupt acts 

often go to great lengths to cover their 

tracks, hiding information in common 

business transactions. Accountants 

are well qualifi ed to make an active 

contribution to uncovering these acts, 

thus enhancing the overall effectiveness 

of the agency. 

As part of their training, professional 

accountants are taught to pay close 

attention to the details of the data 

they examine. It is an aptitude that, 

when combined with observational and 

deduction skills, makes them excellent 

detectives and a valuable resource in 

investigating corruption cases. 

Our research into anti-corruption 

agency hierarchies across Asia, Africa 

and Europe has revealed that fi nance 

professionals with a background in 
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decision-makers. Their duties here 

include summarising the agency’s 

financial performance and status by 

preparing relevant financial statements. 

In the anti-corruption environment, 

accountants can be expected to be 

particularly vigilant in the area of 

compliance with federal, state and local 

financial and legal requirements.

Basic analytical skills
Finance professionals in investigative 

roles report that they use basic 

analytical techniques to gain a better 

understanding of suspect transactions, 

to uncover leads, and ultimately 

to obtain documentary evidence. 

For example, they might conduct a 

careful cross-checking of a suspect’s 

staffing costs (financial information) 

against the number of people 

employed (non-financial information), 

to show that unauthorised payments 

have been made. 

Or they might conduct a detailed 

walk-through test to track a suspect 

financial transaction all the way through 

the organisation’s accounting system 

from inception (ordering goods) to 

final disposition (receiving goods). 

The exercise might not produce any 

incriminating proof as such, but the 

findings may prove useful in subsequent 

interviews, allowing investigators 

to corner suspects by identifying 

inconsistencies in their statements.

Advanced skills
Investigators may start 

the process by seeking 

answers to simple 

questions to establish 

the basic facts of the case – 

who is involved, when the events 

took place, whether anyone else 

is accountable. In complex cases, 

accountants may also be required to 

integrate accounting and auditing as 

well as investigative skills as they drill 

down into specific details in pursuit of 

the ultimate goal – securing evidence of 

corrupt transactions.  

Other activities include: 

* reviewing findings from intelligence 

agencies, forensic laboratories 

and other investigators to develop 

profiles of potential suspects

* interviewing suspects and witnesses, 

and sifting through contradictions in 

the versions presented

* planning ‘sting’ operations

* collating evidence to support a 

case, preparing files for prosecution 

and ultimately testifying in court.

Management skills
Lower down the anti-corruption 

agency hierarchy, at department 

level, accountants may supervise 

the administration of individual 

corruption cases and assess the 

resource implications. They may also 

follow developments in the political 

sphere and legislative events that are 

relevant to the anti-corruption agency. 

At the national level, the role may also 

involve engaging with intelligence, law 

enforcement and government partners.

At the summit of an agency, a 

finance professional may be engaged 

in a strategic role in the country’s fight 

against corruption. This might include 

aligning the agency’s mission and 

direction and establishing priorities 

to implement national strategy. 

Given the globalised nature of corrupt 

transactions, agency staff may also 

attend international platforms that bring 

together major stakeholders. At the 

highest level, this may involve signing, 

ratifying and implementing conventions, 

such as the UN’s Convention Against 

Corruption (UNCAC). 

Finally, accountants may be involved 

in helping agencies conduct reviews – 

for example, as part of UNCAC’s peer 

review mechanism, which produces 

country review reports.

Fighting corruption is a tough job, 

made even tougher by the globalisation 

of crime. By using their skills, 

accountants working in anti-corruption 

agencies – from junior staff to high-

ranking officers – can play an active part 

in turning the tide. AB

Mohammed VS Ashraf-Khan FCCA 

is a finance professional currently 

conducting doctoral research into 

anti-corruption agencies.
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Risk committee terms
The Chartered Governance Institute 

has provided terms of reference for 

companies that have established risk 

committees. Peter Swabey, policy and 

research director, said: ‘In recent years, 

the importance of the board’s role in risk 

management has become increasingly 

clear. Terms of reference for a risk 

committee therefore require a great 

deal of thought and need to be drafted 

with input from senior managers who 

have a good understanding of the risks 

associated with the operational activities 

of the company.’

ICO reports on the rise
Almost half of organisations have 

been reported to the Information 

Commissioner’s Office for breaches 

of data control, according to a survey 

by Apricorn. Some 43% of IT decision-

makers said their organisations had 

been reported since the introduction of 

the General Data Protection Regulation 

two years ago. Most incidents were 

self-reported. ‘The fact that so many 

businesses are now choosing to notify 

of a potential breach is positive, but 

likely precautionary to avoid falling foul 

of the requirements and any significant 

financial or reputational ramifications,’ 

said Jon Fielding, Apricorn’s EMEA MD. 

The view from
Irene Hamilton FCCA, director of finance and corporate 
services, Manchester Central Convention Complex 

key takeaway: seize the 

opportunities when they 

present themselves, even 

if it challenges you to do 

so, as it may turn out to be 

the best thing that has ever 

happened. If not, don’t 

dwell on it and move on. 

And I would not be where I am now 

without the ACCA Qualification.

If I weren’t an accountant, I’d run a 
tearoom, specialising in traditional 
homemade cakes and afternoon tea. 
Either that or I’d run a B&B in the 

Caribbean.

The biggest influence on my career 
has to be my parents, in very different 
ways. My dad was in the merchant navy 

so always encouraged me to travel, 

see the world, expand my horizons, 

have confidence and be brave. My 

mum was the opposite, very grounded 

and practical so a perfect balance, but 

to this day I have never seen anyone 

manage a budget as well as she did.

This is going to be controversial but if I 
could change one law, it would be the 
right to die with dignity. I lost my dad 

through a long illness and more recently 

my mother-in-law – both were in pain 

and suffering. It was so distressing to 

watch, and I believe they should have 

had the right to choose. 

Outside of work, I really enjoy the 
theatre so I hope it’s not too long 
before live performances will be 
allowed again. I love to read and bake, 

and can make a mean cupcake. AB  

Seize the 
opportunities 

when they present 
themselves, even if 

it challenges you

Accountancy was not the 
first career choice for me; 
I fell into it by necessity 
and chance rather than a 
conscious career decision. 
My very first job was washing 

dishes in a restaurant and I 

caught the hospitality bug 

then. I’ve since worked in several hotels, 

a theatre and two conference centres. 

I’ve travelled around quite a lot, 
working in Jersey for 14 years, 
Cayman Islands for two and a brief 
time in Jamaica. I was studying as I 

travelled, which just demonstrates how 

internationally recognised the ACCA 

Qualification is. 

When I moved to Grand Cayman, so 
many people commented on how 
brave I was, but I never thought so at 
the time. I saw an amazing opportunity 

so grabbed it with both hands. When 

I look back now, it was the scariest 

thing I have ever done. I don’t think I 

would have the courage to do it now, 

but I loved every minute of it. My 

49% 
of CFOs globally are 
considering making 
remote working a 
permanent option.
Source: PwC
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Must try harder
The quality of reporting under the Integrated Reporting Framework has been slipping, 
but it is a key way to help tackle risks such as those posed by the Covid-19 crisis

The prevalence of annual reports 

labelled as integrated reports has risen 

steadily since 2016 which, Insights into 
IR 4 says, ‘may represent a widening 

recognition of the concept and the IR 

Framework’ beyond active proponents 

of IIRC (see graphic, left). There has 

also been a fall in the use of ‘less 

appropriate terms’ such as ‘sustainability 

reports’ and ‘corporate social 

responsibility reports’, which may have 

a narrower aim than integrated reports. 

There are also more references to other 

reporting protocols, notably the Global 

Reporting Initiative and the Task Force 

on Climate-related Financial Disclosures 

(TCFD), as a way of providing IR-

complementary information. 

In contrast to the trend in corporate 

Investors and other stakeholders want 
to find ways to improve corporate 
reporting beyond the core financial 
statements. Driven in part by 
climate change, the trend is likely to 
accelerate as a result of demand for 
information about Covid-19’s effect 
on businesses. 

The ultimate aim is to find a 

consistent way of providing non-

financial information to give a complete 

statement of a company’s position, 

performance and prospects. Integrated 

reporting (IR) and the IR Framework 

developed by the International 

Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), is 

an established and important element 

of that journey.

IIRC reckons that 2,000 or so large 

businesses have so far adopted IR. But a 

new report from ACCA in collaboration 

with IIRC has found that while the 

prevalence of IR has increased since 

2016, there is still work to be done on 

the quality of that reporting.

The ACCA report, Insights into 
integrated reporting 4.0: The story so 
far, summarises the findings of IIRC’s 

annual reviews into the integrated 

reporting of 48 members of IIRC’s 

Business Network. Insights into IR 4 
provides a snapshot of the current 

state of integrated reporting and 

charts progress since 2016, when 

IIRC started reviewing reports.

IR recognition grows
Corporate reports identified as ‘integrated’ or IR Framework-compliant

2016

51% 58% 76% 73%
59% 76% 78% 83%

Integrated report Following IR Framework

2017 2018 2019
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Good Governance Academy
Entities interested in the latest thinking on IR might like to see discussions hosted by 

The Good Governance Academy (GGA). 

The body, established in March 2019, garners thought leadership internationally 

on critical governance and business science issues of public interest and shares them 

with professionals, students and practitioners for the public good.

 The GGA, whose patron is chair emeritus of the International Integrated Reporting 

Council Professor Mervyn King, holds two colloquia a year on vital governance and 

business science issues. The first colloquium discussed value creation in a sustainable 

manner; the second, effective leadership; and the latest, held in May, was on 

integrated thinking and doing an integrated report. 

You can find the presentations and content from all the colloquia at 

goodgovernance.academy.

Quality concern
Overall scores out of 5 for the quality of integrated reports

relatively new system of reporting at the 

start,’ says Insights into IR 4, ‘and the 

expectation would be that as companies 

developed their integrated thinking 

and gained experience, their reporting 

would improve.’

While companies are performing well 

in some areas of the IR Framework – 

such as the description of the business 

and its context, the strategy of the 

organisation, and risk – the quality has 

fallen in others, such as the outlook for 

the business, value creation over the 

shorter and longer term, and statement 

of responsibility for the reports.

This last requirement, says Insights 
into IR 4, is the one that has been 

consistently least well done. The IR 

Framework requires a statement from 

those charged with governance that 

2016

3.47
2017

3.42

2018

3.24
2019

3.16

reporting, integrated reports are 

becoming more concise (they have 

fewer pages); external assurance is also 

increasingly the norm. While the IR 

Framework does not require assurance, 

IIRC has said external assurance can 

enhance trust. External assurance 

for non-audit aspects rose from 46% 

of integrated reports in 2016 to 63% 

in 2019, although it often applied to 

KPIs only.

Insights into IR 4 also looks in detail at 

the take-up of TCFD recommendations. 

It notes references to TCFD 

recommendations rose from 19% of all 

reports reviewed in 2018 to 38% in 2019. 

‘It’s clear that there has been a 

great deal of progress,’ says Richard 

Martin, head of corporate reporting at 

ACCA and author of Insights into IR 4. 

‘Companies are attempting to follow 

the principles of the IR Framework and 

are providing useful information in 

shorter reports that are more accessible 

to users, which is very positive.’

There is some concern about the 

quality of compliance with the IR 

Framework. Reviewers were asked to 

assess quality against the requirements 

of the framework on a scale of 1 to 

a fully compliant 5. While overall 

scores across the entire sample have 

exceeded 3 since 2016, the average 

rating fell from 3.47 in 2016 to 3.16 in 

2019 (see graphic below). ‘This is a 

disappointing result given that IR was a 

acknowledges their responsibility to 

ensure the integrity of the integrated 

report, that they have applied their 

collective mind to preparation and 

presentation, and their opinion about 

whether the report is presented in 

accordance with the framework. ‘In 

many cases no responsibility statement 

of any sort is included, and in others the 

sign-off may fall short of meeting all the 

elements [required].’

Insights into IR 4 sees evidence of 

significant progress in aspects of IR 

since 2016, although the apparent 

decline in quality is a concern. It 

concludes that some challenges (such 

as the lack of responsibility statements) 

seem easily remedied, but others 

(such as the lack of a clear explanation 

that links strategy and performance 

measures, and the inclusion of more 

forward-looking information) are not just 

difficult to improve but are also ‘much 

more fundamental to better reporting’.

If the implementation of IR is 

extended through the actions of 

regulators, adds Insights into IR 4, many 

businesses will be looking for examples 

of best practice. IIRC’s latest review 

will be essential in highlighting the 

challenges adopters are dealing with. AB

Liz Fisher, journalist
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When to call for help
Chris Newell, restructuring partner at business advisory firm Quantuma, says: 

‘There are currently two types of struggling business: those that have been critically 

affected, but were not distressed before the crisis, and those that were already 

struggling before Covid-19 and have dramatically deteriorated since. The former can 

often secure government-backed funding, but the latter will struggle to access these 

resources. I would urge this group to seek insolvency advice at the earliest 

opportunity.’

Allan Cadman, partner at insolvency firm Poppleton & Appleby, says there is a 

reluctance to do this among some business principals and finance professionals. ‘It’s 

akin to being dragged to the dentist as a child. But the earlier that advice is taken, 

the more options remain on the table. Many insolvency practitioners will also give 

their time pro bono in the early stages.’

Cadman recommends that companies at risk to speak to an insolvency specialist as 

soon possible to find out if an ‘intervention’ would be of help, in terms of financing or 

negotiating with creditors. ‘I think there will be an appetite among creditor groups, 

including HMRC, to respond more positively to proposals to rescue viable businesses 

than they have in the past,’ he says.

Easing the pain
The Corporate Insolvency and Governance Bill promises much-needed options for 
businesses in financial difficulty as Britain exits lockdown, says David Fleming

up petitions and statutory demands, 

together with the temporary suspension 

of wrongful trading provisions, until 

30 June 2020 at the earliest, allowing 

directors to continue trading without the 

threat of personal liability. In addition, 

the Bill will ease regulatory requirements 

enabling companies to delay annual 

general meetings until late September 

2020 or hold ‘closed AGMs’ online.

Of the three permanent changes 

to the insolvency regime, the most 

impactful is the introduction of a 

‘company moratorium’. This provision 

will give distressed companies that are 

viable 20 business days, extendable to 

40 or longer by agreement, to pursue a 

rescue plan.

To qualify for the moratorium, a 

company must be unable to pay its 

debts and it is likely that a moratorium 

would result in a rescue of the business 

as a going concern.

Moving to the exit
The exit from the moratorium may be 

achieved in a number of ways including 

a rescue, sale, refinance, company 

voluntary arrangement, scheme of 

arrangement or restructuring plan.

While the company remains under 

the control of its directors throughout 

the moratorium, it is envisaged that the 

appointed ‘monitor’, who must be a 

licensed insolvency practitioner, will be 

comfortable that a rescue is achievable 

and will then monitor the process 

throughout. This means protection 

is provided to the company, and the 

creditors are unable to commence legal 

action via winding up petitions or by 

other enforcement avenues available.

Introduced on 20 May 2020, the 
Corporate Insolvency and Governance 
Bill is a welcome development that 
will deliver a number of changes to 
UK company law, enabling companies 
undergoing a restructuring and rescue 
process to continue trading.

The Bill itself contains a number of 

temporary and permanent provisions to 

assist companies through the Covid-19 

crisis. However, some of these proposals 

have been in consultation for some 

time, originally outlined in a March 2018 

consultation, albeit with some significant 

changes. These reforms also reflect a 

number of provisions contained in a 

European Commission directive from 

November 2016.

Under this directive, the Commission 

proposed that the insolvency legislation 

of each European Union member state 

Of the three 
permanent changes 

to the insolvency 
regime, the most 
impactful is the 

introduction 
of a ‘company 

moratorium’

should include three of the key elements 

set out in the government’s proposals: a 

moratorium, a prohibition on ‘ipso facto’ 

clauses and the ability to confirm a 

restructuring plan if it complies with the 

cross-class cram-down requirements.

The Bill contains a number of 

temporary changes to prevent winding-
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More information

See also Q&As page 71. Find updates 
on this and other pandemic-related 
guidance at accaglobal.com/covid-19.

More stalls open for up in Kirkgate 
market in Leeds following the 
easing of the lockdown restrictions.

creditors cannot be put into a worse 

position than what the court considers 

would have been the most likely 

outcome if the plan had been rejected.

In enabling businesses to continue 

trading even if they are undergoing 

a rescue or restructure process, the 

changes introduced are designed 

to avoid insolvency and preserve 

employment along with potential 

enterprise value, and should therefore 

be welcomed. But the key test will be in 

the detail and practical implications of 

the new measures.

The challenge now is how fast these 

changes can be made. At the time 

of AB going to press, this significant 

support for the UK economy was 

being fast-tracked through, with 

The second new provision in the Bill is 

a change to existing supplier contracts 

so that termination clauses are not 

triggered, and supply issues or price 

increases cannot be implemented. This 

will mean that contracted suppliers will 

have to continue to supply companies 

despite the pre-insolvency arrears, 

unless they can demonstrate ‘hardship’ 

as a result.

The third key element of the Bill 

will enable companies in financial 

difficulty, or their creditors, to form a 

‘restructuring plan’. Although similar to 

a scheme of arrangement, the major 

difference is that it can impose the 

restructure on any dissenting creditors, 

be it secured or unsecured, who 

voted to reject it. But these dissenting 

the aim of the Bill being enacted 

by July. This might not be the end 

of the reforms to the existing legal 

framework. We could potentially 

see a flattening out of the global 

insolvency framework, moving to a 

more level playing field. In doing so the 

international business community, and 

the small to mid-sized enterprises they 

support, will be better placed to restart 

and return to trading. AB

David Fleming is managing director, 

restructuring advisory, Duff & Phelps.
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Minimise the maelstrom
At times of economic crisis, white-collar crime rises and, as the Covid-19 pandemic 
continues, accountants have a key role in ensuring due diligence and compliance

new ones tailored to the pandemic’s 

circumstances expected to emerge 

during the course of the year. 

‘We can see that many white-collar 

issues are likely to arise at companies 

disclosing financial success,’ says Adam 

Chisholm, a Canada-based litigation 

partner at law firm McMillan. ‘They’re 

operating in what is a very tough 

financial environment, and for that 

to happen, the company has to have 

weaknesses in its internal controls or be 

weak in the due diligence it performs. 

‘When companies are struggling, 

individuals may feel they need to use 

improper tactics to cover up weakness 

in the business,’ Chisholm adds. 

Under pressure
Existing compliance or due diligence 

programmes may be put in jeopardy 

by the need to conduct interviews 

by telephone or video conference, 

and carry out forensic investigations 

remotely. The economic downturn may 

also prompt companies to scale back 

or delay compliance programmes or 

prioritise struggling operations.

Restrictions can make it difficult 

for companies to provide answers or 

documents in time to satisfy audits 

‘as a result of reduced staffing in their 

offices or restricted access to document 

repositories’, says Johnson Kong, 

president of the Hong Kong Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants.

In addition, pandemic-induced court 

closures and case backlogs can incite 

more wrongdoing.

Disruptions to supply chains have 

also increased the risk of bribery and 

corruption as critical items became 

Finance and risk professionals from 
Buenos Aires to Beijing are increasingly 
worried that the social distancing, 
lockdown and work-from-home 
requirements introduced in the fight 
against the Covid-19 pandemic will 
make it more difficult for companies 
to effectively deploy due diligence, 
compliance and training programmes, 
and lead to a spike in white-collar crime. 

The incidence of white-collar crime 

tends to surge during tough economic 

times. Factors such as delays in 

enforcement, rapid disbursements of 

cash in stimulus spending and court 

backlogs open up opportunities for 

profitable illegal activities such as 

investment scams, supply chain fraud 

and bribery. For example, insider 

trading soared between 2007 and 2009, 

according to a study by researchers 

at the University of Pennsylvania’s 

Wharton School, Stanford University, the 

University of Cambridge and Barcelona’s 

IESE Business School.

Fertile ground
‘In bad economic situations and 

emergencies, history demonstrates that 

white-collar crime and corruption are 

likely to increase. In these situations, 

there is often a great deal of economic 

stimulus money and other aid flowing 

out from governments but with minimal 

government oversight,’ says Jodi 

Vittori, a non-resident fellow with the 

democracy and governance programme 

at the Carnegie Endowment for 

International Peace. ‘Large pools of 

money with little oversight are an 

excellent opportunity for grifters to grift 

and the corrupt to act corruptly.’ 

‘Large pools 
of money with 
little oversight 

are an excellent 
opportunity for 

grifters to grift and 
the corrupt to act 

corruptly’ 

Vittori points out that such situations 

also highlight questionable accounting 

practices. The collapse of Lehman 

Brothers, for instance, revealed 

investment adviser Bernie Madoff’s 

Ponzi scheme and led to his conviction. 

Others, she adds, may turn to crime in a 

desperate attempt to make ends meet.

The Covid-19 pandemic has already 

caused unprecedented disruption 

to economies and businesses. That 

has made it difficult to maintain the 

communication and evidence-gathering 

necessary for regulatory compliance 

and for the prevention of crimes such as 

fraud and embezzlement. 

In the US, federal and state 

prosecutors have identified potential 

areas of fraud, specifically around 

investments and insurance. In Canada, 

securities regulators have stepped 

up warnings about investment scams 

concerning products and services 

that relate to Covid-19, focusing on 

aggressive stock promotions and false 

profit projections. Europol has warned 

that fraudsters ‘have been quick to 

adapt well-known fraud schemes’, with 
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procedures to ensure they operate 

digitally. ‘In-person compliance training 

should be moved online and continue 

to be rolled out,’ he says.

Internal audit functions should also 

be made aware of the heightened 

risks, building additional checks 

into mechanisms to ensure that any 

weaknesses in systems and processes 

are identified. Ethics training can help, 

along with consistent and strong internal 

controls, perhaps with several levels of 

approvals and the use of disinterested 

third parties for accounting tasks.

scarce, says Wilson Ang, a dispute 

resolution partner at the law firm Norton 

Rose Fulbright Singapore. 

‘In these circumstances, a “grey 

market” may arise and business 

functions, such as procurement, may 

resort to improper conduct in an 

attempt to obtain items,’ he says, 

adding that employees who are under 

pressure to meet unrealistic targets 

could resort to accounting fraud or 

financial misstatements. 

Ang advises companies to stress-test 

their existing compliance policies and 

‘Companies will have to be vigilant, 

strengthen their internal control 

mechanisms and invest to strengthen 

protocols for management and securing 

information,’ says Professor Rahat Munir, 

head of the department of accounting 

and corporate governance at Macquarie 

Business School in Sydney, Australia. 

‘Risk mitigation is critical in the post 

Covid-19 era.’

At the same time, criminals are 

getting more sophisticated, which 

exposes companies to new risks. 

‘There’s going to be a tendency to take 
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Get CPD units by answering 
questions on this article at 
accaglobal.com/abcpd.

More information

Guard against the crime spike
Compliance experts have already seen a spike in suspected white-collar crime as the 

Covid-19 pandemic continues to exert pressure on company systems. One particular 

area of concern is typical invoice-type fraud; another is insider trading. ‘There is 

concern about fraudulent transactions and the siphoning of assets out of companies 

due to coronavirus affecting economies and supply chains,’ says Stuart Witchell, 

managing director at Berkeley Research Group (Hong Kong). 

‘It is important for companies to manage and understand how and where they 

are likely to be vulnerable, and to make sure their systems, controls and policies are 

revisited and scrutinised,’ say Nick Parfitt, head of market planning, and Christophe 

Barel, managing director, APAC, at Acuris Risk Intelligence.

Adam Chisholm, a litigation partner at law firm McMillan in Canada, recommends 

that finance teams scrutinise clients who say they have been unaffected by the 

pandemic. He also suggests stronger due diligence on new entities, given that many 

companies are desperate for revenue. In addition, companies should continue to 

invest in technology, while taking into account the nuances of different markets.

C
PD

Speaking as an external auditor, Louis 

Lau, a Hong Kong-based partner at 

the Capital Markets Advisory Group at 

KPMG China, highlights the importance 

of internal controls and processes. 

While many corporations have reduced 

unnecessary or non-core activities to 

the greatest extent possible during the 

pandemic, he reminds accountants and 

those charged with governance that 

such scaling-down does not apply to 

critical internal controls and processes.

‘These cannot be eliminated but 

only substituted by carefully designed 

alternative means or procedures to 

avoid creating any loopholes,’ he says. 

‘While technology enablement makes 

working-from-home arrangements 

possible for many corporations, it 

doesn’t equate to the cutting of corners 

in corporate governance if entities have 

sound internal control systems and the 

same protocols are followed.’ AB

Elise Mak, journalist

shortcuts on approvals, either because 

of physical distance or technology 

challenges. Companies have to remain 

vigilant to ensure that their internal 

processes continue to be followed 

despite the challenges,’ Chisholm 

says. ‘As a starting point, accountants 

should scrutinise very closely clients who 

purport to be unaffected by Covid-19. 

Even regulators appear sceptical of 

financial success in this climate.’ 

Kong agrees that accountants in 

business should pay extra attention 

to internal control systems during the 

lockdown. Special work or approval 

arrangements with loopholes – for 

example, fewer levels of approval being 

required for expenses – may have been 

rapidly developed and implemented. 

These fast-track procedures may 

be open to misuse or be easily 

circumvented, he warns.

‘Even if the procedural changes 

may not have the bugs worked out, 

accountants and companies should still 

perform effective evaluation to identify 

potential gaps in the system to minimise 

risks,’ Kong says.

Accountants in public practice, such 

as auditors, may also need to spend 

more time assessing their clients’ control 

environments to determine if there have 

been changes that may present threats 

to the integrity of clients’ operations. 

‘While technology 
enables working 

from home 
arrangements, it 

risks the cutting of 
corners in corporate 

governance’

‘Accountants can assume the watchdog 

role of auditors, exercising professional 

scepticism when in doubt,’ Kong says. 

‘They should maintain a sceptical 

mindset, alert to situations that may 

suggest possible fraud, embezzlement 

and other crime.’

Challenge assertions
With this in mind, accountants can 

challenge inconsistent or unsupportable 

assertions and determine whether 

the supporting evidence is sufficient 

to persuade them about the proper 

treatment of the transaction.

Meanwhile, preventing irregularities 

is a key responsibility of management. 

‘In current circumstances where physical 

contact is restricted, more focus needs 

to be placed on the use of IT in securing 

the working of key control points, such 

as detecting unusual transactions and 

approving transactions,’ Kong says. 

To some extent, he believes 

accountants acting as external auditors 

also play a role in fraud detection. The 

audit process is designed to uncover 

material misstatements in the financial 

statements, some of which may result 

from fraudulent activities.
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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.

Merger proceeds
The proposed merger between Smith & 

Williamson and Tilney is to proceed on 

revised terms. The merged group will 

be known as Tilney Smith & Williamson, 

bringing together accountancy, other 

professional services and wealth 

management. The new firm is backed 

by large private equity funds Warburg 

Pincus and Permira. The revised 

transaction structure, according to 

the parties, will result in a significant 

reduction in external debt for the group, 

lower ongoing financing costs and an 

improved regulatory capital position. 

Investigations restart
HMRC has restarted tax investigations 

as the Treasury seeks to accelerate 

the payment of tax arrears, Blick 

Rothenberg has observed. Tax dispute 

resolution partner Fiona Fernie said: 

‘The recent pause in HMRC’s routine 

enquiry work is over, and it is starting to 

contact both taxpayers and their agents 

again. This means that tax inspectors 

will be looking at both personal and 

business tax affairs with renewed vigour; 

they will be looking to see whether 

those who were not supposed to be 

working during furlough were, and 

investigating things like internet trading 

while the lockdown has been in place.’

The view from
Andrew Tate FCCA, head of restructuring at Kreston 
Reeves, and guitar-playing Thai boxer

and assisting clients to 

communicate with their 

creditors in the right way is 

also a key part of the role.

I am fortunate enough to 
have been closely involved 
with the trade body for 

restructuring professionals, R3, for 
many years and was its president a 
few years ago. The presidency was one 

of the highlights of my career. I met 

incredible people and learned a huge 

amount. It changed me as a person and 

gave me a different perspective on my 

job and life.

The ACCA Qualification ingrained in 
me an understanding of the dynamics 
of accounts – and, ultimately, any 
business can be broken down into 
debits and credits. Since qualifying, I 

have felt confident talking to any fellow 

accountant about business situations 

and have the ability to cut through 

smokescreens to the real issues.

A grasp of the key commercial issues is 
essential, and this generally comes with 
experience. Early on in my career I was 

advised to think more laterally about 

solutions, and I have embraced that 

ever since. We never stop learning!

I am an adrenaline junkie. I love 

mountain biking, Thai boxing and 

snowboarding, and love to keep fit. I 

have had great pleasure from playing 

guitar in various bands with friends over 

the years, too. I am told I don’t relax, but 

I do understand the link between fitness 

and a positive frame of mind. AB

Clients need a non-
judgmental ear to 
listen and help to 

make sense of the 
multitude of issues, 

and to put right 
misconceptions

Originally from the North 
East, I came to London 
to seek my fortune and 
initially joined the civil 
service where I studied 
to become a chartered 
secretary. I then moved 

on to the firm that became 

BDO and was inspired by the partners 

in its restructuring team to become 

an accountant. I am now with Kreston 

Reeves, a professional services firm 

based in London, Kent and Sussex. 

Our current challenge is looking after 
our people and clients at this difficult 
time. Business distress is incredibly 

worrying for people. They come to us 

with the weight of the world on their 

shoulders. To lift that with good info and 

insights about solutions is my driver.

 
Clients need to talk when they are 
worried about their business. They 

need a non-judgmental ear to listen and 

help to make sense of the multitude of 

issues, to cut through the jargon and 

put right misconceptions. Encouraging 

27% 
increase in hiring 
at US and UK Big 
Four firms in May, 
following a fall in 
recruitment at the 
start of the pandemic.
Source: Burning Glass
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We shall overcome 
For some, impostor feelings are fleeting; yet for others, they can be demoralisingly 

persistent. Here are some tips that can help:

* Accept it’s common. Studies suggest that simply knowing you are not alone helps.

* Separate feelings from fact. Just because you feel you are something doesn’t 

mean you are that something. We all feel stupid or slow or unprepared at times.

* Accept you will never be perfect, and forgive mistakes. Perfection is unattainable, 

and making mistakes is how people learn best – so learn from yours.

* Give yourself credit. Recognise your worth and value, internalise positive feedback 

and don’t fixate on the negative.

* Attribute success truthfully. Everyone has good luck and bad luck. Passing off your 

success as luck undermines your abilities and confidence. 

* Identify your ‘rules’ and adopt new ones: ‘I don’t have to be right,’ ‘I don’t always 

have to know the answer,’ ‘I can ask for help,’ ‘I don’t have to be strong.’ 

* Keep a list of your accomplishments and strengths. It’s less easy to discount a 

success when it is seen against a backdrop of past successes.

Cuckoo in the nest
Impostor syndrome is surprisingly common, with accountants more vulnerable to the 
condition than many other professionals. Peter Ryding explains how to overcome it

and successful executives live in fear of 

being exposed. This is why boosting 

self-confidence and resilience and 

overcoming self-limiting beliefs are 

among the most common outcomes 

they seek from coaching.

Is this you?
Impostor syndrome is a pattern of 

behaviour where people doubt their 

success and accomplishments despite 

strong evidence to the contrary. You 

may recognise one or more of the 

indicators in yourself:

* workaholism – working very long 

hours, not taking time off, struggling 

to relax

* perfectionism – never satisfied, 

struggling to delegate 

(micromanaging)

* unfailing strength – never asking for 

help, being too independent 

* total expertise – needing to know 

everything, yet never knowing 

enough.

While both men and women experience 

impostor syndrome, it seems to affect 

more women. A 2019 study by Access 

Commercial Finance found two-thirds 

of women but only half of men had felt 

like a fraud in the previous 12 months. 

Self-doubt is reinforced by a lack of 

inclusion, role models and positive 

support, and disparities still exist in 

female representation at senior levels 

in the financial services – 44% of the 

workforce are women, but they account 

for only a third of senior management. 

Impostor syndrome undermines 

work and lives in many ways. It instils 

self-doubt and low self-esteem, 

and impedes career growth by 

Are you successful yet somehow 
feel you could be found out at any 
moment? Have you ever felt scared of 
being found out, of not being good or 
resilient enough, or just felt out of your 
depth? If so, you are not alone. 

You may have respected qualifications 

and career success, but confidence and 

resilience are often skin-deep. Most of 

us suffer from a lack of confidence or 

anxiety to some degree. Even before 

Covid-19, research from the Chartered 

Accountants Benevolent Association 

showed that 98% of accountants feel 

stressed every day, and 60% have 

felt not good enough at their job (ie 

impostor syndrome) in the past 12 

months. Recent events can only have 

magnified this – when things feel they 

are spiralling out of control, stress, 

anxiety and depression rocket.

 Covid-19 has thrust accountancy 

practitioners into the eye of the storm. 

They have to steer their clients through 

the pandemic tumult, keep up to date 

with legislation and other government 

initiatives, and safeguard and advise 

on financial stability and integrity. 

Resilience is needed more than ever. 

The most severe cases of impostor 

syndrome often occur in sectors that 

recruit and promote overachievers 

and demand the highest standards. 

Accountancy is a classic example, 

with long hours as standard and a 

competitive culture. To be noticed, 

employees have to continuously 

outperform their peers, so chronic self-

doubt is prevalent.

Impostor syndrome not only affects 

mental and physical wellbeing, it also 

undermines performance, productivity 

and proactivity. By sapping self-

confidence and self-esteem, it can 

prevent you achieving your potential. 

Even the most outwardly confident 
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* Attribute success fairly. Reward 

teamwork as well as hard work. 

The current and post-pandemic 

environment will require a new 

approach to incentives and 

performance management.

* Watch out for team members who 

are feeling out of their depth. Look 

for signs of loss of self-confidence 

and anxiety – for example, 

expressing greater uncertainty, 

becoming self-deprecating, 

deflecting praise, attributing success 

to luck or the skills of others.

* Look for drop-offs in performance 

or signs of unremitting overwork: 

an unusual delay in responding 

to requests, procrastination over 

decisions, or emails sent way 

outside normal working hours.

discouraging people from moving 

outside their comfort zone to take on 

more challenging roles and projects. 

At a senior level it hampers leadership 

and management, impeding decision-

making and innovation. It also affects 

mental health, with overwork and 

mental burn-out creating stress, anxiety 

and feelings of isolation. 

Management action
Staff suffering from impostor syndrome 

affect the success of the organisation. 

Leaders need to take positive action 

to address it – particularly now that the 

lockdown rules make for dispersed and 

often isolated workforces.

* Build a culture with an emphasis 

on the employee’s wellbeing, both 

physical and mental.

* Discuss impostor syndrome. 

Education and coaching can help 

significantly. Build a culture where it’s 

ok to not always know the answer. 

* Have a strong inclusion agenda.

In a profession where hard work, 

high standards and consistent 

outperformance matter greatly, trying 

to live up to the demands can be so 

overwhelmingly difficult that feeling 

like a fake is not unusual. But the real 

impostor here is the feeling itself. The 

truth is that a great many accountants 

are just as intelligent, creative and 

talented as they fear they aren’t. AB

Peter Ryding, a CEO mentor, is offering 

e-coaching and e-learning platform 

Virtual Interactive Coach for free during 

these difficult times: vicyourcoach.com.

98% of accountants 
feel stressed 

every day, and 
60% have felt not 

good enough at 
their job in the 

past 12 months
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Carry on marketing

Firms that continue marketing and advertising through the Covid-19 crisis will reap 
the rewards when businesses start to spend again, explains Jason Ball 

damaging effect on a fi rm’s bottom line 

because, while your fi rm is out of sight 

and out of mind, your competitors – 

who are (spoiler alert) following the third 

route – are staying visible and building 

an unassailable lead. What’s required is 

a change in tack.

Back to real marketing
For some time, much of accountancy 

fi rm marketing has been a numbers 

game, focused on chasing prospects 

that are as ready to buy as possible. 

It’s a strategy that has been driven, 

Just like their clients, fi rms will be 
exercising restraint and prudence 
as we experience the economic 
aftershock of Covid-19.

 Your marketing people will be 

leading your fi rm down one of three 

possible routes. The fi rst: to continue 

with the same strategy of generating 

and converting leads. In the current 

climate, this is the mother of all tasks. 

We fi nd ourselves facing a situation 

where a vanishingly small number of 

businesses are buying anything that 

isn’t mission-critical. As a result, leads 

have all but dried up. (The exceptions 

will be with those clients who’ve had a 

spectacular falling out with their current 

fi rm or where the fi rm itself has ceased 

to exist.)

 The second route is to slash your 

marketing and advertising budgets, 

go ‘dark’ and disappear from view 

until budget can be fully restored. For 

fi rms in dire straits, this option may be 

unavoidable. For others, however, it’s 

simply a rash overreaction. 

 Business reactions to past recessions 

tell us that going dark is likely to have a 
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Top tips
Here are some pointers to guide your thinking:

* What does your firm’s brand really stand for – who are you at your core and why 

should that matter to clients?

* Be clear about what success looks like in the medium and long term – what do 

you want to achieve as a firm and what part should marketing play?

* To grow market share, you’ll need a greater share of voice than your current 

share of market – this is called excess share of voice (ESOV).

* When it comes to media, go direct to publications/sites if you can and buy 

quality over quantity – avoid anything that comes with big promises and 

opaque methods.

 

the more important as a source of 

trust when they are being bombarded 

by offers from desperate vendors. 

If your firm has worked hard to stay 

distinctive and visible and is continually 

demonstrating relevance and value 

through quality content, your brand will 

be front of mind.

 As we all know, it takes many months 

(sometimes years) to get a new client to 

sign a contract. That calls for a long-

term approach to marketing. So, the 

focus of every firm right now should be 

on growing your brand, being distinctive 

and memorable, and showing how 

you’re helping real-world clients make 

progress in the things that really matter, 

and amidst a crisis.

While you are likely to continue to 

create tactical content – how to take 

partly, by pressure from higher-ups, who 

expect to see a return on investment, 

and who view new clients and increased 

sales as the only appropriate returns. It’s 

an approach that works fine in a market 

where leads are plentiful. But now, 

they’re anything but.

 This climate forces a new strategy, 

a third path: one that demands your 

marketing people reconnect with their 

traditional role of brand-building, 

and creating and nurturing long-term 

demand (which is very different from 

short-term leads).

 Companies, albeit now more risk-

averse, still buy services and switch 

suppliers during downturns. But brand 

visibility and credibility become all 

advantage of government schemes, 

etc – you’ll need to balance this with 

higher level material that focuses on 

longer term brand differentiation. 

This will be the content that reflects 

the firm’s unique worldview. It will 

focus less on what you do and more 

on how you do it and, ultimately, 

why. Importantly, it will still be 

totally focused on clients and their  

real-world challenges.

  

Seize the opportunity
A new survey by Marketing Week found 

that 14% of B2B companies are already 

‘seizing the opportunity’ and investing 

more in marketing. And history tells us 

these brands are likely to outperform 

the competition. When McGraw-Hill 

looked at sales in 600 companies 

between 1980 and 1985, it found those 

that maintained or increased their 

advertising spend during the 1981-82 

recession had significantly higher sales 

than those that didn’t.

Now is not the time to underestimate 

the power of marketing. Firms taking a 

long-term view, and taking advantage 

of lower-cost advertising opportunities, 

stand to thrive both during and beyond 

the recession. AB

Jason Ball is founder of B2B marketing 

specialist Considered Content and 

managed content service Prolific.

Brand visibility 
becomes all 

the more 
important when 

companies are 
being bombarded 

by offers from 
desperate vendors
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Audit during a pandemic
Going concern, audit evidence and accounting estimates are just some of the key 
issues auditors around the world are responding to during the Covid-19 crisis

Accounting standards of particular 

relevance to the crisis that are 

highlighted by the report include:

* ISA 315 (Revised), Identifying 
and Assessing the Risks of 
Material Misstatement through 
Understanding the Entity and 
its Environment. For audits that 

are under way relating to periods 

that end after 31 December 2019, 

the impact of Covid-19 is likely to 

require the auditor to revisit their 

risk assessment and the proposed 

response to identified risks. At the 

same time, the pandemic is likely 

to be a ‘triggering’ event, requiring 

more frequent impairment testing 

and greater scepticism.

* ISA 330, The Auditor’s Responses 
to Assessed Risks. Covid-19 in 

many cases will require auditors 

to consider if the design and 

implementation of their responses 

to the identified risks is still relevant 

or needs to be revised.

* ISA 500, Audit Evidence. Where 

it is not possible to obtain 

sufficient appropriate audit 

evidence regarding the existence 

and condition of inventory by 

performing alternative audit 

procedures, auditors will need to 

consider the implications for their 

audit opinion.

* ISA 540 (Revised), Auditing 
Accounting Estimates and 
Related Disclosures. Uncertainty 

in the light of Covid-19 creates 

challenges for management, and 

auditors are reminded they should 

remain sceptical when assessing 

management’s judgments.

Based on practical experiences 
shared by members of ACCA’s Global 
Forum for Audit and Assurance, a 
new report, The impact of Covid-19 
on audit and assurance: Challenges 
and considerations, shines a light on 
a number of areas that auditors are 
required to focus on during these 
challenging times.

Antonis Diolas, ACCA’s head of audit 

and assurance, says: ‘Audit hasn’t 

stopped because of Covid-19 – auditors 

are still providing their services. But 

we need to focus on what the practical 

challenges are, and what needs to be 

considered when dealing with them.’

Diolas acknowledges that the auditing 

profession has already travelled some 

way down the road to embracing 

digitally transformative processes 

ahead of the Covid-19 crisis. As a result, 

auditors around the world have been 

able to adapt their processes effectively 

when face-to-face meetings and audit 

inspections are ruled out under various 

lockdown requirements.

‘A non-face-to-face environment 

showcases that audit can be carried out 

if both sides are working towards the 

same goal,’ Diolas says.

Key areas
The report identifies eight major areas 

where auditors need to consider, or 

reconsider, how their work has been or 

will be affected by the pandemic. The 

areas are:

* identifying and assessing risks of 

material misstatement

* auditor’s response to assessed risks

* audit evidence

* auditing accounting estimates

‘Audit hasn’t 
stopped because 
of Covid-19. We 

need to focus on 
what the practical 

challenges are’

* subsequent events

* going concern

* modifications to the audit 

report opinion

* emphases of matter in the 

audit report.

The ACCA report brings together 

responses from regulators and audit and 

accounting standard-setting bodies, 

such as the International Auditing and 

Assurance Standards Board (IAASB), 

with guidance on how particular 

standards should be applied during the 

coronavirus crisis.

Audit evidence will be high up on any 

auditor’s list of concerns as they work on 

March and June financial year-ends, as 

well as any interim reports they may be 

asked to carry out. 

‘This is the key consideration and 

challenge, and can take various forms,’ 

says Diolas. ‘Stocktakes will be more 

challenging, and auditors may not be 

able to physically observe the process. 

Everything will need to be accessed 

remotely and electronically – some 

audited entities will be able to cope 

with this, but others might not.’
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* ISA 705 (Revised), Modifications to 
the Opinion on the Independent 
Auditor’s Report. The uncertainty 

caused by Covid-19 and the 

challenges that auditors are currently 

facing in obtaining sufficient 

appropriate audit evidence could 

result in modifications to the 

auditor’s opinion.

* ISA 706 (Revised), Emphasis of 
Matter Paragraph and Other 
Matter Paragraphs in the 
Independent Auditor’s Report. The 

uncertainty caused by Covid-19 

is likely to result in many auditors 

having to include an emphasis of 

matter or other matter paragraph 

in their report highlighting the 

uncertainty caused by Covid-19.

The ACCA report looks in detail at each 

of these situations, offering guidance 

and links to helpful resources. 

* ISA 560, Subsequent Events. The 

Covid-19 outbreak was treated 

as a non-adjusting post-balance 

sheet event by most entities with 

December 2019 year-ends, but there 

is more doubt about whether for 

January or February reporting dates 

the consequences are adjusting or 

non-adjusting events.

* ISA 570 (Revised), Going Concern. 

Going concern is probably the 

most challenging area for both 

management and auditors 

because of the uncertainty caused 

by Covid-19. It is management’s 

responsibility to assess whether the 

going concern basis for accounting 

is appropriate, and for auditors to 

obtain sufficient appropriate audit 

evidence and conclude on the 

appropriateness of management’s 

use of the going concern basis.

The auditor’s opinion report will be an 

area of particular scrutiny. While auditors 

will not want to give qualified opinions 

‘just to be on the safe side’, there will 

be some issues, such as opinions on 

going concern or the impracticability 

of observing stock counts, that will 

create difficulties for auditors. Diolas 

expects to see more emphasis of matter 

statements in the auditor’s opinion, 

in much the same way as during the 

financial crisis in the last decade.

While the report will be of use to 

all auditors, it will be of particular 

interest to small and medium-sized 

practices that may not have the depth 

of resources available to the very largest 

practices. But, as Diolas points out, they 

will need to carry out the audit work all 

the same. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Lessons from Covid-19
The House of Lords public services 

select committee has launched an 

inquiry into what can be learnt from 

the Covid-19 pandemic in terms of the 

future delivery of public services. It will 

consider the integration of services; 

inequalities of access and outcome; 

relationships between local and national 

services; and the role of civil society. 

Baroness Armstrong of Hill Top, chair 

of the committee, said: ‘The crisis 

has highlighted some fundamental 

weaknesses in the design of public 

services. The committee will explore 

how the lessons from coronavirus can 

inform public service reform.’

Fraud hits new high
Organised crime gangs are suspected 

of using the Covid-19 pandemic to 

conduct widespread universal credit 

fraud, at a possible cost of £1.5bn. 

The BBC reported benefit officials as 

syaing that crime gangs had exploited 

relaxations to identity checks designed 

to help claimants obtain urgent support. 

It is unlikely that the payments will be 

recoverable, as the money will have 

been processed through accounts that 

no longer exist. However, most of the 

additional spending on universal credit 

went to legitimate claimants.

The value of procurement contracts 
awarded by government as part of the 
Covid-19 response, the largest amount 
being to support the vulnerable.
Source: Tussell Covid-19 factsheet

£1.7bn
The view from
Lucy Lee FCCA, head of finance, Ofwat, and chair of 
ACCA West Midlands member network panel

Working from home has 
always been an option for 
Ofwat, so we are fortunate 
that we had already 
rolled out a lot of home-
working infrastructure 
before Covid-19 hit. I am 

really missing the personal 

interaction that comes from office life – 

the kitchen and corridor conversations. 

To those embarking on their career 
I would say don’t underestimate the 
importance of managing expectations. 
It’s a key skill in dealing with both 

stakeholders and yourself. What has 

helped me is realising that everyone is 

on their own journey in life, and simply 

doing the things that make you happy 

will have the biggest impact for you as 

an individual.

The ACCA Qualification has given me 
opportunities to progress by giving 
me confidence to go for the next step. 
I’ve also become involved directly with 

ACCA. I’m chair of the West Midlands 

member network panel and am on the 

public sector panel. I’m also a college 

governor and have been involved in 

delivering career presentations to 

schools, which is a great way of letting 

students know about opportunities in 

finance and studying with ACCA.

I love books (proper ones, not ebooks) 
and am making a real effort to read 
more classics. I like early morning runs 

and walking with friends. One of my 

proudest achievements outside of work 

is completing the moonwalk marathon 

for breast cancer a few years ago. AB

I’m head of finance for 
Ofwat, the economic 
regulator of the water 
sector in England and 
Wales. I report to the 

finance director and we 

manage a team of seven 

finance staff. The team runs 

the corporate processes, including 

month-end, year-end, purchase and 

sales ledgers, payroll and expenses, 

budget setting, plus completion of data 

returns for the Treasury and HMRC.

Each day gives me a different 
challenge, which I find really 
motivating. Dealing with a variety of 

stakeholders from across the business 

means I have to flex my approach and 

style. I might go from being in a finance 

team meeting discussing how we 

can improve processes, to answering 

queries from the CEO, and then into a 

meeting with our external auditors.

 
Covid-19 has obviously been a big 
challenge affecting everyone. In the 

finance team we have spent time re-

working our cashflow and risk profiles, 

and have been ensuring that our 

processes are all clearly documented 

and that we have sound business 

continuity plans in place. We recently 

completed our year-end audit, which 

has been pretty full on, as we have 

internal reporting deadlines and 

then had to lay the accounts before 

parliament in June. We have also 

undergone a restructure of teams 

across the business, which has given the 

finance team plenty of changes to deal 

with regarding coding and reporting.

57July/August 2020 Accounting and Business

UK_YPUB_Intro.indd   57UK_YPUB_Intro.indd   57 12/06/2020   09:3512/06/2020   09:35



Lessons for governance
Colin Talbot, emeritus professor of government at Manchester University, has advised 

House of Commons select committees on public administration. He observes: ‘In 

the early 2000s government established an updated system for dealing with civil 

emergencies. Since 2010 that system was gradually underfunded and neglected, left 

to wither. Even the Cygnus [pandemic simulation exercise] report in 2016 failed to 

reactivate the necessary preparations. And when the long predicted pandemic hit, 

the government was preoccupied with Brexit.’

Health check
Two ACCA members working for the NHS describe how they responded to the 
Covid-19 pandemic, and the lessons their experiences have taught them for the future

service recovery to meet the demands 

of patients as they start behaving more 

like they were three or four months ago. 

However, after such a long period of 

restrictions in planned care and surgery, 

hospital based services won’t recover all 

that ground quickly, and hospital waiting 

times will increase.’

Experience in the other three UK 

nations is significantly different. While 

NHS England has had difficulty sourcing 

personal protective equipment (PPE), 

Tim Kelland FCCA, assistant director 

of finance at the Finance Delivery 

Unit, says Wales has been able to 

maintain an appreciable level of 

PPE supply in line with the scientific 

guidance to its frontline workers 

throughout the pandemic.

Kelland argues that the more 

centralised procurement process in 

Wales has served them well. ‘Having a 

national shared service procurement 

function has allowed us to get to the 

position that we have reached today, 

responding positively to the challenge 

of distributing high volumes of PPE to 

the whole health and social care system 

in NHS Wales,’ he says. 

‘While we did not have a complete 

picture of demand at the outset of the 

The National Health Service underwent 
a major transformation as it responded 
to the Covid-19 pandemic. Yet the 
government has been widely criticised 
for the high infection and death rates 
compared with other countries and for 
not being better prepared. 

What, then, can the NHS learn as it 

prepares for perhaps second and third 

waves of the disease and the possibility 

of other pandemics?

Matt Gaunt FCCA, director of finance 

at Lincolnshire Clinical Commissioning 

Group, refers to the NHS’s ability to 

reform itself over a couple of months as 

‘remarkable’. He explains: ‘Some people 

would look at this and say direction set 

centrally by NHS England has been 

what’s delivered the change. But in 

many respects, it’s the appetite and the 

ambition of leaders in local positions 

that actually effected the change.’

Strong local management and digital 

technologies have been vital. ‘Our 

leadership group has been meeting 

daily, albeit by video link or conference 

call,’ says Gaunt. ‘That has been really 

tight, and the vast majority of the 

response at county level has been 

managed by the local resilience forum.’

In England, public health lies within 

local government – unlike in the UK’s 

three devolved nations – and councils 

have complained that the pandemic has 

placed them in severe financial difficulty. 

But Gaunt says that lack of finance has 

not impinged on the effectiveness of the 

public health function. A priority for him 

now is to secure additional resources, 

not just to cover the additional costs 

of dealing with the pandemic, but also 

to meet the suppressed demand from 

Strong local 
management and  

digital technologies 
have been vital in 

getting through 
the crisis

patients who did not present to hospital 

earlier in the crisis. ‘In our recovery and 

restoration activity, we’re prioritising the 

resources that are required,’ he says. 

A&E is one of those services where 

demand fell significantly. Reducing 

unnecessary visits to A&E is a long-

standing NHS priority, seeking to 

redirect some attendance to more 

appropriate services, such as GPs. The 

hope is that demand management can 

be improved to reduce attendance by 

10% to 20% compared with pre-crisis 

levels. ‘If there’s an opportunity to 

reset expectations, we want to start 

with that one,’ says Gaunt. ‘We’re 

pretty confident that we can match our 
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Royal Mint stepped into the 
breach to manufacture visors for 
frontline health service workers.

For instance, he says: ‘At the start of the 

pandemic, we were told we could use 

a particular type of protective eyewear. 

Three weeks into the pandemic, the 

Health and Safety Executive said you 

can no longer use those.’ Instead they 

required visors, of which there was a 

global shortage. The solution was to 

develop new partnerships with local 

businesses, including Royal Mint, to 

manufacture PPE.

Previously the NHS in Wales would 

not have had a role in providing PPE 

to care homes. It had to find answers 

to important unknowns quickly. ‘How 

many social care workers are there? 

How many care homes? How many 

employees work in the care home? How 

many GPs within GP practices? How 

many specialist nurses? This intelligence 

wasn’t available and we’ve had to go 

pandemic, we have been able to get a 

pipeline of stock in for all the PPE areas 

in time to meet the demands. Another 

thing I’m really proud of is fat that we’ve 

been able to issue as mutual aid PPE 

products to England, Northern Ireland 

and Scotland because we had a good 

stock and a good pipeline of providers. 

We have put a comprehensive system 

in place very quickly for PPE products, 

providing a clear assessment of volumes 

issued, stocks, forward orders and 

prospective demand.’

A particular challenge with PPE has 

been that there is no ‘one size fits all’. 

At the outset it was not foreseen, for 

example, that prison officers would 

require PPE. ‘The scientific advice 

changes and different types of PPE are 

needed,’ explains Kelland. ‘We had to 

have a model that was sensitive to that.’ 

and get it,’ explains Kelland. Now that 

data has been obtained, it becomes a 

model that needs to be refreshed, as 

the demand continually changes.’ 

But, he adds: ‘One of the huge 

benefits in Wales is that we’ve 

got integrated healthcare services. 

We’ve only got seven health boards 

covering all of Wales. Those health 

boards are responsible for primary 

care, community care, mental health 

services and the acute side. We have 

therefore seen real benefits of having a 

national shared services procurement 

function supporting seven health boards 

across the range of health services, 

which have meant we are able to 

manage, communicate and distribute 

effectively and quickly.’ AB

Paul Gosling, journalist
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Good in a crisis
Director of Harvard University’s Global Support Services Joe O’Regan FCCA recounts 
how his international career took him from his roots in Ireland to Massachusetts

Joe O’Regan FCCA is a busy man at 
the best of times, but as for so many 
people across the world, Covid-19 has 
pushed the demands on him to another 
level entirely. 

He is the director of Harvard 

University’s Global Support Services 

(GSS), a relatively new organisation in 

the university that supports students, 

faculty and staff overseas. GSS does 

everything from responding to overseas 

emergencies to repatriating university 

affiliates in times of crisis. Yet even for 

an organisation used to crisis response, 

the pandemic has been ‘a complete 

game-changer’, says O’Regan.

In January of this year, GSS began 

monitoring the coronavirus outbreak 

in China, working closely with the 

university’s departments to assess 

the potential impact on Harvard’s 

international operations. By March, 

the university had decided to suspend 

on-campus classes, asked students 

to leave campus, and advised those 

abroad to return home. O’Regan and his 

team at GSS collaborated with Harvard 

officials on repatriating thousands of 

students residing in the US university’s 

dormitories, many of whom needed to 

return to overseas homes, while helping 

bring back Harvard faculty, staff and 

students from their foreign outposts.

Exodus
‘We engaged our crisis management 

team early on,’ explains O’Regan, who 

even in the midst of a pandemic remains 

measured and affable, and still speaks 

with a soft Irish accent. ‘Within a matter 

of days, students left campus, education 

went online, staff started working 

remotely, and many research projects 

were wound down.’ All was done, of 

course, while maintaining the university’s 

mission of teaching and scholarship.

Agility, flexibility and even spontaneity 

have defined O’Regan’s international 

career. He would have probably 

become a scientist, perhaps even a 

meteorologist like his father, but for a 

chance encounter when he was 17. One 

summer at a local swimming hole in his 

home town of Kilkenny, before heading 

off to study science at University 

College Dublin, his path crossed with an 

accountant who told him about ACCA. 

‘He talked about this programme 

where you could actually work and 

study at the same time,’ O’Regan 

recalls. ‘I found that really inviting.’ 

Overnight, science and Dublin were out, 

and accounting was in.

O’Regan began his accounting 

career as a trainee auditor in Ireland 

while studying with ACCA. That first 

year, he was entering figures manually 

into detailed ledgers, working with 

businesses as diverse as pubs and 

consulting practices. ‘In the second year 

I moved all manual accounting records 

onto computers,’ he says. But he admits 

the manual approach made a lasting 

imprint on his accounting brain.

Beyond borders
With his ACCA Qualification in hand, 

O’Regan graduated from a finance 

programme offered by the Irish 

Industrial Development Authority, and 

was placed in the Dublin-based fashion 

company LS Ramsay, which was then 

looking to ‘go international’. O’Regan’s 

task was figuring out how to make that 

happen. ‘That seeded my drive for 

international work,’ he says.

O’Regan’s career advanced while 

working for US corporations with 

‘My accountancy 
training has truly 

stood the test of 
time. Whatever 

job I’ve been in, 
there’s always been 

accounting. It’s 
second nature’
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2016–present 
Director, Harvard GSS, Massachusetts

2012
Associate director for finance and 

administration, Harvard Global

2002
Finance and admin director, Waldorf 

School, Lexington, Massachusetts

1997
Accounting controller and international 

finance manager, SimplexGrinnell/

Simplex Time Recorder, Massachusetts

1995
CFO, Lake Region Manufacturing, 

Wexford, Ireland

1993
Finance manager, Amdahl, Dublin, 

Ireland

1989
Finance manager, AT&T, Bray, Ireland

1987
Finance manager, LS Ramsay, Dublin, 

Ireland

CVioperations in Ireland, including AT&T 

and IT business Amdahl, before he 

eventually crossed the Atlantic to work 

for fire protection systems manufacturer 

SimplexGrinnell. 

Here he managed all the accounting 

and reporting for the US$2bn company, 

while developing business practice 

guidelines and financial reporting 

systems worldwide. It was one of the 

busiest times of his life. 

‘I was travelling a lot and not seeing 

my family much,’ he recalls. But when 

returning from one long overseas trip, 

O’Regan found that his son barely 

recognised him. He decided that a 

career change was essential.

In 2002, he landed a new role as the 

director of finance and administration 

of the Waldorf School in Lexington, 

Massachusetts, where he still lives today. 

Over the course of a decade, O’Regan 

helped transform the private school, 

first by restructuring its finances and 

administrative resources, and by helping 

set up an emergency response plan. 

Milk and honey 
Life was good – and less hectic – in 

the non-profit sector. O’Regan even 

enrolled in a course on biodynamic 

farming and took up beekeeping. At 

one point, he had more than 100,000 

bees. But by this point his kids had 

grown up, ‘and I wanted to get back 

into what I was used to doing’, he says.

He spotted a position at Harvard 

that piqued his interest. ‘They were 

looking for someone with a non-profit 

background and international finance 

experience. A big part of me being 

qualified for the job was my ACCA 

credentials,’ says O’Regan. ‘The biggest 

benefit I’ve received from my ACCA 

training is the international component, 

which prepared me for operating and 

managing very complex operations in 

diverse environments. To me this was 

the dream job – and I got it.’

That dream job was launching Harvard 

Global. Back then, the organisation 

was just a non-profit startup; now, it 

helps Harvard schools and centres run 

research projects worldwide. 

‘That first year was crazy,’ O’Regan says. 

He helped set up research centres in 

London, Johannesburg, Mumbai, Dubai 

and elsewhere, and was instrumental 

in developing multinational and 

multicurrency systems that integrated 

with Harvard’s financial structure.

‘Reliable accounting and financial 

services are extremely important for 

higher education, which can be very 

complicated, with different rules and 

regulations for different streams of 

income – grants, donations, investments, 

tuition and business,’ he says. ‘Some 

large institutions like Harvard have very 

complicated business models, and the 

financial systems must be able and 

nimble enough for accounting and 

financial services that are meaningful in 

each area of operation.’

O’Regan’s breadth of experience soon 

earned him a promotion to director 

of the organisation, where he added 

the international safety and security 

component to his portfolio for Harvard. 

Data protection challenge
The past couple of years have 

introduced new and complicated 

international challenges to the GSS 

remit, including the UK’s withdrawal 

from the EU and compliance with the 

EU’s data protection requirements. 

To accommodate the need for GSS’s 

European operations to remain located 

within the EU, O’Regan and his team 

are currently in the process of relocating 

the university’s representative for the 

EU’s General Data Protection Regulation 

from London to Ireland.

Despite the shake-ups, O’Regan 

has managed to remain resilient – and 

humble. ‘I’m very fortunate to have an 

extremely talented team that is very 

committed to our mission and vision,’ 

he stresses. ‘This team is innovative, 

diverse, dedicated and fun to work with. 

Together, we have travelled the world 

over the past few years, and it has been 

great to see the fruits of our labour 

in the field.’

The emergence of Covid-19 has also 

forced O’Regan and the university to 

look at the implications of an ongoing 

global crisis. ‘Everyone pulled together 

and operationalised key decisions very 

quickly,’ he says, ‘but financial planning 

and management will be key to the 
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Basicsi

Harvard Global Support Services 

(GSS) offers international travel, 

research and programming support 

for students, faculty and staff across 

Harvard’s schools, departments 

and centres. Since 2011, GSS has 

helped the Harvard community 

minimise risk, manage complexity 

and maximise the impact of its 

international travel and activities. 

The GSS team has deep knowledge 

of security, crisis management, 

finance, HR, international business 

and more, and handles travel-related 

issues in the following areas: 

* safety and security

* health

* culture

* employment

* financial and legal matters

* research centre operations

* International SOS (Harvard’s 

emergency response programme).

In 2019, just under 11,000 Harvard 

affiliates registered international 

travel, amounting to an estimated 

13,878 trips to 166 countries. The 

same year, the organisation triaged 

336 medical and security incidents 

around the globe and assisted 254 

Harvard departments with 1,979 

inquiries relating to international 

study, research and projects.

divisions… It is up to us to leave our 

country and our world a better place 

tomorrow than it is today.’ 

To that end, O’Regan and his team 

set out to make GSS and its services 

as visible and known across campus as 

possible, through effective marketing 

and partnerships with departments, 

centres and schools right across the 

university. Keeping Harvard’s students, 

academics and other staff safe is 

GSS’s paramount concern, and the 

organisation works closely with them 

on trip consultations and travel-risk 

mitigation, including support for sexual 

assault and gender violence, incident 

assessments, advisories and alerts, and 

emergency response management.

Other operations
The other component of O’Regan’s 

work is providing Harvard’s overseas 

researchers with hiring options, the 

university’s policies, country immigration 

and residency requirements. He and 

his GSS team also manage third-

party vendors and coordinate with 

Harvard’s human resources and finance 

departments, including help with 

budgeting, banking and country-

specific tax considerations.

‘What I love about finance 

is that the numbers tell 

a story about an organisation and the 

history of the organisation, and you 

can also take that story into the future,’ 

O’Regan says. ‘Accountants need to be 

able to translate numbers into stories 

and what they really mean, so people 

can make decisions and influence the 

direction of the organisation, both short 

term and long term. 

‘That’s why my accountancy training 

has truly stood the test of time. No 

matter what job I’ve been in, there’s 

always been accounting. That’s where I 

come from. It’s second nature to me.’

Speaking of nature, O’Regan has 

recently returned to beekeeping and 

installed a new hive in his garden. ‘Now 

that I’m working from home,’ he says, 

‘maybe I’ll have more time for it.’ AB

Sarah Sweeney, journalist

Memorial Hall 
on the Harvard 
campus.

long-term health of our university, 

community, and the higher education 

sector in general.’ 

In 2016, O’Regan and the GSS team 

were tasked with helping to meet a 

set of challenges posed by the newly 

installed Harvard president Larry Bacow. 

The university, said Bacow, needs ‘to 

use the immense resources entrusted to 

us – our assets, ideas and people – to 

address difficult problems and painful 
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Acquisition disclosures
An IASB discussion paper on goodwill and impairment reveals the problems  
investors have in assessing subsequent performance, says Adam Deller

It may not be thought of as the 
traditional season of goodwill, but 
those of us working and living in the 
exciting bubble of financial reporting 
can expect to hear a lot about it in 
the coming months. In addition to the 
inevitable discussion over potential 
impairments linked to Covid-19, the 
International Accounting Standards 
Board (IASB) has released a discussion 
paper relating to the accounting for 
goodwill and impairment. 

Accounting for goodwill is a topic 

that has never really disappeared 

from the IASB’s to-do list, and the 

discussion paper has arisen as the result 

were. In addition to that, they would like 

to see if these are being met.

Currently, users may get information 

about subsequent performance from 

the requirement in IFRS 3 to disclose 

the revenue and profit or loss from the 

acquired business from the acquisition 

date until the end of the period. In 

addition, the entity is required to 

present the revenue and profit or loss 

of the combined entity as though 

the acquisition date had been at the 

beginning of the annual reporting date. 

There is no proposal to change 

this information, other than the 

consideration replacing profit or loss 

of the post-implementation review of 

IFRS 3, Business Combinations, which 

examined whether the standard was 

working as intended. The discussion 

paper has two major areas: improving 

disclosures about acquisitions, and 

subsequent accounting for goodwill. 

This month, this column will focus on 

the proposals around the disclosures 

relating to acquisitions. 

The IASB’s research revealed that 

many investors often have difficulty 

assessing the subsequent performance 

of an acquisition. They say it would be 

helpful to know what management’s 

objectives for acquiring the business 
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IFRS makes Covid-19 concessions for leases
Many lessors have provided, or will provide, rent concessions as a result of the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Under normal circumstances, these would be assessed to see 

if they were lease modifications and accounted for as such. This would involve a 

remeasurement of the entire lease liability for the lessees, many of whom are already 

preparing accounting under IFRS 16, Leases, for the first time. 

The IASB has agreed an alteration to IFRS 16 for lessees. This will mean that any 

lessees receiving concessions due to Covid-19 will be able to elect not to assess if 

this is a lease modification. This will apply only if the change results in payments that 

are substantially the same or less than the previous consideration; the change only 

affects payments originally due on or before June 2021, and there is no substantive 

change to other terms and conditions of the lease.

A lessee applying the election will generally account for the forgiveness or waiver 

of lease payment as a variable lease payment per IFRS 16 paragraph 38. The amount 

recognised in profit or loss to reflect these changes must also be disclosed. 

The IASB has proposed no changes to lessor accounting in respect of these 

concessions, and they must be applied per the principles contained within IFRS 16.

In terms of which acquisitions this 

would relate to, the IASB proposes that 

this is done in a similar way to IFRS 8, 

Operating Segments, where the entity 

discloses all the ones monitored by the 

chief operating decision-maker.

Initial feedback
Some responders stated that the 

performance of an acquisition may 

stop being monitored over time as it 

becomes integrated into the company. 

The proposal is that disclosures are 

made for as long as the metrics are 

being monitored. The firm can cease 

the disclosures when the performance 

is no longer monitored, as long as it 

discloses why they ceased monitoring 

the acquisition.

Similarly, some preparers stated that 

the metrics used may change over time. 

The IASB does not propose specifying 

any metrics to use, acknowledging that 

there is no such measure that should 

be utilised broadly by all companies. 

The metrics to be disclosed should be 

those that the company uses to monitor 

the performance. The IASB recognises 

that certain metrics may well become 

irrelevant over time, particularly if the 

company is reorganised. Companies 

with ‘operating profit before acquisition-

related costs and integration costs’. 

While operating profit isn’t currently 

defined, there is another IASB exposure 

draft that proposes a definition of the 

term, and the IASB believes this would 

be a useful figure for investors to see.

Investors may also get information 

about the success of the investment from 

the impairment test applied to goodwill, 

but this is likely to only provide limited 

information. A company not impairing 

goodwill does not necessarily mean 

that the acquisition has been a success. 

Likewise, recording an impairment could 

have arisen from external factors rather 

than disappointing performance from 

the acquisition. 

Disclosing objectives?
The preliminary view of the IASB is 

that IFRS 3 should be amended to 

add disclosure requirements about 

the subsequent performance of an 

acquisition. This would help investors to 

hold management to account.

Currently, IFRS 3 requires a company 

to disclose the primary reason for an 

acquisition, but this is unlikely to be 

specific enough to give investors what 

they desire. The IASB proposes that 

this be replaced with the requirement 

to disclose the strategic rationale 

for undertaking an acquisition, and 

management’s objectives for the 

acquisition at the acquisition date.

In addition, the IASB is proposing a 

new requirement to disclose the metrics 

used to assess the performance of the 

acquisition. This is possibly the most 

contentious and interesting proposal 

in relation to these disclosures. These 

metrics could be financial or non-

financial, but specific enough for it to be 

possible to verify whether the objectives 

are being met.

The information produced would 

not give management a free choice 

of disclosing what they want. They 

would be required to disclose whatever 

is used by the company’s decision-

makers in monitoring the success of an 

acquisition. This information may differ 

from that provided by other companies, 

but comparability is not the major aim 

of this change. Rather, the reasoning 

would be to give the users more specific 

information about the acquisition.
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of synergies and estimated costs to 

achieve these. 

The IASB does not intend this 

to include detailed plans on how 

companies intend to realise the 

synergies, but recognises that this 

is another key way to determine the 

success or otherwise of an acquisition. 

Other concerns raised stated that 

such synergies are often diffi cult to 

quantify. It is the belief of the IASB that 

management will have already made 

such an estimate in determining the 

purchase price for an acquisition and 

obtaining shareholder approval. The 

proposal is that a range of values could 

be provided for the synergies, rather 

than a single specifi c amount.

will not be simply able to change the 

metrics they disclose each year but must 

explain why they have stopped using 

certain measures. Otherwise, companies 

could simply change the metrics used 

and use this to mask poor performance.

A large and obvious concern raised 

by preparers related to the release of 

commercially sensitive information. 

While there is clear validity in this, 

some investors have suggested 

that the information they need to 

understand the aims of the acquisition 

and hold management to account need 

not be overly detailed and precise. 

The IASB’s view is that commercial 

sensitivity is not a suffi cient enough 

reason to prevent useful information 

from being disclosed.

Synergies
This concern was particularly noted 

in one further proposal made by the 

IASB. This suggests that there should 

be additional disclosures in the year 

of acquisition relating to the synergies 

expected from combining the business. 

The proposal is that the company 

discloses a description of the expected 

synergies, when they are expected 

to be realised, the estimated amount 

Overall, these changes will be 

signifi cant if implemented. It is hoped 

that they will not result in signifi cant 

additional costs for preparers, as 

they are based on information that is 

already monitored by the company. 

If the proposals go ahead, it is very 

likely that the additional information 

will prove popular with users but less 

popular with preparers.

The comment period on the 

discussion paper has been extended 

to December 2020, and the IASB 

is particularly interested in hearing 

views on whether or not these 

proposals would lead to more useful 

information. It believes that the 

benefi ts of producing such information 

will outweigh any additional costs 

incurred in its production but it is 

looking to hear from investors, preparers 

and auditors to enable the project to 

move forwards. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

Commercial 
sensitivity is 

not a sufficient 
enough reason 

to prevent useful 
information from 

being disclosed
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How to be a sustainability warrior

Listen to Barbara Davidson explain how 
accountants can help tackle the climate 
crisis, at bit.ly/ACCA-Davidson1.

Full disclosure
Barbara Davidson explains why material climate-related risks can no longer be ignored 
in financial reporting, particularly for companies in carbon-intensive industries

standard-setters, and initiatives such 

as the Financial Stability Board’s Task 

Force on Climate-related Financial 

Disclosures. At present, such ‘non-

financial’ information is typically found 

outside of the financial statements; 

investors also need to understand 

the effects of material climate-related 

risks on companies’ current financial 

positions and performance.

Accounting standard-setters, such as 

the International Accounting Standards 

Board (IASB), develop such financial 

reporting requirements. IFRS Standards 

are principles-based accounting 

standards and so do not explicitly 

mention climate-related risks. However, 

the IASB has also issued guidance – in 

the form of IFRS Practice Statement 2: 

Making Materiality Judgements – 

to help management gauge the 

importance of issues to investors. 

Additionally, investors have indicated 

that climate-related risks are crucial to 

their decision-making. 

Despite this, climate-related 

information is rarely discussed in 

financial statements. When it is 

included, it is frequently inconsistent 

with companies’ non-financial narratives. 

But a recent article, IFRS Standards and 
climate-related disclosures, by IASB 

board member Nick Anderson, may 

help address this deficiency by clarifying 

how material climate-related risks can 

fit into the preparation of IFRS-based 

financial statements. 

As countries slowly emerge from their 
Covid-19 lockdowns, there is a push for 
recovery policies that will build long-
term resilience to climate change while 
boosting economies. 

‘Build back better’ discussions recall 

the UN’s Sustainable Development 

Goals and the promises made under 

the Paris Agreement. Public and private 

funding are fundamental to meeting 

these objectives. Now more than ever 

it is crucial that capital is carefully and 

appropriately allocated to economic 

activities that will move us forward and 

avoid carbon-intensive lock-ins. 

To identify sustainable investments, 

investors need to understand both 

the current and the long-term effects 

of climate-related risks on companies. 

Unfortunately, company disclosures 

continue to come up short in these areas. 

Investor organisations such as the 

Principles for Responsible Investment, 

the Institutional Investors Group on 

Climate Change, the Net-Zero Asset 

Owner Alliance and Climate Action 

100+ (many of which include large 

asset managers such as BlackRock, 

Allianz Global Investors and Legal & 

General Investment Management) have 

stressed the need for better climate-

related corporate information in order 

to effectively allocate capital. This is 

especially important for investments 

in carbon-intensive sectors, including 

(but not limited to) energy supply, 

transportation and industrial activities. 

Climate-related disclosures to date 

have focused on companies’ long-term 

strategies and resilience. Guidance 

related to this important narrative 

reporting is provided by sustainability 
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listening to stakeholder concerns (such 

as those discussed in the UK’s Brydon 

review of the audit industry). 

Lawsuits and shareholder resolutions 

seeking better climate-related 

information from companies are 

becoming more common. Complaints 

include failure to disclose crucial 

climate-related risks that management 

knew would affect their businesses. 

Greater transparency saves time 

and money for everyone involved. It 

gives investors insight into stewardship 

including whether management is, 

in their view, responding to climate 

risks appropriately. This enables 

investors to engage with management 

more effectively so they can evaluate 

companies’ long-term sustainability 

and potential for future value creation. 

Insuffi cient disclosure prevents investors 

from effectively comparing their own 

valuations to companies’ reported 

information and from making informed 

decisions such as determining viable 

investment opportunities. 

The treatment of material climate-

related risks can affect a company’s 

current fi nancial position and 

performance. For example, investments 

in carbon-intensive assets will likely 

face early obsolescence as a result of 

climate regulations and renewable 

energy policies; investing in ‘stranded 

Materiality
Materiality is a key component in 

determining what should be disclosed 

in fi nancial statements (including the 

accompanying notes). Under IFRS 

Standards, information is material, 

and therefore included in fi nancial 

statements, if it could ‘reasonably 

be expected’ to infl uence decisions 

that investors make when using those 

fi nancial statements. The IASB article 

clarifi es how climate-related risks may 

be relevant when applying specifi c IFRS 

requirements, such as those related to 

impairment, fair value measurement, 

provisions and contingencies. 

The article provides a further reminder 

that IAS 1, Presentation of Financial 
Statements, requires management to 

explain the assumptions used if that 

information is material to investors and 

is important to a further understanding 

of fi nancial statements. This may 

apply even if IFRS Standards do not 

specifi cally require such information, 

or if management did not adjust their 

fi nancial statements as a result. In other 

words, complying with IFRS Standards 

means disclosing material, relevant 

climate-related risks to investors.

Materiality can be qualitative or 

quantitative, or both; omitting the 

effects of a risk can in itself be material. 

For example, if a company operates in a 

carbon-intensive industry and its peers 

have recorded asset impairments as a 

result of climate-related measures, such 

as upcoming regulations to phase out 

fossil fuels or limit carbon emissions, 

then investors in that company want to 

understand how such measures affect it. 

Did management factor in the effects of 

these policies when valuing assets and 

liabilities? If not, why not? 

Disclosing this information enables 

management to explain their internal 

processes and stewardship to investors. 

Disclosure could also help management 

and auditors demonstrate they are 

assets’ could reduce cashfl ows and 

profi tability, and diminish a company’s 

ability to respond to new regulations 

or technologies. An asset’s useful 

life can impact reported profi tability 

– depreciating a coal mine over 10 

years instead of 30, for example, may 

signifi cantly reduce profi t margins. 

The falling cost of renewables means 

that previously profi table energy 

contracts could lose money; disruption 

to supply chains caused by climate-

related events could mean business 

failures. Accordingly, investors need 

to know whether and how reported 

numbers refl ect these and other risks, 

or why management chose to exclude 

such information from their assumptions 

and estimates. When aggregated, 

the market’s ability to react to this 

information could mean the difference 

between fi nancial stability and a global 

recession – or worse.

Positive progress
Material climate-related risks can no 

longer be ignored in fi nancial reporting. 

Investors anticipate that the recent IASB 

article will help improve transparency by 

acting as a tool that will enable auditors, 

enforcement bodies and stakeholders 

to obtain the information they need 

to further challenge management’s 

assumptions and estimates, especially 

for carbon-intensive industries. 

As the world faces its new normal, 

the ability to obtain better climate-

related information will be crucial in 

determining whether we can achieve 

global temperature goals and move 

forward positively. AB

Barbara Davidson is former head of 

investor engagement for the IASB.

The market’s 
ability to react to 

climate-related 
risks could be 
the difference 

between stability 
and recession
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Technical update
Glenn Collins, ACCA UK’s head of technical advisory, provides a roundup of  
the latest developments in audit, reporting, tax and law

Charity Commission
As highlighted in June’s issue, the 

Charity Commission has stated that 

it will be conducting ongoing reviews 

of the reporting of matters of material 

significance and that as ‘part of this 

review, we will check all independent 

examination reports or audit opinions 

that are signed on or after 1 May 2020 

that contain a qualification, modified 

opinion or other reporting paragraph 

to confirm that a report of a matter 

of material significance has also been 

promptly filed with us in accordance 

with the updated guidance’. 

You can find guidance on reporting 

matters of material significance in AB 

(February/March 2019, July/August 

2018, May 2018 and April 2018) and at 

bit.ly/ACCA-tf-mms.

The Charity Commission has also 

updated its reporting guidance for 

trustees. It includes examples on when 

it would expect to receive a report from 

trustees. The following are some of the 

example scenarios:

‘The charity has not been required to 

stop operating under the government’s 

lockdown measures but the trustees 

have made a voluntary decision to stop 

operating temporarily. As a result of this, 

the charity is: 

* unable to deliver vital services to at 

risk beneficiaries and/or 

* insolvent and/or forced to close 

permanently or 

* highly likely to be insolvent and/or 

forced to close permanently within 

the next 12 months.’ 

‘The trustees have decided to furlough 

some or all of the charity’s staff and, as a 

result of this, the charity is: 

Audit and reporting

Accounting guidance 
Guidance on the accounting treatments 

of grants has been produced by 

ACCA and Steve Collings FMAAT 

FCCA, a director at Leavitt Walmsley 

Associates and a member of the UK 

GAAP Technical Advisory Group at 

the Financial Reporting Council. You 

can find the factsheet, which examines 

the accounting treatment of grants 

received in respect of the Coronavirus 

Job Retention Scheme (CJRS) and 

the Coronavirus Statutory Sick Pay 

Rebate Scheme, together with the 

disclosure requirements under UK 

GAAP, at bit.ly/ACCA-fact.

As an overview, FRS 102, The Financial 
Reporting Standard applicable in the 
UK and Republic of Ireland, deals 

with government grants in section 

24. FRS 102, paragraph 24.3A, states 

that government grants cannot be 

recognised in the financial statements 

until there is reasonable assurance that: 

* the entity will comply with the 

conditions attaching to them

* the grants will be received.

Once the recognition criteria have been 

met, FRS 102, paragraph 24.5E states: 

‘A grant that becomes receivable as 

compensation for expenses or losses 

already incurred or for the purpose of 

giving immediate financial support to 

the entity with no future related costs 

shall be recognised in income in the 

period in which it becomes receivable.’

The relevant accounting policy in 

respect of the grant will then be applied. 

Under FRS 102, section 24, this will 

either be the ‘performance model’ (FRS 

102, paragraph 24.5B) or the ‘accrual 

model’ (FRS 102, paragraphs 24.5C to 

24.5G). As far as the CJRS is concerned, 

recognition of the grant in the financial 

statements is likely to be the same under 

both models (ie it will be recognised 

immediately in profit and loss).

For example, the grant in respect 

of furloughed employees must be 

presented as income within profit or 

loss. This can be done either separately 

as ‘grant income’ or ‘government 

grant’ or under the heading ‘Sundry 

income’. The grant cannot be offset 

against the payroll expense (or any 

other expense) in profit or loss, as this 

is prohibited in company law. Schedule 

1 to The Large and Medium-sized 

Companies and Groups (Accounts and 

Reports) Regulations 2008 (SI 2008/410), 

paragraph 8, states: ‘Amounts in respect 

of items representing assets or income 

may not be offset against amounts in 

respect of items representing liabilities 

or expenditure (as the case may be), or 

vice versa.’

The above restriction is also the 

same for small companies in The Small 

Companies and Groups (Accounts and 

Directors’ Reports) Regulations 2008 (SI 

2008/409), paragraph 8.

There are no specific disclosure 

requirements in section 1A where 

government grants are concerned. 

However, there is still a requirement 

for the directors to ensure the financial 

statements give a true and fair view, 

so potentially there may be some 

disclosures made in respect of the 

grants received if in the directors view 

this is necessary to enable a true and fair 

view to be presented.
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We’re listening to your Covid-19 concerns
Thank you to all ACCA  members and partners who have contributed to the Covid-19 

newsletters and microsite updates (accaglobal.com/covid-19), and who have also 

shared insights and thoughts with the ACCA community over the past months. 

ACCA UK’s policy team has been working hard on behalf of members to influence 

discussion on Covid-19 and many other areas. At the beginning of the lockdown 

period, ACCA UK launched a survey in collaboration with the Corporate Finance 

Network to identify the urgency and prevalence of liquidity concerns for businesses. 

Member feedback has received coverage in the Financial Times, on the BBC and 

through many other outlets. 

We urge members to share their views and their business and client experiences 

by emailing UKPolicy@accaglobal.com. Also, do follow the progression of the policy 

requests made on your behalf at accaglobal.com/covid-19.  

do send in your comments and thoughts 

to advisory@accaglobal.com. 

In June’s issue we highlighted 

the following:

Call for evidence: raising standards 
in the tax advice market is open until 

28 August. It is an important call that is 

relevant to a large number of members 

and future members. It asks for views 

and evidence on several issues under 

the following headings:

* the scope of the market for tax 

advice and services

* the characteristics of good and 

bad practice

* unable to deliver vital services to at 

risk beneficiaries and/or 

* insolvent and/or forced to close 

permanently, for example because 

the furloughing of staff has directly 

led to the loss of a major income 

stream or 

* highly ikely to be insolvent and/or 

forced to close permanently within 

the next 12 months.’

With the example above, it is also 

highlighted that a report is not required 

where there has been ‘a decision to 

furlough some or all of the charity’s staff, 

which hasn’t resulted in one or more of 

the impacts listed’.

Trustees would be well advised to 

review the additional guidance at  

bit.ly/cc-cv-rep.

Companies House 
Companies House has been moving 

more online. You can find the current 

list of what can be uploaded at bit.ly/

ch-cv-guide.

Extensions to filing deadlines are 

also available. Where accounts will be 

late because a company is affected 

by Covid-19, and the filing deadline 

has not yet passed, it is possible to 

apply for an automatic and immediate 

three-month extension. However, as 

we see credit, supply chains and credit 

referencing being even more important, 

as highlighted in June’s issue, do 

consider what needs to be filed on 

the public record and the impact 

that lack of information has on those 

using accounts.

 

Tax 

Consultations
As highlighted in June’s issue, many 

of the consultations/calls for evidence 

being undertaken have new response 

times, reflecting the simple fact that 

individuals, businesses and professional 

bodies are otherwise engaged. Please 

* current government interventions

* international models

* possible approaches to 

raising standards.

A key question being asked is ‘What 

more could the government do to 

promote the work of good advisers?’ 

One of the discussion paper points 

highlights that ‘Recognising the good 

work that many professional bodies 

do to maintain standards, one option 

which would meet the objectives for 

reform would be to introduce a legal 

requirement for anyone who wants to 

provide tax advice on a commercial 
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Academies budget forecast return changes
A number of changes have been made to the academies budget forecast return 

(BFR3Y). These include:

* extending the deadline by two months to 29 September 2020

* removing the need to submit forecasts for academic years 2021/22 and 2022/23 

for this year only

* including eight summary revenue fields for 2018/19.

The BFR3Y form will be available to use from 8 July 2020. To find out more, visit  

bit.ly/HMRC-BFR3Y.

As the VAT deferral ends, VAT 

payments due after the end of the 

deferral period will need to be paid 

as normal. Do remember that Time to 

Pay arrangements are available to all 

businesses and individuals who are in 

temporary financial distress as a result 

of Covid-19. It is important to remember 

and contact HMRC for Time to Pay in 

advance of payment dates. See the 

Time to Pay service at bit.ly/hmrc-ttp 

and the latest guidance at bit.ly/ACCA-

uk-cv-advice.

Reverse charge
The domestic reverse charge for 

construction services has again been 

delayed. It has been highlighted in 

Revenue and Customs Brief 7 (2020) 
that the reverse charge requirement will 

now come into force on 1 March 2021, 

rather than 1 October 2020. As previously 

highlighted, ‘Businesses need to adapt 

their accounting systems for dealing with 

VAT and there will be a negative impact 

on the cashflows for many affected 

businesses, as they will no longer get VAT 

payments from customers for services 

where the reverse charge applies.’ 

The brief also highlights that an 

‘additional amendment to require 

end users and intermediary suppliers 

to notify their sub-contractors of 

their end user or intermediary 

supplier status in writing is designed 

to make sure both parties are clear 

whether the supply is excluded 

basis to belong to a recognised 

professional body.’ Another suggestion 

is that ‘Advisers could be required to 

satisfy a fit and proper person test in 

order to register, and this test could 

include provisions such as: 

* possessing relevant qualifications or 

length of professional practice 

* having professional indemnity 

insurance 

* being registered for anti-money 

laundering supervision 

* not having been subject to a 

penalty for promoting or enabling 

tax avoidance 

* being up to date with their own tax 

affairs 

* being up to date with 

responsibilities as a company 

director, ie was not an undischarged 

bankrupt or a disqualified director 

* not having been expelled by a 

professional body for misconduct.’

See the document bit.ly/call-tax-advice. 

Notification of uncertain tax treatment 
by large businesses is now open until 27 

August, with the proposed notification 

requirement still due to come into effect 

from April 2021. More at bit.ly/gov-

consult-uncertain.

Tackling Construction Industry 
Scheme abuse is open for comment 

until 28 August, with the planned 

introduction from April 2021. It includes 

the explanation of a new power that 

would allow ‘HMRC to correct the 

CIS deduction amounts claimed by 

sub-contractors on their Real-Time 

Information (RTI) Employer Payment 

Summary (EPS) returns’, and it seeks 

views on implementation. See bit.ly/

gov-consult-cis.

Preventing abuse of the R&D tax 
relief for SMEs: second consultation 
is open for comment until 28 August. 

It is a consultation on the delayed 

introduction of the PAYE cap that was 

announced as part of the Budget 2020. 

Visit bit.ly/consult-abuse-rd.

Claims and grants
There are a few important changes to 

government support in July that will 

impact businesses. Most of the eligible 

businesses will have made claims but 

those that have not, and want to claim 

their first Self-Employment Income 

Support Scheme grant, must do so on 

or before 13 July 2020.

Also, from 1 July employers can 

bring back to work employees who 

have previously been furloughed 

for any amount of time and any shift 

pattern, while still being able to claim 

a CJRS grant for normal hours not 

worked. We have further explanations 

of the rules and requirements at 

bit.ly/ACCA-cjrs. Also, under the 

previous furlough arrangement for all 

employees furloughed by 10 June with 

the furlough completed by 30 June, 

employers will have until 31 July to 

make any claims in respect of the period 

to 30 June.
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Inheritance tax and emergency responders 
Inheritance Tax Act 1984 S153A provides an exemption from inheritance tax for an 

emergency responder whose death occurs as a result of responding to emergency 

circumstances. The exemption applies where the death results from:

* an injury sustained, accident occurring or disease contracted when that person 

was responding to emergency circumstances, IHTA84/S153A(1)(a), or

* a disease contracted at some previous time, the death being due to, or 

hastened by, the aggravation of that disease when the person was responding to 

emergency circumstances, IHTA84/S153A(1)(b). 

There is no time limit on when the injury, accident or disease was incurred. It is 

important to note that for the exemption to apply, the person must qualify as 

an emergency responder and they must have been responding to emergency 

circumstances. It will be vital that records are kept and that, with any estate planning, 

the exemption and likelihood of it applying is considered. 

To find out more, visit bit.ly/ACCA-IP-iht.

from the reverse charge. It reflects 

recommended advice published in 

HMRC guidance and brings certainty 

for sub-contractors as to the correct 

treatment for their supplies. If followed, 

it will remove a concern that HMRC 

may seek to challenge the reverse 

charge treatment where a business 

that qualified as an end user or 

intermediary supplier had not given 

any notification of their status.’ The 

latest reverse charge guidance can be 

seen at bit.ly/dom-rev-vat.

Law

Insolvency
Guidance on the Corporate Insolvency 

and Governance Bill and what it means 

for businesses has been provided by 

John Cullen FCCA, a partner at Menzies 

and an ACCA Council member. You 

can find the full Q&A at bit.ly/ACCA-ip-

may20, and more detail about the bill 

on page 44 of this edition of AB.

How do I trade? Your suppliers, unless 

they show cause, must continue to 

supply your business. Your business 

must be able to meet any debts 

incurred during the moratorium period. 

Your suppliers would not be bound by 

this provision for a short time during the 

period of the Covid-19 crisis, however, if 

they are a ‘small’ entity.

What is a ‘small entity’? Simply put, 

an entity is small if two of three of the 

following are true:

* turnover is not more than £10.2m

* balance sheet ‘total’ is not more 

than £5.1m

* number of employees is not more 

than 50.

Are there any historic debts that 
can be paid? Yes, if the monitor 

consents, or the court so rules or 

the law suggests you should. There 

are exemptions on payment holidays 

to parties where the amount is less 

than £5,000 or, if greater, 1% of all 

for a moratorium to be able to afford 

to pay current creditors as and when 

they fall due, and have excellent and 

timely management information to give 

the monitor some comfort that it is an 

appropriate mechanism.

What is the advantage of a 
moratorium? When businesses are in 

distress, often the most critical factor 

is time. A moratorium provides that time. 

I supply a business that is in a 
moratorium. What if it fails? The cost 

of your supply after the moratorium 

date would be paid in priority to 

pre-moratorium debts in any process 

that happens following a moratorium, 

subject to pre-existing mortgages/

fixed charges.

debts and liabilities at the start of 

the moratorium.

How do I apply for a moratorium? 
The moratorium is a court process 

and requires a monitor who will 

be an officer of the court and an 

insolvency practitioner. There will need 

to be an application to court. Whether 

there needs to be a hearing will depend 

on the circumstances at the time of 

the application. There are also some 

temporary rule changes to make it a 

little easier during the ‘relevant period’, 

which is currently defined as up to one 

month after the coming into force.

Can a monitor refuse to act? Yes, 

and there may be lots of reasons. You 

might expect a company that applies 
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Are your AML procedures up to date?
Every accountancy firm must have policies and procedures for managing its money 

laundering and terrorist financing (MLTF) risks. This ensures a focus of resources on 

the areas of greatest risk. As per the MLR 2017, an anti-money laundering (AML) firm-

wide risk assessment must be conducted and documented, and must be considered 

when creating or updating a firm’s policies and procedures. 

ACCA has created a firm-wide risk assessment factsheet to help practitioners. You 

can find this and other AML support at bit.ly/ACCA-aml-advice.

It is also vital that firms regularly check financial sanctions information by, for 

example, reviewing countries on the sanctions list at bit.ly/gov-targets. Fraud 

and business risk areas also need to be reviewed, and policies and procedures 

updated in light of available information, such as that provided by HMRC or 

Companies House, with regard to activity that may impact on certain business 

sectors and therefore increase the risk profiles of these business sectors and 

clients within them.

brought by smaller businesse but it is 

primarily for consumers. It is a much 

larger organisation and it focuses on 

investigative adjudication. The BBRS 

is for eligible businesses that are too 

large for the FOS. It will do investigative 

adjudication, but will wherever possible 

offer formal and informal dispute 

resolution of various kinds. 

When will the BBRS launch? The 

Financial Conduct Authority and the 

Treasury have made it clear they see 

the scheme playing a real role in the 

post Covid-19 recovery and they want it 

launched by early autumn. AB  

Can a company issue a winding-
up petition against my business or 
can I issue a winding up petition 
against another company? 
When this legislation comes into 

force, there will be a temporary 

restriction on the issue of winding-

up petitions or statutory demands 

where the inability to pay is the result 

of Covid-19.

I have to hold an AGM but 
social distancing means that may 
not be possible. What do I do? 
The legislation allows companies 

to hold general meetings by any 

other means even if company 

protocol does not allow.

 

BBRS set to launch
A new free service to resolve disputes 

between small and medium-sized 

businesses and their banks has been 

launched, called the Business Banking 

Resolution Service (BBRS).

The Q&A with the chair, Lewis Shand 

Smith, can be found at bit.ly/ACCA-ip-

bbrs. Here are some highlights:

What is the BBRS? It is a new, 

independent organisation set up to 

resolve disputes between eligible small 

and medium sized businesses and 

participating banks.

What should accountants be most 
aware of? The service is free and 

is available for both historic and 

contemporary cases. It can look at 

complaints dating back to 1 December 

2001. The service will launch in the early 

autumn, and businesses can register 

their interest in using the BBRS on the 

website thebbrs.org.

Who is the service available to, and 
will the BBRS be available to those 
whose complaints arise from Covid-19? 

BBRS can accept complaints from 

businesses registered in England, 

Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, 

and will be able to consider disputes in 

the wake of the pandemic crisis. It will 

consider complaints being raised by 

or on behalf of a number of corporate 

structures, including sole traders, 

limited companies, partnerships, trusts, 

charities, and community interest 

companies. However, businesses must 

first have complained to their bank 

within required timescales and given the 

bank concerned the opportunity first 

to resolve the dispute. There is more 

information about the eligibility criteria 

at thebbrs.org/eligibility.

How is the BBRS different from the 
Financial Ombudsman Service (FOS)? 
The FOS deals in part with cases 
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Futures tax break at risk
The UK’s zero rate of VAT on transactions across a wide range of derivatives – including 
oil, natural gas and carbon emissions – has been struck down by an EU ruling

on 11 futures markets, including the 

London Metal Exchange and a number 

of other, now disbanded, exchanges 

such as the London Rubber Market, the 

London Wool Terminal Market and the 

Liverpool Barley Futures Market.

In 1977 the commission agreed to 

accord the zero-rating designation to 

transactions on these markets on the 

basis that the futures being traded were 

Proving that not everything came to 
a standstill during the lockdown, the 
European Court of Justice has come 
out against the UK in a long-running 
dispute over VAT on futures trading. 
Although the overall ramifications 
are unclear, because future trading 
arrangements between the EU and the 
UK are still being negotiated, the UK 
has been found liable for legal costs.

The current case dates back to 2018 

(two years after the UK had voted to 

leave Europe), but the origins of the 

argument can be traced back to the 

1970s. At that time, the UK was entering 

what was then called the European 

Economic Community. As part of 

the accession arrangements, the UK 

informed the European Commission 

it would maintain a zero rating of VAT 
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When is a Budget not a Budget?
When it is ‘fiscal event’, apparently. The government has indicated that it will be 

holding such an event in July in the wake of the Covid-19 crisis. Chancellor Rishi 

Sunak is expected to set out a stimulus package, which will probably include 

publication of the national infrastructure strategy. Boiler scrappage schemes have 

been mooted, and the prime minister has advocated ‘apprenticeships for all’ to 

stave off youth unemployment as the UK economy emerges from recession.

But what about taxes? If it is not an emergency Budget, any new taxes are unlikely 

to be revealed. But that should not rule out consultation on possible future tax rises.

George Bull, RSM’s senior tax partner, says: ‘It will be easier for the government to 

introduce the tax increases that seem inevitable in the wake of coronavirus sooner 

rather than later. However, with many MPs hoping to postpone them, the chancellor 

may find himself under pressure to delay them for two to three years. Allowing 

18 months for consultation and implementation, those increases would then be 

coming into force in the run-up to the next election. That seems unlikely, even for a 

government that is not afraid of taking deeply unpopular action.’ 

Bull accordingly believes it likely that the July fiscal event will include heavy hints 

about future tax increases, with specific proposals delayed until an autumn Budget.

not in goods but were ‘of the nature of 

financing or insurance’. Following its 

original notification of the 11 markets, 

the UK subsequently expanded the zero 

rating to include other trades, such as 

those in gas and electricity, and this is 

where it fell foul of EU rules.

In short, the European Court of 

Justice was not convinced by the UK’s 

argument that the additions were in 

response to restructuring in the London 

commodity markets. The European 

Commission had pointed out that some 

of the changes involved new types of 

transactions, such as trading in carbon 

emissions allowances.

While the court has ruled against the 

UK, that does not mean derivatives 

traders are now required to pay VAT on 

their past transactions, according to the 

Treasury. Current UK legislation means 

no tax is due on derivatives trades, 

and this will remain the case while the 

Treasury considers its next steps in light 

of the ruling.

How it all began
The current legal argument began 

in March 2018 when the commission 

began infraction proceedings against 

the UK for its VAT treatment of certain 

commodity derivatives trading under 

the terminal markets order. The 

order is a statutory instrument that 

permits a zero VAT rate for derivative 

transactions in spots, futures and 

options on commodity contracts, when 

traded on an exchange.

In its response, the UK government 

criticised the commission for failing to 

take account of the complex series of 

restructurings carried out in the London 

commodity markets since 1977. The 

UK government subsequently argued 

in court that the singular result of the 

commission’s approach would be that 

contracts that are now traded on the 

same exchange or are owned by the 

same group of exchanges would have 

‘The decision 
does not require 

businesses to pay 
any VAT on historic 

transactions 
in commodity 

derivatives’

different VAT liabilities simply by virtue 

of the historical development of trading 

in the commodity concerned. The 

commission is, according to the UK, 

being ‘formalistic’.

The commission argued that the 

extension of zero VAT rating to a new 

range of trades was ‘not purely formal 

and not undertaken simply to take 

account of the restructuring process’. It 

added that the changes allowed 

‘increasingly complex types of 

instruments, traded on increasingly 

complex markets’ to avoid paying VAT.

The judges backed the commission, 

ruling that the UK’s failure to notify the 

commission of the tax break that it had 

extended to trades in derivatives that 

were not listed in the 1977 agreement is 

a breach of EU law.

A Treasury spokesperson says: ‘We are 

reviewing the decision of the European 

Court of Justice and will provide further 

details on next steps in due course. The 

decision does not require businesses to 

pay any VAT on historic transactions, and 

the law applying to derivatives trades 

today means no VAT is due. That will 

remain the case while the UK considers 

next steps in light of the ruling.’

As yet, there is no indication of the 

extent of legal costs that have been 

awarded against the UK. Nor is it clear 

whether the commission would agree 

to an extension of the scope of the zero 

ratings if the UK made such a request.

What seems clear is that, despite 

the UK formally leaving the EU on 31 

January, it is still governed by the rulings 

of the European Court of Justice. AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Coffee and a chat?
A series of virtual discussions convened by ACCA has brought members together to 
swap experiences and share concerns, learnings and best practice in their sectors

Covid-19 has brought 
widespread disruption to 
organisations throughout 
the UK. But some have been 
more affected than others.

Recognising this, ACCA 

has convened a series of 

virtual ‘coffee and chat’ 

discussions where members 

are invited to exchange 

views on the crisis and share 

concerns, learnings and best 

practice with peers. 

There have been 

discussions for members 

working in practice and in 

the public sector, as well as 

members working within 

specific business sectors. 

To date, dedicated 

discussions have been held 

for the following sectors: 

SMEs; leisure, tourism and 

hospitality; manufacturing; 

and retail. 

Each discussion 

was hosted using 

video-conferencing 

technology and lasted for 

around an hour. 

‘We realised that certain 

industries are potentially 

more vulnerable to 

Covid-19 than others,’ 

explains Jason Hinkle, head 

of member engagement 

for ACCA UK. ‘So, we 

identified a number of 

sectors that we particularly 

wanted to engage with and 

looked at how we could 

support them.’

He continues: ‘We know, 

for example, that in tourism 

and hospitality, a lot of our 

members are having to 

forecast between 18 months 

and two years ahead and 

there’s a huge focus on 

cashflow management, 

modelling and business 

continuity. We wanted to 

find out what content and 

guidance they needed from 

us. We also wanted to bring 

together members who 

work in the same sector to 

learn from, and support, 

each other.’ 

Common challenges
Lynda Redman, group 

finance director for Devon-

based leisure business Dart 

Marina Hotel, joined the 

coffee and chat discussion 

for her sector because she 

wanted to hear from other 

finance directors facing the 

same challenges. ‘I’d joined 

some tourism-based chats, 

and learned a lot from the 

tourism industry,’ she says, 

‘but it was really nice to hear 

people speak my language.’

The discussion on her call 

was broad-ranging, spanning 

cashflow and profitability, 

the lack of government 

support for certain types 

of business in the sector, 

the furlough scheme 

and the pressure on the 

hospitality industry to invest 

in contactless technology at 

a time when revenues have 

plummeted.
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‘It was really useful to hear 

what others were doing 

because it was confirmation 

that you were also doing 

the right things,’ says 

Redman. ‘There were also 

considerations I hadn’t 

thought of, such as going 

concern and the reporting 

aspects of that. People 

mentioned hospitality 

websites where I could go 

for information. Also, the call 

reminded us to look at the 

ACCA Insight resources.’ 

Jon Watkin, financial 

controller for a 

manufacturing business, 

valued the discussion on 

his sector-specific call 

that took place around 

furloughing. ‘A lot of work 

has gone on to make 

furloughing happen,’ he 

says, ‘and it has usually 

fallen to the accountant or 

bookkeeper to do it. 

‘There was general 

agreement that we have 

all gone through the same 

things. You think you’re on 

your own, but you’re not.’

Alan Bradshaw, finance 

director for Sussex Cricket, 

also found the furlough 

scheme was discussed on his 

call. In addition, participants 

explained the actions they 

were taking to improve 

cashflow and keep their 

organisations afloat. 

‘Everyone was in a similar 

boat,’ he says. ‘That was 

reassuring. We were all 

continually revising our 

forecasts because the 

picture is changing all 

the time. The call was 

well facilitated, which 

really helped to keep the 

conversation going.’ 

Don Thomas, chief 

executive of Quality Welsh 

Food Certification, joined 

the retail coffee and chat call 

to discover how businesses 

in the sector were coping 

with difficult trading 

conditions. 

It emerged that some 

organisations had 

significantly pivoted their 

business models in response 

to the crisis. ‘I was impressed 

with how adaptable many 

businesses have been, 

and how they have sought 

out new opportunities,’ 

he says. ‘There was a clear 

air of encouragement in 

the room.’ 

Thomas was also 

interested to hear how 

different businesses were 

maintaining the morale of 

staff working from home. 

His own company, a 

provider of assurance to 

the food sector, has been 

running online chats and 

quizzes for staff. ‘It gave us 

confidence that we were 

doing things that were 

generally proving successful 

for other organisations,’ he 

says. ‘One or two had done 

similar things and another 

had gone further. It was 

having Zoom drinks parties 

on a Friday night with some 

of the staff.’

Sarah Ladbrook, head of 

finance for Suffolk-based 

Gough Hotels, joined her 

call because she wanted 

to take advantage of the 

support offered by ACCA 

and to connect with other 

finance professionals in her 

industry. ‘I’ve only worked 

in the hospitality 

industry for just 

over a year so it 

was really useful 

to know that 

other businesses 

shared my 

concerns,’ she 

says. ‘I didn’t feel 

so isolated.’

Ladbrook 

particularly 

valued the 

networking 

opportunities 

offered by her coffee and 

chat. ‘I’ve connected with 

the other participants via 

LinkedIn,’ she explains. ‘Now 

I have extra avenues where I 

can go for support.’ 

Future sectors
Going forward, ACCA 

plans to continue holding 

sector-specific discussions. 

As well as sectors that are 

more vulnerable in light 

of Covid-19, it wants to 

speak to and connect those 

members within emerging 

sectors. Discussions are 

being planned for energy 

and utilities, e-sport, health 

and pharmaceuticals, and 

technology. 

‘We’re bringing members 

together to ask questions 

and share peer-to-peer 

support,’ says Hinkle. 

‘Connecting a group of 

people who are all experts 

in their field – and can call 

on each other if they have 

questions and need help – is 

invaluable.’

‘The virtual coffee and 

chats were a great way to 

stay in touch with those 

within specific sectors, and 

some great conversations 

were had. The feedback 

was really positive, and 

members found them 

hugely beneficial,’ says 

Melanie Venes, sector 

engagement lead for 

ACCA Europe & Americas. 

‘They were a safe space 

for the members to have 

dialogue together.’

Redman’s advice to other 

ACCA members who may be 

working in sectors affected 

by Covid-19 is to make time 

to join a chat. She says: 

‘It’s definitely worth joining 

for the shared experience, 

but you may also pick 

up something you might 

have overlooked or get 

confirmation on something 

you were uncertain about. 

‘It’s a good exchange of 

ideas in a professional and 

confidential environment,’ 

confirms Watkin. ‘What is 

said in the forum stays in 

the forum.’ AB

Sally Percy, journalist

‘Connecting a 
group of people 

who are all 
experts in their 

field – and can call 
on each other if 

they need help – is 
invaluable’
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Do better
Shakil Butt FCCA shares his personal experience of racism at school and 
professionally, and urges employers to step up and help create a fairer world

Growing up in the UK in 
the 1980s I was always very 
conscious of racism. It was 
the norm in my school. 
Being one of a handful of 
Asians in my year in a white 
majority boys school was 
tough enough; being bad at 
cricket and football made 
matters all the worse.

The key lesson I took away 

was that I did not belong and 

was not good enough. Even 

my white ‘friends’ would 

be on that racist spectrum, 

joining in the name-calling 

and derogatory comments.

As an Asian child, there 

was intense pressure on me 

and my siblings to do well in 

school. We were presented 

with the limited options of 

becoming professionals 

– doctors, accountants, 

lawyers or engineers – which 

translated into a narrow 

world view of the workplace. 

The only other option 

was to become a world-

famous cricketer, which was 

never going to happen. 

The main driver for this 

pressure (other than financial 

security) was that these 

roles would garner respect 

in society, acceptance and 

opportunities.

Coming into the workplace 

as a trainee accountant, I 

realised that racism is not 

something you grow out of 

and I would have to put up 

with the ‘office banter’ in 

order to find some level of 

acceptance. Racism was less 

overt and manifested itself 

differently. 

Did it impact on 

promotional opportunities, 

on my performance 

evaluations, on my reward 

and benefits? It’s difficult 

to know, but according to 

research by the Chartered 

Institute of Personnel and 

Development, the black, 

Asian and minority ethnic 

(BAME) population is 

adversely impacted because 

of skin colour, affecting 

career progression and 

opportunities.

One generation later and a 

father of three, I realised that 

my messaging was not that 

different from my parents. 

I pushed my children to 

do their best so they could 

find their place in society, 

as good would not be 

good enough. I reinforced 

the following: that they 

needed to do better than 

their white counterparts 

because it was not a level 

playing field; that they had 

to get the grades to be 

noticed in the first instance; 

that job opportunities 

would not come easily and 

they would have to work 

harder to secure roles and 

progress; that they had to 

accept that it was going to 

be difficult and not to react; 

that they had to behave as 

role models for the whole 

community, and display 

dignity and restraint when 

facing provocation and 

abuse; and to not allow 

others to bring them down 

to their level. Ultimately, they 

had to ‘do better’.

I do not expect the 

world to change overnight 

following the tragic murder 

of George Floyd. So I will not 

stop asking my children to 

do better. They do not have 

to be doctors, accountants, 

lawyers or engineers. But I 

do want them to do well in 

whichever path they choose 

to follow. 

I hold two professional 

qualifications (FCCA and 

FCIPD), have 30 years’ 

experience, mostly in 

leadership roles but I 

still have difficulty in the 

employment market. The 

world has not moved on that 

much despite the Equality 

Act being 10 years old.

My key message is to 

employers, line managers, 

recruiters and agents: do 

better, step up and use this 

time to reflect, to change, to 

be more inclusive, to support 

BAME talent, and to create a 

fairer world. AB

Shakil Butt FCCA is an HR 

and leadership professional.

As a trainee 
accountant,  I 
realised that 
racism is not 

something you 
grow out of

Culla qui dem accum
Ebis volupta sumenis ne aut evelesci cullum et, ullit ipsae seque corendi beat 
doluptivolorero consed qui untin cullorest eost hicab inihiliqui to
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PCTR submission deadline
Previous issues of AB have explained the transition period 

(from 1 January 2019 to 31 December 2020) for members 

completing the practising certifi cate training record 

(PCTR). All completed PCTRs need to be submitted and 

approved by ACCA by 31 December 2020. Members are 

not able to combine both the PCTR and the practising 

certifi cate experience forms (PCEF) to evidence their 

relevant experience, and after 31 December 2020 only PCEF 

will be assessed. 

You are therefore strongly advised to submit your PCTR by 

31 August 2020 so that ACCA has suffi cient time to assess 

and approve it. Failure to do so by this date may result in your 

PCTR not being approved by the transition deadline, and a 

new PCEF application will be required.

Preparing to practise

ACCA will be hosting the next webinar in ‘The path to 
your future’ series on 9 September, which will include 
handy hints and tips on how to complete PCEF. Visit 
bit.ly/ACCA-PrepPrac.

The path to your future
Completing ACCA’s practising certifi cate experience forms is an essential – and 
bankable – step in the career journey towards partner or starting your own practice

Now well into its second 
year, ACCA’s practising 
certifi cate experience forms 
(PCEF) are proving to be 
a straightforward, though 
rigorous, way of recording 
training aimed at achieving  
a practice certifi cate. 

Launched in January 

2019, the PCEF allows 

ACCA members to 

demonstrate development 

and progression over a 

set period as they pursue 

a practising certifi cate or 

practising certifi cate and 

audit qualifi cation.

The PCEF has been given 

added impetus by the 

Covid-19 pandemic, with 

many members fi nding 

they have an unexpected 

opportunity to evaluate their 

career options. As Stefan 

Pegram, ACCA’s head of 

licensing, says: ‘Now is a 

good time to take stock of 

career development goals 

and aspirations, and really 

refl ect on your career, where 

you are at and where you 

might want to go. The PCEF 

is the path to your future.’

Completing the PCEF is an 

essential part of the required 

development journey for 

ACCA members to become 

a partner in an accountancy 

fi rm or to set up their 

own practice.

‘Getting an ACCA 

practising certifi cate was 

important to me as I had 

ambitions to one day 

become a principal at 

Williams Denton, a long-

established ACCA fi rm 

in North Wales,’ explains 

Owain Ap Elfed FCCA. His 

experience of the PCEF was 

that it is set out in a logical 

and easy-to-follow format, 

with a wealth of resources 

available through the ACCA 

website, including webinars 

and guidance notes. ‘I 

found the guidance notes 

particularly helpful, as they 

not only provide suggested 

experience that would satisfy 

each element, but also 

example narratives across 

different industry types, 

which helped me judge the 

level of detail required in my 

own narrative.’

Elfed says he had been 

fully supported and 

encouraged by all at ACCA 

throughout his training 

and development to that 

point, and ‘applying for my 

practising certifi cate was 

no different’.

Robert Fiford ACCA tells 

a similar story. After gaining 

his ACCA Qualifi cation, 

he says that following the 

PCEF framework helped 

him enlarge his technical 

and commercial skills. ‘It 

was important for my career 

development to ultimately 

become one of the senior 

leadership team,’ he says, 

adding that he found the 

authorisation team at ACCA 

extremely helpful, providing 

clear feedback throughout 

the process to both him and 

his employer.

Employer involvement 

throughout the process 

is vital. ACCA approved 

employers must have a 

suitably qualifi ed training 

principal in place who works 

with the member to identify 

development areas and 

verify progress in the PCEF. 

Pegram suggests that 

it is ideal for members to 

continue on their training 

path once they have gained 

their ACCA Qualifi cation, 

building on the momentum 

of previous training 

and experience. 

‘Once the PCEF has 

been approved, it can be 

“banked” until the time a 

member wants to apply for 

a practising certifi cate,’ he 

points out. ‘It is all about 

getting experience and 

having that experience 

recognised when it is current 

and relevant.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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Standards and SMEs
In the latest article in our series on ACCA’s global forums, we shine a spotlight 
on the work of the corporate reporting forum and the SMEs forum

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

In all, there are 13 forums: 

* Accountancy Futures 

Academy

* Accountants for business 

(see AB May)

* Audit and assurance 

(see AB April)

* Business law

* Corporate reporting

* Education (see AB April)

* Ethics (see AB June)

* Governance, risk and 

performance

* Public sector

* SMEs

* Sustainability

* Taxation

* Technology (see AB May).

At the forums, experts from 

business, practice, the public 

sector and the academic 

world come together to 

debate professional hot 

topics – describing what is 

happening in their country or 

sector, and sharing problems 

and solutions. ACCA 

feeds these insights into 

its technical research and 

professional insights work 

– effort that later becomes 

known via ACCA’s publicly 

stated views. 

ACCA is frequently called 

on to present its views on 

the development of the 

profession, or to comment 

on wider business or on 

society more generally. 

The fact that ACCA has 

engaged with its members 

on these topics, used their 

insights to shape its research 

programme and heard 

members’ opinions puts it in 

a strong position to respond 

to calls for input, and to 

participate in roundtables or 

contribute to publications. 

This in turn helps ACCA to 

lead the profession, influence 

public policy and regulation, 

and shape business practices 

on key issues.

Corporate reporting
The purpose of the ACCA 

Global Forum for Corporate 

Reporting is, says forum 

expert Richard Martin, ‘to 

outline how ACCA should 

react and respond to 

recent developments’. 

The forum also suggests 

ideas for projects. A vibrant 

area of debate, Martin says, 

is implementation issues – 

the everyday application of 

accounting standards. A lot 

of time is spent discussing 

changes to IFRS Standards. 

The forum has had its work 

plans radically altered by 

Covid-19. ‘We’ve very quickly 

had to look at the IASB’s 

changes relating to rent 

holidays under the leasing 

standard, which was already 

relatively new’, says Martin. 

This is slated to be another 

big year for IFRS, with lots of 

important consultations, and 

Martin expects the forum to 

have a lot of work. ‘There’s 

more to look at on goodwill, 

IFRS for SMEs is coming 

up too – it’s going to be an 

active year.’ Non-financial 

reporting is a big topic 

currently too. 

There is plenty of 

expertise in the corporate 

reporting forum. ‘We have 

representatives from the 

corporate space, of course, 

from professional practice, 

from training and education, 

analysts, and so on,’ Martin 

says. ‘And we’re very global 

too – Africa, Asia, Americas, 

a very broad representation 

of members, which makes 

timing the calls difficult but 

so worthwhile.’

SMEs
The ACCA Global Forum for 

SMEs consists of a group of 

experts representing more 

than 15 countries and from a 

wide range of backgrounds. 

Members come from finance 

institutions, academia and 

professional services, and 

there are a few entrepreneurs 

too. Broadly speaking, the 

forum represents the needs 

of small and medium-sized 

enterprises at a global level, 

and contributes to ACCA’s 

technical and research work. 
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More information

You can read more about the focus, the work and the 
membership of all ACCA’s individual global forums at 
bit.ly/ACCA-GFs.

Rosanna Choi, its chair, 

says the group’s work has 

been shaped most recently 

by the coronavirus crisis. The 

sessions have so far focused 

on responding to the fast-

changing environment.

For example, one forum 

member emphasised the 

need for more crossborder 

cooperation between SMEs 

involved in supply chains. 

And other members from 

the UK, Australia and Zambia 

have found that small and 

medium-sized practices 

(SMPs) had mobilised 

effectively to support SMEs, 

and that the sharing of best 

practice via ACCA networks 

had been really useful. 

This year the forum will 

focus on crisis management, 

business resilience and 

planning the resumption of 

business as lockdowns lift. 

‘It is of fundamental 

importance that ACCA 

works closely with SMPs and 

SMEs,’ Choi says. ‘Small 

businesses need to rapidly 

adapt and transform to 

changing circumstances, and 

SMPs are more instrumental 

than ever in providing 

assistance urgently. 

‘ACCA’s Global Forum 

for SMEs has demonstrated 

members’ readiness to 

give one another a hand – 

organising webinars, virtual 

sessions, and newsletters. 

This is helping SMEs handle 

risk, cashflow management 

solutions and broader 

business transformation.’ AB
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More information

Find out more about career opportunities and connect with 
employers by visiting ACCA Careers at jobs.accaglobal.com.
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PROFESSIONALISM AND ETHICS

Ahead of the game
The outstanding ratings that employers continue to give the 
ACCA Qualification and ACCA research benefit us all

Every year ACCA carries 
out in-depth research with 
our employers to make sure 
that we understand what 
it is they want and expect 
from the profession. 

This year’s survey took 

place before the full global 

impact of the Covid-19 

crisis had been realised, 

but the results indicate that 

employers trust ACCA as a 

resource to support them 

through the considerable 

challenges they face.

We gathered feedback 

from 774 employers across 

61 countries. The survey 

results make it clear that we 

have a strong reputation 

with this group and that 

they firmly associate us with 

integrity and innovation. 

More employers than ever 

are using ACCA research 

and insights, and they value 

our work even more highly 

than last year, with 82% 

telling us that it reflects 

issues on their own agendas.

We’ve always worked hard 

to stay one step ahead in 

everything we do. Success 

in this endeavour translates 

to better employability for 

all ACCA members, affiliates 

and students everywhere. It’s 

the reason why 48% of our 

survey group give priority in 

their recruitment processes 

to accountants with an 

ACCA Qualification. AB
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