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Welcome
As economies begin to emerge from enforced hibernation, the disruption caused by 
the Covid-19 pandemic continues to present new challenges to the finance profession

We also find out about the importance 

of due diligence and compliance in an 

economic crisis on page 48. Fears of a 

spike in white-collar crime mean that 

companies need to put in place robust 

procedures that are effective in spite of 

the difficulties. 

For auditors, stay-at-home orders 

have thrown into disarray the year-end 

requirements for listed companies. 

We get the lowdown from audit 

professionals in Hong Kong on how they 

are dealing with regulatory challenges 

on page 40.

Now is also a good time for senior 

professionals to revisit their leadership 

strategies. Executive coach Dina Smith 

offers some tips to build on the qualities 

that leaders have demonstrated over 

the past few months (page 58).

Finally, ACCA’s Covid-19 microsite 

continues to be updated with 

articles and podcasts to support and 

guide you. You can find out more at 

accaglobal.com/covid-19. AB

Colette Steckel, Asia editor

colette.steckel@accaglobal.com

Most of the world is, by now, taking 
those tentative first steps out of 
mandatory lockdown. One CFO 
interviewed in this issue remarks that 
it has been a long, harsh winter but 
counters that spring brings hope and a 
sense of renewal. 

Shutting ourselves away and shunning 

social interaction can make us feel 

disconnected and isolated. But, as we 

slow down the pace, we have time to 

reflect on what is important and value 

what we have. 

Looking through a work lens, the 

demands on finance professionals 

for support and guidance have never 

been greater and many of you will be 

exceptionally busy. The first half of 

this year has thrown many businesses 

off-course and the next six months will 

present a whole new set of targets. 

In this issue, we hear from five award-

winning CFOs from mainland China 

on how they and the businesses they 

work for have proved resilient during 

the Covid-19 pandemic. They share 

their stories and advice on financial 

leadership on page 44.

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
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Member services
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ACCA Connect: +44 (141)582 2000
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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
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Like millions of others 
around the world, avid 
readers in Zaozhuang 
in mainland China’s 
Shandong province were 
determined to celebrate 
this year’s World Book 
Day despite restrictions 
imposed to slow the 
spread of Covid-19.

An art installation at 
San Diego International 
Airport depicts dozens 
of aircraft as the US 
government agreed 
a US$25bn bailout for 
the industry, which 
is predicted to lose 
$314bn in revenue 
this year.

Clear skies created by 
the new moon coincided 
with the Lyrid meteor 
shower, an annual burst 
of activity that was visible 
across the world and 
photographed using 
multiple exposures 
over Niederhollabrunn 
in Austria. 

A mural by British artist 
Banksy in Southampton in 
the UK is given a topical 
twist after a mischievous 
local resident altered it 
to include the Covid-19 
structure. The artist has 
also published photos of 
murals done in his home 
during lockdown.
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Time to take stock
As governments, businesses and individuals scramble to cope with the economic damage of the 

Covid-19 pandemic, there has never been a more crucial time for start-ups to get to grips with 

governance, according to Chris Razook, East Asia and Pacific corporate governance lead at the 

IFC, the World Bank’s private sector arm. Razook writes in the Financial Times that much of Asia’s 

progress has been led by government, with new or updated rules outlining requirements for 

boards of directors, shareholder rights, disclosures and risk management implemented by China, 

India, Singapore and Japan, as well as fast-growing emerging markets such as Thailand, Malaysia, 

Indonesia, Vietnam and the Philippines. Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaysia have also adopted 

environmental and social disclosure requirements for listed companies.

Beyond regulatory requirements, Razook argues that ‘those with an engaged leadership, 

sharpened risk governance frameworks, strong contingency plans and greater transparency 

levels are more likely to foster better decision-making’.

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

Assessment tips
Covid-19-related insurance 

claims will be complex 

to assess in terms of loss 

measurement but early 

engagement to understand 

the potential impact is 

crucial to managing the 

loss, says Crawford Forensic 

Accounting Services. A 

white paper issued by the 

global firm addresses which 

businesses are likely to have 

coverage for financial loss 

resulting from the pandemic 

– such as healthcare facilities, 

care homes, hotels, tourist 

resorts and childcare centres 

– while noting that ‘the 

availability of such covers 

differs between jurisdictions 

and the policy terms are 

highly variable’.

EY pays out
A former partner at EY 

who raised concerns about 

possible money laundering 

at a major gold refinery in 

the United Arab Emirates 

has been awarded US$10.8m 

in damages and expenses 

by an English court. Auditor 

Amjad Rihan sued his former 

employer, claiming he was 

pushed out of his job after 

raising concerns about 

irregularities at Kaloti in 2013. 

The High Court ruled that EY 

had helped cover up results 

of an audit led by Rihan, and 

found in his favour. EY told 

the BBC it was ‘surprised and 

disappointed by the judge’s 

decision’ and would appeal 

the ruling. 

Support for fintechs 
The Singapore FinTech 

Association (SFA) and Razer 

Fintech have agreed to 

provide fintech companies in 

Singapore bridge financing, 

equity or equity-linked 

instruments ranging from 

US$100,000 to US$1.5m, 

depending on the company’s 

stage of growth and business 

requirements. SFA president 

Chia Hock Lai said that 

with both the public and 

private sectors stepping 

up, ‘fintechs will be well 

positioned to continue to 

provide innovative financial 

solutions to end consumers 

and businesses‘.

Audit image refresh
The audit profession must 

divest its ‘overworked, 

underpaid’ image in order to 
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attract the best talent, argues 

HRM Asia. The multi-platform 

network for human resources 

professionals in Asia Pacific 

claims that many accounting 

graduates are deterred from 

joining the audit profession 

because of the perception 

that auditors are low paid 

and made to work long 

hours. However, it maintains 

that audit ‘is one of the best 

professions to enter into’, and 

calls for better recognition 

of auditors’ contributions 

through promoting the 

benefits of their work to 

graduates and the public. 

Flexibility on rules
Japan’s financial regulator 

and accounting board will 

allow greater leniency on 

asset write-downs to spare 

companies from slashing 

the value of factories and 

stores idled by the Covid-19 

outbreak, Nikkei reported. 

Though the accounting 

standards themselves will 

not change, all stakeholders 

in a joint council formed by 

the Financial Services Agency, 

the Japanese Institute of 

Certified Public Accountants, 

the Tokyo Stock Exchange, 

the Japanese Bankers 

Association and the Japan 

Business Federation intend 

to reach an understanding 

that the rules can be applied 

more flexibly. 

Value catalyst
A Gartner survey of 

317 CFOs and finance 

leaders has revealed that 

due to Covid-19, 62% of 

respondents are planning 

accounting standards, while 

TSA will provide technical 

integration advice on 

blockchain technology, with 

the aim of addressing pain 

points in accounting. The 

two parties will also develop 

strategies and education 

initiatives to promote 

adoption among each other’s 

networks, as well as form 

partnership programmes 

to educate members 

on the fundamentals of 

blockchain technology. 

Debt relief
Saudi Arabia has suspended 

jail terms of those convicted 

in debt-related cases as 

part of measures to curb 

the spread of Covid-19. The 

royal decree by King Salman, 

announced by the Saudi 

Press Agency, also called for 

the immediate and temporary 

release of those in prison 

for debt-related offences, 

and the suspension of 

judgments allowing children 

to visit estranged parents in 

prison. The statement said 

the orders would remain in 

force until the ‘end of the 

exceptional circumstances of 

the virus pandemic’. 

Billionaire bonanza
The wealth of a cohort whose 

businesses have benefitted 

from the lockdowns, dubbed 

‘pandemic profiteers’, has 

surged, says US thinktank the 

Institute for Policy Studies. 

According to a new research 

paper, between 1 January 

and 10 April, 34 of the US’s 

richest billionaires saw their 

fortunes increase by tens 

some cuts to selling, general 

and administrative budgets in 

their organisations this year. 

However, CFOs are advised 

to consider more than 

simply reducing headcount 

or making across-the-

board cuts by, for example, 

consolidating their company’s 

products and services into 

fewer lines of business and 

building on the foundation of 

a narrower industry footprint. 

According to Gartner, ‘The 

best CFOs will use Covid-19 

as the catalyst to derive 

significant operating leverage 

from their most profitable 

lines of business without 

destroying value.’ 

Digital currency trial 
China’s Central Bank has 

begun internal trials for 

digital currency with a pilot 

programme now under way 

in four cities: Shenzhen, 

Suzhou, Chengdu and 

Xiong’an, the Wall Street 
Journal has reported. The 

trial is believed to have 

begun with civil servants 

receiving half of their 

transport subsidy in the 

form of digital currency, 

via a smartphone app. As 

reported by ZDNet, the 

People’s Bank of China has 

operated a digital currency 

research institute since 2014.

Blockchain boost
ACCA has teamed up with 

Singapore-based non-profit 

Tezos Southeast Asia to 

explore applications of 

Tezos blockchain within the 

accounting industry. ACCA 

will contribute knowledge on 

of millions of dollars, while 

eight have seen their net 

worth rise by over US$1bn. 

The paper asserts that ‘if this 

inequality isn’t treated with 

both short and long-term 

tax reforms and oversight, 

America’s pre-existing 

condition of extreme 

inequality could overwhelm 

not only our economy, but 

our democracy itself’. 

 

BRI flourishes
The ripple effects of Covid-19 

are affecting the nature, pace 

and scope of China’s Belt and 

Road initiative (BRI) activity 

in Africa, but mostly for the 

short term, finds a new report 

by Economist Corporate 

Network. BRI Beyond 
2020, supported by Baker 

McKenzie and Silk Road 

Associates, also explains 

how the virus has led to an 

increased interest in digital 

programmes in BRI countries, 

as well as a heightened focus 

on sustainability, including 

workforce health. Bee Chun 

Boo, M&A partner at Baker 

McKenzie in Beijing, said 

that Chinese clients have 

already begun resumption 

of BRI activities. ‘It is also 

heartening to see foreign 

sellers and partners adjusting 

their deal timetables to make 

allowances for the impact 

caused by this epidemic.’

Reporting shortfall
Half of Singapore’s finance 

leaders believe their company 

falls short in sustainability 

reporting, according to 

a survey by Workday, a 

financial management and 
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Asian growth to hit zero
Growth in Asia is expected to stall at 0% in 2020, the 

International Monetary Fund forecasts. This is the worst 

growth performance in almost 60 years, including during the 

2008 global fi nancial crisis (4.7%) and the 1998 Asian fi nancial 

crisis (1.3%). However, Asia still looks to fare better than other 

regions in terms of activity.
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human capital management 

software fi rm. The research 

canvassed the views of more 

than 300 vice presidents in 

audit or compliance, C-suite 

executives in accounting and 

directors in fi nancial planning 

in Australia, New Zealand, 

Singapore and Hong Kong. 

Among respondents in 

Singapore, 80% said they 

produced the sustainability 

reports, but only 54.5% 

believed their companies 

did well in reporting 

environmental and social 

impact and governance. 

Billionaires pitch in
There are 2,095 billionaires 

on Forbes’s 2020 list of the 

world’s wealthiest, down 

from 2,153 in 2019. Their 

total combined net worth 

is US$8 trillion, down from 

US$8.7 trillion in 2020. Some 

267 people dropped off this 

year’s list and a record 1,062 

individuals have seen a drop 

in their fortunes. However, 

billionaires including tech 

tycoon Bill Gates, Eric Yuan 

(Zoom), Bernard Arnault 

(LVMH), Brian Chesky (Airbnb) 

and Dallas Mavericks owner 

Mark Cuban are using their 

fi nancial resources to help 

combat the health crisis and 

boost the economy.

Bonus rethink
The European Union’s 

banking watchdog has called 

on banks to be ‘conservative’ 

in how they award bonuses 

to preserve capital and keep 

lending to an economy hit 

by Covid-19. While stopping 

short of suggesting bonuses 

be stopped altogether, the 

European Banking Authority 

stated: ‘To achieve an 

appropriate alignment with 

risks stemming from the 

pandemic, a larger part of 

the variable remuneration 

could be deferred for a 

longer period and a larger 

proportion could be paid out 

in equity instruments.’ 

Cleaner air, for now
Covid-19 could trigger the 

largest ever recorded annual 

fall in CO2 emissions, more 

than during any previous 

economic crisis or period 

of war. That’s according to 

Carbon Brief, a UK-based 

carbon science website, 

whose analysis shows a 25% 

cut in China alone after the 

country entered lockdown. 

However, this would still not 

come close to bringing the 

1.5C global temperature limit 

within reach: Carbon Brief 

says that, for this to happen, 

global emissions would 

need to fall by 7.6% every 

year this decade. 

Trends shift
Almost half (42%) of 

consumers surveyed by EY 

believe the way they shop 

will fundamentally change 

as a result of Covid-19. 

When it comes to brands 

and products, 34% would 

pay more for local products, 

25% for trusted brands and 

23% for ethical products. 

In other trends identifi ed, 

27.3% of consumers were 

spending less across all 

shopping categories, while 

35.1% represented the ‘save-

and-stockpile’ segment, 

indicating that they feel 

pessimistic about the future. 

Just 11.4% said they were 

spending more across the 

board. The fi rst edition of the 

EY Future Consumer Index is 

based on research conducted 

across the US, Canada, the 

UK, France and Germany.

Crypto ramps up
Cryptocurrency fundraising 

and mergers and acquisitions 

(M&A) activity is migrating to 

Asia, Europe and the Middle 

East, according to PwC. 

The fi rm’s second Global 
Crypto M&A and Fundraising 
Report found that the 

majority of deals in 2019 took 

place outside the US, with 

increased activity in both Asia 

Pacifi c (29%) and Europe, 

Middle East and Africa (22%). 

It found that traditional 

venture capital, crypto-

focused venture capital and 

family offi ces represented 

the majority source of new 

funding, with a share of 57%, 

for crypto companies. These 

new fi ndings mean that 

crypto fi rms now represent 

the majority of M&As in 

the sector. AB

Peta Tomlinson, journalist

More information

See ACCA’s Covid-19 microsite accaglobal.com/covid-19 for 
updates, guidance and support.
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Shape of things to come

Once in a 
lifetime?
The impact of 

Covid-19 on the 

US economy could 

exceed anything 

experienced since 

the aftermath 

of the Second 

World War.

Covid 19’s curveball
McKinsey’s post-coronavirus economic recovery scenarios 

depend heavily on the success of the healthcare response.

Virus contained
Sector damage; lower long-term GDP

Virus contained
Slow recovery in GDP

Virus contained
Strong growth rebound

Virus resurgence 
Slow long-term growth

Virus resurgence 
Muted recovery, slow long-term growth

Pandemic escalation
Prolonged downturn, no economic recovery

Pandemic escalation
Towards economic recovery 

Pandemic escalation
Economic recovery delayed but full

Virus resurgence 
Return to trend growth

Scenario: virus resurgence, muted recovery

Scenario: virus contained, slow recovery

Real GDP growth

US real GDP
%, total drawdown from previous peak

Real GDP growth

McKinsey’s Coronavirus: Leading through the crisis landing 
page is at bit.ly/covid-crisis.

More information
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Growth market
After more than three decades in Europe, Rod Britton FCCA, CFO at Autogrow, 
has taken his experience back home to work in the emerging agritech business

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. 

Good place for innovation
‘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.

‘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 e-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 United States is 58 – 

they’re not a generation that’s 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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Even the most 
passionate advocate 

is unlikely to have 
predicted that RPA 

would underpin 
businesses’ 

health screening 
procedures

RPA ramps it up
Robotic process automation is helping employees to adapt in the transition from 
the workplace to home during the Covid-19 pandemic, says Chris Davis

behaviour– can also ensure projects 

stay on track by sending automated 

reminders, defining work schedules, 

prompting online meeting attendance 

and logging hours.

While employers, to varying degrees, 

have been preparing to transform 

their organisations into the digital 

enterprises of tomorrow, even the most 

passionate advocate of RPA is unlikely 

to have predicted that it would underpin 

businesses’ Covid-19 health screening 

procedures. In mainland China, for 

example, employers are using RPA to 

collate and analyse employees’ health 

data collected daily from compulsory 

screening procedures. Using real-time 

data, RPA bots analyse and compile 

reports of employees’ temperatures, 

taken when they enter the office. The 

process extends to those working from 

home who are required to report any 

health symptoms to their employers.

Since the presence of Industry 

4.0 technologies began making a 

significant impression in the workplace, 

employers and employees alike have 

noted – often with concern – how the 

nature of work is changing quickly 

and extensively. Change is often the 

single biggest challenge for employers 

and employees. As the fallout from 

the Covid-19 pandemic changes the 

future of the work landscape, while the 

benefits and pitfalls of RPA will continue 

to be debated, it will be interesting to 

see how fast enterprises ramp up their 

usage – but also whether employees 

view it as a friend or foe. AB

Chris Davis is a freelance journalist who 

writes for business titles in Asia.

While it is still too early to have a clear 
picture of the full effect the Covid-19 
pandemic will have on working 
practices, one thing is for certain: it has 
ramped up the use and dependency 
on Industry 4.0 technologies. Robotic 
process automation (RPA) is just one 
example of how technology is being 
adopted to help overcome the health, 
business and social disruption caused 
by the virus. 

Already gaining pre-Covid-19 

traction with many of Hong Kong’s 

larger corporations, and chiefly known 

for its ability to automate repetitive, 

high-volume-but-low-value tasks, RPA 

is now playing an elevated role in 

business continuity. As KPMG points 

out in its Ensuring Business Continuity 
Management Capabilities report, in a 

crisis, being able to remotely access 

key information required for decision-

making is critical to business continuity. 

In addition to automating tedious 

processes that would otherwise require 

an employee to be physically present in 

the office, RPA platforms are enabling 

employees to access vital information 

remotely, both effectively and safely. 

While RPA is considered by some 

to be yet another technology that 

threatens to replace humans with 

bots, advocates claim that it supports 

teamwork and collaboration, especially 

as working from home is set to become 

part of the ‘new normal’. But while 

supporters claim the technology 

frees the human workforce to use its 

time and skills to focus on tasks that 

require ingenuity, strategic thinking 

and creativity, RPA bots – in what might 

seem to be an exercise in controlling 
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When so many 
struggle to 

stay afloat, the 
loudest and most 

persistent cries for 
help are the most 
likely to catch the 

rescuers’ attention

Make some noise
Since the pandemic, businesses in Malaysia have learnt to improve their 
communications to inform customers as well as seek financial assistance, says Errol Oh

that premises had been disinfected, 

other workers had been tested and 

temperature checks were a standard 

procedure. This is lesson number one 

about communication in the time of 

Covid-19: speed and transparency 

are the best ways to minimise 

misinformation and panic.

Things became a lot more intense 

when the government’s movement 

control order (MCO) came into force on 

18 March. With unprecedented social 

distancing rules in place, businesses had 

to quickly learn to adjust to an unusually 

restrictive environment. This effort to 

protect public health incurs a huge 

economic cost: only a small number 

of businesses that provide essential 

services are allowed to open and must 

make do with fewer workers, while 

customers are not in a spending mood. 

Naturally, there is a clamour for 

government assistance to bring relief to 

businesses in danger of collapsing. The 

industries and companies want funds, 

concessions, legislation, permission to 

operate during the MCO and sturdy 

post-MCO plans. But lobbying in the 

midst of the Covid-19 crisis cannot rely 

on social interaction like before. There 

is nothing new about issuing press 

releases, but what is different these days 

is the frequency of these statements, with 

a steady flow of appeals, explanations, 

retorts and calls for action.

After all, when so many struggle 

to stay afloat, the loudest and most 

persistent cries for help are the most 

likely to catch the rescuers’ attention. AB

Errol Oh is executive content officer of 

The Star.

The keynote stories of the Covid-19 
pandemic are and should always be 
about the devastating loss of lives 
and livelihood, the jolting economic 
and social disruptions, the courageous 
sacrifices and stout leadership that 
help ease the suffering, and the failures 
and frailties that worsen the pain. 
Nevertheless, there are many other 
aspects of how the world has dealt 
with this crisis, and each has something 
to teach us regarding resilience, 
adaptability and responsiveness.

Because I am in the news industry, 

it is especially interesting to me how 

businesses in Malaysia have been 

upping their external communication 

game ever since the world began to 

feel the deadly impact of the novel 

coronavirus first discovered in Wuhan, 

China. In the early days, when the virus 

was a mystery and most Malaysians 

were barely worried about an outbreak 

thousands of kilometres away, only a few 

local companies – mainly airlines and 

travel companies – needed to address 

what was going on in mainland China.

As it turned out, not enough was 

done because not enough was known 

until it was too late. Covid-19 reached 

Malaysia’s shores and drastically altered 

the content and tone of corporate 

messages. When more and more 

people in Malaysia tested positive for 

the virus, there was a rising frequency 

of statements from businesses linked 

to these cases. Often, the patients or 

their family members were employees 

and there was concern about the 

risk to others in the workplace, so 

companies were compelled to promptly 

assure stakeholders and the public 
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Leadership matters
As the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic continues to cause disruption across the 
globe, Manu Bhaskaran considers how Asia’s economies are dealing with the crisis

and Malaysia have also succeeded 

in reducing new infections but have 

decided to extend their restrictions 

for a few more weeks, while countries 

with large populations such as India, 

Indonesia and the Philippines have some 

way to go before the crisis is effectively 

under control, with a very real danger of 

a large second wave of infections. 

Why did South Korea in particular 

perform so well? It certainly had 

an advantage in the form of a well-

developed healthcare system, with 

spare capacity in its excellent hospitals, 

plenty of medical professionals and 

solid crisis management protocols. Its 

government had also developed strong 

technocratic capacity, which helped it to 

swiftly conceive and implement stimulus 

measures. Moreover, the government 

demonstrated sound judgment in 

making the right – but hard – decisions 

in conditions of great uncertainty. It also 

helped that considerable social trust had 

built up over time, thanks to government 

transparency and competence. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has been 

a crisis of enormous proportions. 

Its long-lasting consequences will 

only become clearer over time. An 

important takeaway from this current 

crisis is that state capacity matters – 

strong institutions and sound policy 

leadership. Those countries that 

demonstrated strength in these areas 

have tended to do better in containing 

this crisis – and will better handle the 

serious challenges that will emerge in 

the post-crisis period. AB

Manu Bhaskaran is CEO at Centennial 

Asia Advisors.

Asian economies are nearing an 
inflection point in their struggle to 
overcome the public health crisis 
caused by Covid-19 and the ensuing 
economic crash. However, they 
are reaching this point at different 
speeds, which tells us a lot about the 
underlying strengths and weaknesses 
of these countries. South Korea, in 
particular, has emerged from this crisis 
with its reputation burnished. 

How quickly economic activity returns 

to normal will depend on several 

factors. First is how soon the rate of new 

infections falls to single digits for at least 

a couple of weeks – only then will most 

governments allow a substantial easing 

of restrictions. Another factor is whether 

healthcare systems have enough testing 

facilities, hospital beds and acute care 

capacity. A third determinant is how 

effective their policies to support the 

economy have been. Finally, countries 

with strong links to an already recovering 

mainland China will tend to do better. 

South Korea has succeeded in limiting 

the rate of new infections, while Hong 

Kong and Vietnam have also performed 

impressively. Consequently, these 

economies are ahead of others in Asia in 

relaxing stringent restrictions on activity 

that hurt economic growth. They also 

count mainland China as one of their 

most substantial economic partners. 

There, the economy has been getting 

back to normal since early April and, 

backed by powerful stimulus measures, 

is set to accelerate.  

Meanwhile, Singapore had initially 

done well but misjudgments led to an 

explosion of new infections that is only 

now coming under control. Thailand 

 South Korea has 
benefited from 

strong technocratic 
capacity, which 

helped it to 
swiftly implement 

stimulus measures
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Lessons from a crisis
Economic recovery from Covid-19 could take years, but business is already showing 
that innovation, determination and kindness are key, says ACCA president Jenny Gu

Perhaps most of all during the 

Covid-19 crisis, two important qualities 

have emerged as absolutely essential 

for a successful organisation: the 

importance of acting at all times 

with kindness and generosity. I am 

determined that when life and business 

do eventually return to something like 

normal, those values will remain with us.

They will be especially vital for 

professional accountants, whose role 

will be crucial in managing our recovery 

in the months and years to come. AB

Jenny Gu FCCA is chief executive officer 

at Richemont China.

Life is full of lessons, and the wisest 
keep an open mind and learn as they 
go. Even amid the gravest crisis, you 
can pick up valuable experience and 
knowledge. Nothing goes to waste, 
and in that spirit I want to share with 
you some of what I have learned during 
the dark days of Covid-19.

I live and work in China, which was 

the first place to experience the awful 

impact of the virus and the unsettling 

reality of quarantine and mass isolation. 

As the casualty figures rose, my first 

thought as CEO of my company – 

Richemont, based in Shanghai – was for 

my 3,000 staff in shops, warehouses and 

offices across the country. 

After the initial shock came the 

recovery, made possible because we 

took three important steps. First, in 

communication. It was essential to issue 

clear and consistent messages for staff 

across many sites. Almost overnight it 

seems, we mastered a whole suite of 

technologies to keep people in touch 

wherever they were. Messaging apps like 

Zoom, WeChat and Skype became a big 

part of everyone’s everyday life.

Second, we did things differently. We 

adopted new shift patterns, and home-

working became the new normal. It 

meant adapting to new rhythms of work, 

and showing the patience and grace to 

recognise that everyone was trying their 

best in difficult times.

And third, we invested. We focused 

on improving our digital systems to 

manage the extra demands. A new VPN 

server transformed our communications 

speed and improved our ability to 

sustain home-working. In a digital 

world there’s nothing to be gained from 

cutting corners in digital investment but 

everything to be gained by embracing it.

In a digital world 
there’s nothing 

to be gained from 
cutting corners in 
digital investment 

but everything 
to be gained by 

embracing it
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Co-ordinated action
Surviving the economic trauma wreaked by the pandemic will require businesses and 
governments alike to move to a three-step crisis management response

Some 80% of 
business leaders 

believe their 
organisations are 

facing a significant 
downturn in 

expected revenues 
and profit

With eight out of 10 accountants telling a 
recent ACCA global survey they expect to 
see a ‘significant downturn’ in the wake of 

the Covid-19 pandemic, ACCA 
has warned that business and 
government must act, analyse and 
anticipate to mitigate the damage 
inflicted by the crisis.

ACCA’s latest global economic 

conditions survey sends a clear and 

urgent message to governments 

across the world. According to 

the research, organisations across 

the world in both the public and 

private sectors have expressed 

deep concern about the impact of 

the Covid-19 crisis on their people, 

productivity and cashflow.

The most severe impact is from a cashflow squeeze hitting 

business viability. While government stimulus packages have 

been introduced in many countries, most respondents say that 

it is too early to tell how these will 

make a difference.

It is the smaller organisations that 

are suffering most. As Jamie Lyon 

of ACCA’s professional insights 

team says: ‘Everyone is hurting, but 

particularly smaller organisations. 

Financing and cashflow are concerns 

to everyone, but even more so for 

small entities, with 40% of them not 

having a business continuity plan.’

Overall, the survey reveals that 

some 80% of business leaders 

believe their organisations are facing 

a significant downturn in expected 
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More information

Find out more on the survey’s findings at bit.ly/ACCA- 
covid-survey or listen to the webinar at bit.ly/ACCA-covid-
webinar. More ACCA guidance around Covid-19 is available 
at accaglobal.com/covid-19.

Shut for business: economies will contract as a result of 
lockdowns – France expects its economy to shrink by 8% 
in 2020 after extending its lockdown measures to 11 May.

revenues and profit year on year, with one in five organisations 

already freezing recruitment. One-third of organisations do not 

have a business continuity plan in place, the survey says.

‘For many of us, the face of work has changed overnight,’ 

Lyon says. ‘In the short term, leaders are facing a very 

difficult operating environment when it comes to employee 

productivity and engagement, along with stifled and stalled 

customer demand, supply chain disruption, people mobility 

issues, product and service delays or deferments, investment 

challenges, and so on. All this, of course, affects the financials, 

as fundamentally all these blows are interconnected. But what 

is heartening to see is many organisations’ commitment to 

ensuring the health and wellbeing of employees, customers 

and other stakeholders first and foremost.’

ACCA recommends that organisations adopt the following 

three principles for crisis planning:

* Act to respond in a sustainable manner, and focus on 

employees and stakeholders.

* Analyse the different information sources to secure 

your organisation.

* Anticipate the business impact and future trends.

Government’s role
These ‘three As’ are just as relevant for governments and 

policymakers in their response to the pandemic. ACCA argues 

that governments need to move to ensure businesses have 

the support necessary to overcome the immediate cashflow 

problems caused by the shutting down of economies in order 

to tackle the spread of Covid-19.

‘The main issue is uncertainty, which affects the ability of 

organisations to plan properly,’ says Lyon. ‘The Covid-19 

pandemic poses very different challenges compared to 

previous colossal economic shocks. Governments and central 

banks therefore need to think and act fast to mitigate the 

consequences as economies grind to a halt.

The report urges governments to avoid complacency. With 

one-third of the survey respondents unsure of the effectiveness 

of government economic packages, policymakers must 

analyse the effectiveness of the measures they have put in 

place, in real time. 

As the report declares: ‘The economic impact of Covid-19 

will be long-lasting. Some businesses will be hurt more than 

others and, conversely, some will recover faster than others. 

‘Government thinking in the mid-term response needs to 

anticipate what measures will need to be in place to support 

and enable viable businesses to recover. This will require both 

long-term thinking and mid- to long-term support to save jobs 

and enable a return to sustainable growth.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist

Key survey findings
* 57% say staff productivity has been negatively affected.

* 37% are experiencing cashflow problems.

* 29% say customers have stopped or reduced purchases 

because they are in an affected region.  

* 24% are having to defer launch of new products or services.

* 24% say customers have stopped or reduced purchases as 

their supply chain has been disrupted.

* 53% of organisations have not yet been able to do a 

financial reforecast, perhaps due to the fast-evolving scale 

and duration of the pandemic alongside the necessary 

social distancing controls put in place by governments, 

which have created vast uncertainties for businesses.

The way forward
* Governments must look to work closely with business and 

international organisations in delivering support packages 

that may need to remain in place long after the pandemic 

has passed.

* Financial institutions must do their part in keeping cash 

flowing to hard-hit businesses during their time of struggle.

* Governments must do what they can to reduce the risks 

taken on board by large financial institutions, such as by 

underwriting a proportion of lending or by incentivising 

bank support for smaller businesses.

* Governments must work together to develop national and 

international exit strategies to support economic recovery 

following the pandemic.

* Businesses, particularly the most profitable and those 

least affected by the pandemic, must expect to work with 

governments to do their part to save smaller businesses, 

which may form part of their supply chains, from going 

under as a result of the crisis.

21June 2020 Accounting and Business

GL_I_CovidSurvey.indd   21GL_I_CovidSurvey.indd   21 28/04/2020   14:5428/04/2020   14:54



Game over?
The coronavirus has paralysed major sports events all around the world. We explore 
the future for the top tournaments against a backdrop of financial uncertainty

With this year’s Olympics and the Euro 2020 
football tournament both postponed until next 
year, the Wimbledon tennis championships 

cancelled, and plans for European football seasons to be 
completed behind closed doors, the financial landscape for 
major sporting events remains on a knife-edge.

Experts estimate the five big leagues in European football 

combined (Spain, Italy, England, France and Germany) stand to 

lose US$4.4bn if their seasons are voided due to the Covid-19 

outbreak. These losses will be reduced to around US$685m 

if the remaining games are played in empty stadiums. While 

the five European leagues cannot 

avoid taking a financial hit, the bulk 

of the losses will be avoided if they 

fulfil their contractual obligations 

to broadcasters and sponsors by 

completing their domestic calendar 

for the 2019/20 season.

Hefty damage
With the shadow of catastrophic 

financial damage hanging over the 

sport, the regional governing body 

Uefa has outlined plans to extend 

the football calendar deep into 

the European summer, arguing it is 

better to hold the remaining games 

behind closed doors than not to play at all. The option of 

ending seasons prematurely (and how to decide relegation 

and promotion) has been discussed. As we went to press, 

European leagues had been given until 25 May to tell Uefa 

whether they want to complete or cancel their seasons, 

although Uefa aims to complete its lucrative Champions 

League and Europa League competitions by this August.

Uefa faces devastating losses put at US$660m if its 

Champions League and Europa League tournaments are not 

completed, largely as a result of failing to meet its commercial 

and broadcast obligations. Uefa had expected to generate a 

combined US$2.95bn through TV rights and sponsorship deals 

from its two major international competitions this season.

Broadcast and commercial agreements for the Champions 

League cover 149 matches this season. This includes 98 

qualifying games and the 51 matches from the group stage 

through to the final, originally scheduled to take place on 

30 May in Istanbul. Due to the coronavirus lockdown, a total of 

17 games are still to be completed, including the second leg 

of Manchester City’s last-16 match against Real Madrid.

Based on a formula that distributes total income evenly 

across all games, Uefa earns an average of US$20m per 

Champions League game from TV and sponsorship, so the 

17 games still to be played represent US$334m in unfulfilled 

obligations. However the latter stages of the competition 

have a higher value; according to sports property experts, the 

outstanding games are worth 30% 

more than earlier matches, meaning 

those remaining games could be 

worth around US$435m. The rest of 

Uefa’s potential losses come from 

the Europa League, based on current 

contract valuations.

While the Olympics in Japan and 

the Euro 2020 tournament have 

been pushed back until 2021, doubts 

remain about whether it will be safe 

to allow any major sports event to 

be held in 12 months’ time in front 

of tens of thousands of people. The 

International Olympic Committee 

(IOC) has been exploring ways to 

scale back the Olympics, including reducing the presence of 

broadcasters and sponsors at the event.

Sport could be played out in empty stadiums ‘for another 

18 months’ until a vaccine is developed, according to Zach 

Binney, an epidemiologist at Emory University in Atlanta, 

Georgia. ‘As a scientist, I hate to say I am ever 100% sure 

about anything, but I am as close to 100% as I’ve ever been 

that we cannot return to filled-to-capacity stadia until we have 

a vaccine. The best guess is about 18 months – could be a 

little more, could be a little less.’

Likewise, ticket sales look bleak for the foreseeable future. 

While sports fans will probably want to watch live sport again 

as soon as possible, they may want to do so only when it is 

safe. Surveys of US sports fans suggest that three-quarters 

would be unwilling to go to a live game until there is a vaccine.

‘It’s impossible 
to find insurance, 

which means there 
is no certainty in 

terms of being 
able to reschedule 

major sporting 
tournaments’
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The 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games have been postponed 
by a year and may be scaled back when they are held.

Italy’s Serie A is one of Europe’s big five leagues that 
have been playing football matches behind closed doors.

Wimbledon is in line for an insurance payout of US$140m 
after the tennis tournament was cancelled.

Sports analyst Peter Rohlmann says: ‘Long-term, there is 

unlikely to be a decline in the sales of season tickets or in 

attendance at games. However, the question is: how soon will 

this actually be possible?’

Insurance worries
Uefa officials refuse to confirm whether sufficient insurance 

cover is in place for the rescheduled Euro 2020. A spokesman 

says: ‘Uefa does not disclose any information on such 

arrangements, but we are obviously conducting a careful 

assessment of risks in connection with the staging of Uefa Euro 

in 2021 (as we are for all of our competitions) and will put in 

place any additional measures as appropriate.’

The IOC takes out US$800m of protection for each summer 

Olympics, which covers most of the approximately US$1bn 

investment it makes in each host city. Insurance sources 

estimate it pays a premium of 2%–3%, giving a bill of around 

US$25m to insure the Tokyo event.

Munich Re is a provider of cancellation insurance for Tokyo, 

for an amount running into hundreds of millions of dollars. 

The policy covers setbacks ranging from war to natural 

disasters. While most large event policyholders purchase 

communicable disease coverage, pandemic insurance is likely 

to move from being a niche product to an essential one for 

sports organisers in the future.

Wimbledon is to receive an estimated insurance payout 

of  US$140m, following its decision to cancel its tennis 

championships, originally scheduled to run from 29 June to 

12 July. The event organiser, the All England Lawn Tennis 

Club, has bought pandemic insurance for the past 17 years, 
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Big money
Big spenders. Large-scale sponsors have spent the following 

in recent years:

Big beneficiaries. Sponsorship and commercial revenues (not 

including broadcast income) for major events include:

$490m 
Airbnb 

(Olympics 2020, 2024, 2028)

$3.9m 
HSBC 

(Wimbledon)

$440m 
Vivo 

(Football World Cup 2018, 2022)

$110m 
Heineken (Euro 2021)

Wimbledon 2019

$55m

World Cup 2018

Euro 2021
$800m

$1.5bn

$3bn

Olympics 2021

making it one of the few sporting events financially prepared 

for Covid-19. If Wimbledon had been postponed instead of 

cancelled, there would have been no payout.

Ben Carey-Evans, insurance analyst at GlobalData, says 

Wimbledon learned from the Sars outbreak in 2003 and has 

been paying US$1.85m per year in pandemic insurance ever 

since. A number of insurers have recently excluded Covid-19 

from event cancellation policies, and cover for the virus will 

not be included in any new policies until an antidote has been 

developed and is available, according to insurance experts.

Edel Ryan, from the special risks team at insurance broker 

Marsh, says: ‘As things stand, organisations won’t get 

coronavirus cover for any major sporting event until we know 

where we are with this virus. It is simply not available in any form. 

It is impossible to find, and that means there is no certainty in 

terms of being able to reschedule major sporting tournaments.

‘Insurers of sporting events are working around the clock 

to help organisers keep the show on the road. Individual 

conversations are taking place, but only once the virus is 

contained will it no longer be considered a substantial risk.’

Tim Thornhill, director of sales in entertainment and sport at 

Lloyd’s of London broker Tysers, agrees. He says: ‘Insurers aren’t 

going to look at coronavirus until there is more certainty on how 

it is spreading – and particularly when we know it has peaked, 

and the likelihood of second or even third waves. It could be 

months until there is enough clarity to allow any major sporting 

event to get new cancellation policies covering coronavirus.’

Sponsors will need to factor this risk into their marketing and 

sponsorship strategies in relation to all global sporting events. 

Rohlmann says: ‘Companies that focus on the sports 

landscape as a marketing platform will continue to sponsor 

their favourite sports partners. But they will be forced to 

reconsider the volume and content of their sponsorship 

strategies, as well as checking whether certain insurance 

options or repayment clauses are possible. 

‘Rights holders of major sporting events will also have 

to agree certain get-out clauses for unforeseen events, as 

sponsors are not going to be willing to pay big amounts for 

“ghost events” or events that may not take place at all.

‘There is no marketing platform that can produce more 

reach, more emotional impact and more true commitment 

than sport,’ says Rohlmann. ‘It is an easy game, and the 

language of sport is international and understandable by 

everyone. Therefore advertisers who want to improve their 

marketing have little alternative, but safeguards will have to be 

implemented for both sides.’

Sponsorship slump
Sports sponsorship expert Adrian Wright, CEO of Sporting 

Group International, believes sponsorship valuations will fall. 

‘The post-coronavirus landscape for sports sponsorship could 

look very different,’ he says. ‘It is extremely likely we will see a 

resetting of values. I would expect a reduction in values by as 

much as 10%–20%.’

Wright expects sports sponsorship to become a buyers’ 

market. ‘Whether the property in question is a sponsorship 

opportunity for a Premier League team shirt or a headline 

sponsorship opportunity for a major sports tournament, it is 

difficult to see values simply re-emerging at pre-lockdown 

values. In time, the valuations will increase again, but it may 

take several years before tournaments and rights holders find 

they are able to generate the same level of revenues for their 

property as they were pre-coronavirus.’ AB

Alex Miller, journalist
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Sustainability solution
At last, there is a single, reliable way to identify environmentally sustainable activities. 
Barbara Davidson provides an update on the EU’s unified classification system

Sadly, many parallels can be drawn between Covid-19 
and climate change. Both require regional and 
international coordination. Both are driven by 

environmental destruction and human impacts on wildlife. 
Both affect the wealthy and the poor differently. And both 
require significant investment to avoid dire consequences.  

For climate change, the European Union must invest an 

additional €175bn–€290bn (US$190bn–US$315bn) annually 

to meet its climate and emissions targets. Globally, an 

estimated €6.4 trillion a year (US$6.9 trillion) is required to 

meet the Paris Agreement goals by 2030. The need to invest in 

environmentally sustainable activities is clear, but until recently 

there has been no single, reliable way to identify what they are. 

But now there is, in the form of the EU’s unified classification 

system for sustainable activities. The Taxonomy is part of 

the European Commission’s 2018 Action Plan on Financing 

Sustainable Growth and its Renewed Sustainable Finance 

Strategy. It supports the European Green Deal and offers 

a science-based way to classify and compare sustainable 

investments while reducing opportunities for ‘greenwashing’. 

It is designed to meet EU climate change mitigation goals, 

including net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, and 

aligns with global ambitions such as in the Paris Agreement. 

All this makes the Taxonomy a valuable resource and a 

means for closing the funding gap. By providing clear criteria 

for identifying environmentally sustainable economic activities, 
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Taxonomy regulation disclosure requirements

Who Investors
Non-financial reporting 

directive

All Non-financial

What

For products that are sustainable or 
have environmental characteristics: 

* how, and to what extent, 
the Taxonomy was used to 
determine sustainability

* which objectives the products/
investments contribute to

* proportion of products/
investments that are Taxonomy-
aligned (separating enabling 
and transition activities).

A disclaimer for all other products.

How, and to 
what extent, 
activities are 
Taxonomy-
aligned

Proportion of 
revenues (with 
exceptions) 
and capex 
(and opex) 
from 
Taxonomy-
aligned 
activities

Where Reports, websites, pre-contractuals Non-financial statements

When
First round: by 31 December 2021 Throughout 2022

All objectives: by 31 December 2022 Throughout 2023

it takes the guesswork out of sustainable investing and offers a 

way for companies and investors to meet climate goals. 

The Taxonomy is a product of political and technical 

processes. It will become law via 

the Taxonomy Regulation, with 

political agreement on the proposed 

text achieved in December 2019. 

It focuses on economic activities 

(rather than on companies). Under 

the proposed regulation, an activity 

is considered environmentally 

sustainable only if it:

* ‘substantially contributes’ to at 

least one of six environmental 

objectives (see panel opposite)

* does no significant harm to any 

of the other objectives

* meets minimum social 

safeguards.

The proposed regulation requires certain sustainability-related 

disclosures. These requirements apply to ‘financial market 

participants’ (eg, investors) selling financial products in the EU 

and large companies within the scope of the EU non-financial 

reporting directive (currently over 6,000 entities). 

The European Commission formed an independent 

Technical Expert Group on Sustainable Finance (TEG) to 

develop technical screening criteria for meeting climate 

change mitigation and adaptation objectives while assessing 

the do-no-significant-harm requirement for the other 

The Taxonomy 
takes the guesswork 

out of sustainable 
investing and offers 

a way for companies 
and investors to 

meet climate goals

objectives. In March 2020 the TEG 

published its final recommendations, 

which include a technical report, 

a technical annex, and a summary 

spreadsheet mapping industry 

classifications (based on the EU’s 

NACE system of classification 

of economic activities). A future 

Platform on Sustainable Finance will, 

among other things, identify the 

economic activities and criteria for 

the remaining objectives. 

Taxonomy laid bare
The technical report reviews the 

Taxonomy design and offers 

implementation guidance for companies and investors, 

including: adaptation case studies; voluntary disclosures; 

methodologies for meeting the disclosure requirements; 

assessing an investee’s social safeguards, or Taxonomy 

alignment, with insufficient data; and obtaining external 

assurance (although not yet required, this could change).

At the heart of the Taxonomy is the technical annex, 

which includes technical screening 

criteria for 70 mitigation and 

68 adaptation activities across 

sectors that account for 93.5% of 

EU greenhouse gas emissions; 

methodologies for applying the 

criteria; references to relevant 

legislation or frameworks; and 

rationale for including the activities, 

criteria, metrics and thresholds. 

The reports incorporate feedback 

received on the TEG’s initial 

proposals (see also ‘Green machine’, 

AB, April 2020) and the Taxonomy 

Regulation’s final wording. For 

example, the proposed regulation 

excludes power generated by solid 

fossil fuels. In addition, the TEG 

recommends excluding fossil fuel 

storage and transport, and requiring 

energy generation from gaseous or 

liquid fossil fuels to meet stringent 

thresholds to be Taxonomy-eligible. 
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More information

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

The six golden goals
The Taxonomy regulation’s six environmental objectives are:

* climate change mitigation

* climate change adaptation

* sustainable use and protection of water/marine resources

* transition to a circular economy

* pollution prevention and control

* protection and restoration of biodiversity and ecosystems.

To stay effective, the Taxonomy must continuously evolve, so 

the TEG has recommended future amendments, including: 

* prioritising adaptation guidance and do-no-significant-

harm criteria to include more economic activities 

* adding activities to, and considering links between, 

existing sectors

* addressing discrepancies between company and investor 

requirements 

* increasing the stringency of criteria to match changing 

climate goals

* including social objectives and activities that reduce 

environmental harm (without calling them ‘green’).

The Taxonomy’s focus is the EU, although it could have global 

application. However, some countries are developing their 

own taxonomies. International consistency in environmental 

criteria is crucial for avoiding market confusion and tackling 

climate change appropriately, so the TEG also recommends 

ways to harmonise across taxonomies. 

What next?
The TEG will continue to advise the European Commission 

until the Platform is operational (anticipated by the end 

of 2020). Disclosures will be required once the Taxonomy 

Regulation becomes law; the approval process is currently 

under way. Actual implementation dates are staggered 

by objective and user, with the TEG expecting full 

implementation by 2023. 

Climate change should not take a back seat to Covid-19. 

Instead, we can learn from the similarities between these 

crises, including the value of early action. Tools such as the 

Taxonomy can help us do just that – before it is too late. AB

Barbara Davidson formerly headed investor engagement for 

the International Accounting Standards Board.
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Countdown challenge
Supreme Audit Institutions are key to helping the world meet the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals – and countries are going to need all the help they can get

The 10-year countdown to the 2030 target for 
achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) has begun. But it is 

increasingly apparent that it is a target that will not be met. 
A 2019 assessment of progress found that not a single 
country is on track to achieve all 17 SDGs on time – and this 
was long before Covid-19 was thrown into the mix.

The 17 interconnected social, economic, environmental 

and institutional objectives were agreed five years ago by all 

UN member countries. They range from ending poverty and 

hunger (SDGs 1 and 2) to revitalising the global partnership 

for sustainable development (SDG 17). As a whole they tackle 

all the big issues of our times, including climate change and 

inequality, while aiming to deliver decent work, economic 

growth, health and wellbeing, global peace and justice. 

The 17 SDGs are made up of 169 indicators and 232 targets. 

One of the challenges is the many difficult trade-offs involved. 

For example, wider energy access may decrease air quality 

and have a negative impact on health and climate change, 

depending on the type of energy used. But there are also 

synergies, where improvements in one goal area support 

those in another. For example, improving the quality of public 

education should boost the creation of quality employment, 

gender diversity at work and improving GDP per capita. 
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If the past five years have been a warm-up phase in SDG 

achievement, the UN has called the 2020s ‘the decade of 

action’. To encourage that action, it has set up a mechanism 

of voluntary national reviews for countries to report on their 

progress. Many countries are also developing online SDG 

dashboards to help citizens see the progress being made.

Key actors
The national bodies doing the work of tracking progress on 

the SDGs are the Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs). They have 

been busy scrutinising the readiness of governments to deliver 

the multidimensional and cross-cutting objectives of the SDGs 

– monitoring implementation and identifying opportunities 

for improvement. 

A recent report from ACCA, Auditing the SDGs: Progress to 
2030, highlights the vital role that SAIs can play in supporting 

the global effort towards achieving the SDGs. SAIs are ‘key 

actors’ in delivery of the SDGs, says Jimmy Greer, head of 

sustainability at ACCA. ‘They have the people with the skills 

and abilities to audit and track progress across the many levels 

where the SDGs are relevant.’

SAIs have developed standards, guidance and processes 

to support new audit areas presented by the SDGs, including 

auditing guidance on issues such as land use and soil quality 

to combat desertification. 

ACCA’s report highlights just some of the SAI audit work 

around the world related to SDG achievement. In Europe, 

for example, the European Court of Auditors undertook a 

project to assess whether moves by the EU to protect human 

health from air pollution have been effective. It found that 

although air quality has benefited from emission reductions 

(even pre-Covid-19), citizens’ health is still heavily affected 

by air pollution. Several of the EU’s air-quality standards 

were found to be weak, with member states often failing to 

comply with them. The auditors’ 

recommendations included 

prioritising air quality in EU policies 

and doing more to improve public 

awareness and information. 

In Canada, provincial audit offices 

worked with the Office of the Auditor 

General to look at climate risks and 

action plans. The project found 

that most of Canada’s provincial 

governments were not on track to 

meet their various climate change 

commitments (such as emissions 

targets) and that far greater action 

was required countrywide. 

‘This is a decade of 
transition: moving 

to an SDG model 
that is more resilient 

to emerging risks, 
and corrective of 

inherent market and 
governance failures’

Although the complete set of 17 SDGs are not likely to be 

met in full by 2030, the journey towards their achievement is 

of equal importance for governments. Many institutions and 

established ways of working will need to evolve along the way. 

Greer says: ‘This decade of action can be alternatively 

understood as a decade of transition: moving from a model 

that’s no longer fit for purpose to a more appropriate one 

that is more resilient to emerging risks, corrective of inherent 

market and governance failures, and capable of opening up 

new opportunities for all.’ 

Around the world, SAIs are holding governments to account 

on the ambitious agenda of the SDGs, and are already having 

an impact through their work in assessing progress towards 

SDG achievement. But as ACCA’s report explains, that impact 

could be even greater. This is partly because achieving the 

SDGs is a system-building process. SAIs, governments and 

civil society need to collaborate in their efforts to achieve the 

SDGs. SAIs’ global approach to collaborative ways of working 

could therefore provide a model for others. 

Collaborative advantage
SAIs have a strong ethos and practice of cooperative working, 

despite constraints such as different languages and varying 

cultural, political and economic development contexts. They 

have already developed peer-to-peer collaboration on SDG 

audit projects and have established global and regional 

knowledge-sharing systems and processes. They are also 

developing further learning tools and resources, such as the 

massive open online course (MOOC) on SDG auditing that has 

been created by SAI Estonia. 

ACCA’s report suggests the delivery of the SDGs by 

governments could be improved by finding more ways to 

incorporate SAIs into SDG assessment as early as possible. 

For example, SAIs could help improve governments’ 

understanding of the many 

dimensions of the SDGs and so make 

government planning and decision-

making more coherent. 

SAIs could also have a wider role in 

raising awareness among civil society 

of the progress being made towards 

achieving the SDGs, particularly 

by ensuring their audits are highly 

visible. In this way, they could 

increase the impact of their audits 

and the pressure on governments to 

implement audit recommendations. AB

Sarah Perrin, journalist
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Six of the toughest
The six main challenges for today’s financial professionals, 

as identified by ACCA’s report Accountants, Purpose and 
Sustainable Organisations, are:

* technology

* social and environmental

* shifting demographics

* global systemic shocks

* geopolitical shifts

* regulation.

Made for the long game
In the drive for sustainability, professional accountants find themselves in the midst  
of a battle against forces powerful enough to wipe businesses out

If the accountancy profession ever needed an example 
of how to truly demonstrate its purpose, the current 
Covid-19 pandemic must be it. With the global economy 

caught up in a ferocious struggle with the crisis – in particular, 
trying to survive the associated containment measures and 
industry shutdowns – the role and purpose of the professional 
accountant is has come to the fore as never before.

Within a month of the Covid-19 outbreak in China, analysis by 

professional accountants, professional bodies and government 

agencies saw skillsets from across the business and financial 

world brought together in a collaborative endeavour to provide 

insight on the likely economic impact by producing modelling 

forecasts for the world. Practical business, accountancy, tax and 

assurance guidance is now being developed for organisations 

of all sizes by professional accountants. And they will be the 

ones who help organisations navigate this unprecedented 

global systemic event and return the world to sustainable 

economic growth.

This is one of the conclusions of a new, far-reaching ACCA 

study that investigates the pivotal role that accountants can 

play in how organisations create, protect and communicate 

their long-term value. 

Central to value
In Accountants, Purpose and Sustainable Organisations, 

the report’s author Sharon Machado, ACCA’s head of 

business reporting, describes not only the challenges facing 

organisations around the world, but 

the central role that professional 

accountants will play in supporting 

and promoting these organisations 

as they seek to demonstrate 

sustainable value to investors and 

other stakeholders.

‘Accountants recognise that to 

be a sustainable organisation you 

need to think beyond just making 

profit,’ Machado says. ‘This means 

working with all resources – not just 

with financial capital, not just with 

investors, but with social, intellectual, 

natural and human capital.’

Drawing on ACCA’s resources and on external sources, the 

report shines a light on how a focus on the public interest, 

backed by a clear grounding in ethics, plus business and 

financial expertise developed through lifelong learning, 

puts professional accountants at the centre of sustainable 

organisations. This is the essence of what it means to be a 

professional accountant in the modern world.

As the report says: ‘Across almost every aspect of business, 

professional accountants help organisations navigate 

challenging and competitive operating environments, thereby 

creating new value streams. Equally, the profession retains 

fundamental stewardship responsibilities for protecting the 

value created for the long term, and for communicating 

organisational action and performance in a transparent, reliable 

and responsible way.’

Machado points to six key drivers 

of change that all organisations face, 

irrespective of the current pandemic. 

The first of these is digital innovation. 

Technology is transforming how 

businesses go to market, not 

only opening up new growth 

opportunities, but also creating 

new competitive and organisational 

threats. Challengers are rapidly 

attacking more established and 

complex organisations, offering wider 

and easier access to products and 

services that until recently would have 

Organisations need 
to tell stakeholders 

their story, and 
accountants can 

not only supply the 
narrative but also 

validate it
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been out of reach for many consumers. This wave of disruption 

also extends to the public sector, which provides many more 

services to a wider swathe of the population.

The second challenge is social and environmental capital. 

There is a growing public expectation that businesses 

should act as good corporate citizens, serving a far wider 

set of stakeholders than just their immediate shareholders. 

Organisations have to manage a tricky balance between what 

are often mutually exclusive stakeholder wishes.

Then there are shifting national demographic trends, which 

create business threats and opportunities in equal measure. 

The shape of the workforce in many countries is transforming, 

and consumer diversity is mounting. Sustainable organisations 

will be adapting to these changes.

The fourth challenge comes from the need to weather global 

systemic shocks. We are currently living through the impact of 

Covid-19, having previously endured the financial crisis of 2008, 

which threatened the near-collapse of the international banking 

system. Who knows where the next shock will originate?

Perhaps it lies in the fifth challenge of geopolitical 

shifts. Trade wars, the break-up of 

economic blocs, and political and 

social instability present both 

opportunities and threats. 

Business does not like 

uncertainty, but uncertainty can 

be the catalyst for innovation in 

business models and operations.

Finally comes regulation. 

Too much, and creativity and 

innovation are stifled. Too little, and opportunities abound for 

the ruthless squeezing of social and environmental capital.

These six drivers are key to how accountants evaluate their 

purpose, according to the report. ‘In organisations, there are 

very few roles that can encompass these drivers in the same 

way that accountants can,’ Machado says.

Professional purpose
Accountants serve the wider public interest. It is, if you like, in 

their DNA. Whether by capacity building and supporting the 

development of communities and national economies, or by 

setting standards and frameworks within with organisations can 

legitimately operate, accountants are well placed to serve and 

protect the public interest.

They are also value creators. As the report says: ‘The 

ways in which a business creates value are influenced by its 

business model, its strategy, and the particular goals of the 

organisation.’ Professional accountants are essential in the 

formulation of strategy and the allocation of capital, and key to 

understanding and directing appropriate investment strategies 

to create long-term value for the business. They help set 

appropriate strategic and financial goals linked to the purpose 

of the organisation. And they are protectors as well as creators 

of value: organisational success needs protecting, and value 

creation has to be sustainable.

Organisations need to tell stakeholders their story, and 

accountants are well placed to communicate one that 

is ‘true and fair’. Whether it is how the organisation 

is adapting to the challenges set out in the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (see page 28), 

or reporting the impact it has on the 

environment and society, accountants 

validate the story.

The report concludes by 

highlighting accountants’ 

ethics, integrity, and technical 

and professional expertise, 

as well as the elevated 

connectivity that comes from 

their business, regulatory 

and societal networks. 

‘Accountants need to 

understand just how 

valuable they are,’ 

Machado says. ‘They 

need to be at the centre of 

good business.’ AB

Philip Smith, journalist
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How are you?

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

There for each other
Encouraging a culture of compassion in the workplace can boost happiness, 
improve self-esteem and lead to better performance, says Dr Rob Yeung

seen has having a socio-comparative 

purpose: it conveys information that 

the person behaving compassionately 

is in a better position (for example, 

more intelligent, resourceful, secure 

or emotionally stable) than the person 

being helped. As such, compassion 

may signal that a person is ready and 

able to oversee others. The fact that 

compassion may boost one’s leadership 

prospects is likely most relevant in 

organisations with flatter hierarchies and 

in which leaders are promoted based on 

merit rather than tenure.

Behavioural scientists led by Richard 

Boyatzis at Case Western Reserve 

University have assembled evidence 

showing that leaders who coach with 

compassion may get better results. 

Employees who feel fearful tend to 

be defensive. In contrast, those who 

feel that their managers sincerely care 

about their welfare are more open to 

possibility and learning.

Other studies show that employees 

who receive benevolent or generous 

behaviour in turn become more 

considerate and altruistic. As a result, a 

leader who coaches with real concern 

for others may trigger a cascade of 

similar behaviours in colleagues.

Organisations have a culture of 

compassion when individuals candidly 

express their thoughts, commonly talk 

about their feelings, and openly share 

stories about their home and work life. 

In contrast, other workplaces may have 

The idea of compassion in the 
workplace may seem irrelevant or even 
incompatible with running a business. 
However, research suggests that 
demonstrating compassion may reduce 
stress and boost performance – both in 
others and ourselves.

Psychologists broadly conceive of 

compassion as a sensitivity to another’s 

distress, which motivates actual action 

to help. More specifically, academics 

led by Clara Strauss at the University 

of Sussex considered compassion as 

having five elements:

* noticing and recognising distress in 

an individual or group

* understanding the universality of 

distress in human experience

* feeling empathy for the distressed

* tolerating any uncomfortable 

feelings aroused in response 

* taking action to alleviate 

that distress.

Empathy is considered just one 

component of compassion. Empathy is 

about feeling; compassion requires that 

action is taken to help.

People can experience distress as a 

result of workplace issues including high 

workloads, project failures, demanding 

clients, difficult colleagues, feelings 

of uncertainty and so on. But life also 

throws up challenges such as illness, 

grief or calamities such as terrorism, 

natural disasters or pandemics.

Management researchers led by 

Shimul Melwani at the University of 

North Carolina at Chapel Hill found that 

compassionate behaviour by individuals 

was associated with the perception that 

those individuals were more leader-

like. In this context, compassion can be 

Employees who feel 
that their managers 

sincerely care 
about their welfare 

are more open to 
possibility and 

learning
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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.

everything else. What can I do?

AWhen you are feeling overwhelmed, it often 

  helps to write down your specifi c concerns. 

Experimental studies show that the mere act of writing 

down both thoughts and feelings can help to improve people’s mental 

wellbeing. Once you have written what you are thinking and feeling, you can start 

to make a plan about practical actions you can actually take to improve your current 

situation or prepare for the future.

Imagine for a moment that I ask you to multiply 37 by 29 in your head. It would 

probably take you several minutes and there’s a good chance that you could make a 

mistake. However, if I allow you to use pen and paper, it would take you only seconds 

and you are much more likely to get the right answer. So avoid worrying in your mind 

alone. Direct your energies by writing things down so that you can structure your 

thoughts and decide how best to deal with things.

Not everything can be within our control, though. Consider engaging in mindfulness 

for just a few minutes a day; substantial research evidence suggests that 

mindfulness has multiple benefi ts for psychological wellbeing including reduced 

stress and anxiety. Furthermore, one investigation found that only two weeks of 

mindfulness practice improved exam performance in students because it helped 

their minds to wander less. So you may possibly become more productive, too.

Have a look for some of the free resources online. There are dozens of audio tracks 

provided by the Centre for Mindfulness Research and Practice at Bangor University 

(cutt.ly/CMRPaudio). Or you could download the free audio tracks (cutt.ly/RYmindful) 

that I recorded to go alongside of my book, The Confi dence Project.

Tips for the top 
If you are job hunting in a few years’ time and get invited to interview, I can imagine 

more than a few managers asking questions such as ‘What action did you take to 

develop yourself during the pandemic?’ or ‘How did you keep yourself productive 

while social distancing?’ The manner in which you behave in the coming weeks may 

have important implications for your career. I hear some friends 

and acquaintances saying they are bored, which implies 

that they have spare time but are not fi lling it usefully. 

Consider taking up at least some activities that fulfi l a 

valuable purpose. These do not have to be directly 

related to your work – for example, you could read a 

book about economics, do an online history course 

or improve your language skills. However, it may be 

useful to choose at least a few activities to be able to 

show future employers that you were self-motivated 

and disciplined when others fl oundered.

Dr Rob’s talent clinic

Q My emotional state 

ranges from being slightly 

sad to fairly overwrought about 

the state of the world, health 

of loved ones, career and 

unspoken rules that employees either 

suppress personal feelings or express 

them only with great care as if their 

emotions are shameful.

As a leader, you can 

demonstrate compassion simply 

by asking the question ‘How are 

you?’ more, and then patiently 

giving people the opportunity to 

voice their thoughts and feelings 

without fear of repercussion. 

Sometimes, merely listening and 

showing concern for others can be a 

compassionate action.

Helping others may also help 

yourself. Social scientists headed by 

Hooria Jazaieri of the University of 

California, Berkeley observed that a 

nine-week programme of structured 

compassionate activities led to a 

decrease in anxiety in experimental 

participants. In terms of managing 

stressful situations, the participants also 

shifted away from using suppression 

strategies – which psychologists believe 

are less fl exible and effective for 

managing negative emotions.

Another study led by Myriam 

Mongrain of York University in Canada 

found that just one week of practising 

compassion boosted happiness and 

self-esteem in 719 adults. Furthermore, 

the slight but measurable benefi t lasted 

for at least six months, showing that 

practising compassion may provide 

lasting mental health gains. AB

Dr Rob Yeung is an organisational 

psychologist at leadership consulting 

fi rm Talentspace: talentspace.co.uk.
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learn and relearn is more important. 

‘There are a multitude of tools being 

created on an ongoing basis, and as 

we analyse a given set of data, the 

previous assumptions that we held true 

may be dispelled,’ he says.

Importantly, given the need to 

communicate stories, the ability 

to distil large sets of data from 

disparate sources and form a clear 

and cohesive picture for people 

with differing levels of expertise and 

understanding is also a must.

Getting in and getting on
The importance of the field saw 

ACCA add a data analytics unit to 

its Ethics and Professional Skills 

module in 2019. But it is still a 

relatively new area, and education 

and training around it remain in their 

infancy, which leaves on-the-job 

experience and, above all, a desire to 

learn, as key routes in.

Chong Yu came from an audit 

background but forayed into analytics 

by expressing a desire to do more 

than the conventional audit. Now, 

he’s supporting the field’s progress 

by lecturing on a newly initiated 

audit analytics course at Singapore 

Management University, run in 

conjunction with Deloitte.

‘I got hooked on data analytics due 

to the belief that audit is more than just 

signing off a “true and fair” opinion on 

the audit report,’ he says. ‘Auditors also 

act as an independent third party able 

to add value to the businesses that we 

are auditing.’ AB

Neil Johnson, journalist

‘Data is your oyster.’ So says Tee 
Chong Yu FCCA, audit analytics senior 
manager at Deloitte Singapore. ‘The 
stories that data can tell are endless. I 
get a sense of satisfaction when I see 
the amazement on my colleagues’ or 
clients’ faces when I tell them a story 
they’ve known all along but never had 
the data to back it up.’

What Big Four audit teams can 

deliver to clients has come a long 

way thanks to advancements in data 

capture and analysis. At Deloitte, Chong 

Yu leads a dedicated audit analytics 

team that sits within the audit function. 

‘We are committed to embedding 

analytics in the audits that we do for all 

our clients,’ he says. 

The role
Simply put, the role involves providing 

data analysis-driven insight to audit 

team colleagues and clients. It is 

most effective when delivered as part 

of a broader integrated team that 

can include data scientists, analytics 

professionals and other subject 

matter specialists alongside the core 

audit team. 

The role also means pushing adoption 

and integration of data analytics within 

an organisation by advising practitioners 

about how they can better utilise data 

analytics in their audits.

‘When I first started out, data analytics 

used to be a differentiator,’ says Chong 

Yu. ‘Today, it’s expected to be used in 

an audit. The differentiating factor now 

is how well the analytics procedures 

can be tailored to fit a client’s business 

environment and identify relevant 

insights for them.’

Key skills
While skillsets that include an ability 

to code in SQL, Python or R, coupled 

with knowledge of visualisation tools, 

are considered necessary, Chong 

Yu believes having the aptitude to 

The complete package
We examine the role of a Big Four audit analytics manager, the skills and experience 
required, how to get into the specialism and where it can take you in your career
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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

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, 

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 
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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. 

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. 

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.

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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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.

Energy grows
Baker Tilly has expanded its energy 

practice with the acquisition of Oil and 

Gas Business Solutions, Inc, a US-based 

firm specialising in complex and unique 

bookkeeping and back office services 

in the oil and gas upstream sector. 

Dallas market managing partner Gary 

Boyd said:  ‘Our energy practice is 

growing and staying ahead of the curve 

with increasingly diverse capabilities 

that address emerging technology, 

operational efficiency, financial 

structuring and tax strategies.’

Data strategy enhanced
Deloitte Australia has boosted its 

analytics and cognitive practice with the 

acquisition of Brisbane analytics and 

financial performance management 

business, Bistech. CEO Richard Deutsch 

said that as clients increasingly explore 

shifting their data capabilities to the 

cloud, businesses are at a tipping 

point as they adopt more holistic data 

strategies. ‘Australia’s data analytics 

market is expected to deliver the fourth 

fastest growth rate in Asia Pacific behind 

China, Indonesia and India – so the 

timing is right for Deloitte to welcome 

Bistech’s significant capability and 

experience to our data modernisation 

practice,’ he added.

The view from
Lilac Liu FCCA, senior consultant, EY, Australia, on 
how technology is shaping the future of finance

decision-making are all 

heavily reliant on large data 

sets in real-time, so our next 

evolutionary stage is all 

about intelligent use of data 

and digital technologies.

Covid-19 is an unfolding 
event that is bringing uncertainties to 
every business and industry. EY has a 

strong culture of flexible and remote 

working; our IT capabilities allow us 

to provide uninterrupted service to 

our clients and we are focusing on the 

resilience of our global delivery systems. 

Every company needs to be predictive 

and proactive in order to maintain 

continuity and build resilience, not only 

in reaction to the disruption but also to 

take the opportunity to reshape their 

operations and plan for recovery.

My proudest moment? The moment 

I received EY’s offer. After working in 

finance for more than 10 years, I decided 

to take a different career path. I had 

already learned about agile business 

finance, global business services and 

enterprise intelligence, but using these 

tools and various methodologies in 

my current work has allowed me to 

go into more depth, delivering better 

solutions to our clients. No one day is 

like another in the consulting world. I’m 

still learning RPA, blockchain, process 

mining and all kinds of emerging 

technologies, which I believe will shape 

the future of finance. AB

I work in EY’s advisory 
performance improvement 
(PI) finance practice. 
PI finance is currently 

becoming less competency-

focused and more solution 

and industry-focused. This 

creates a lot of exciting 

and challenging opportunities. We can 

help our clients improve their finances 

and businesses as a whole, achieving 

strategic alignment, implementing cost 

improvement initiatives and embedding 

a performance management process.

Exponential growth in technology 
has allowed businesses to leverage 
digitisation in order to unlock human 
potential and accelerate new and 
better ways of working. The advent 

of emerging technologies is recasting 

all industries. The adoption rates of 

technologically based solutions is 

accelerating in areas such as robotic 

process automation (RPA), cloud 

computing and the internet of things. 

Others, such as artificial intelligence and 

blockchain, are still being explored to 

discover their potential benefits. 

Data are greatly assisting in better 
planning for the future. Ecosystems 

are interconnected and linked with 

algorithmic calculations behind the 

scenes. For example, future resources, 

efficient supply chains, intelligent 

finance, connected forecasts, 

operational strategies and better 

Amount committed 
by Deloitte in 
direct monetary 
donations, medical 
equipment and 
pro bono work to 
tackle Covid-19 
pandemic globally.
Source: Deloitte

us$12.5m

Tech support

Heather Smith FCCA, a digital practitioner in Brisbane, Australia, looks at low-cost 
technology tools to support your clients. Listen at bit.ly/AB-pod-heather-smith.
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Watch Carl Reader’s video about 
the joys of starting your own practice 
at bit.ly/ACCA-reader.

Going it alone

The one-stop shop
Post-Covid-19, a holistic approach to service provision could be the next step in the 
evolution of your practice as clients increasingly seek advice across the whole business

ancillary services. Singapore SMP 

Helmi Talib & Co is already expanding 

its suite of services, with specialities 

in areas such as cryptocurrency, 

internal audit and risk consultancy, 

as well as some aspects of human 

resources advisory. ‘Where we have 

no in-house capability we try to rely 

on our associates in the International 

Association of Practising Accountants 

or on other colleagues in the industry,’ 

explains managing partner Helmi Talib 

FCCA. ‘We try to remain engaged with 

the service provider we recommend to 

our clients and resolve any issues they 

may face.’

The firm does this essentially to 

enhance relationships with the client 

and increase its chances of retaining 

them, Talib says. ‘It would not be 

possible for us to build all the advisory 

capabilities our clients need as the 

business volume may not justify that, so 

we believe this approach suits us best.’  

Yin Lai Pat, managing partner 

at Ecovis Malaysia, agrees that it 

is ‘appropriate and best practice’ 

to provide advisory together with 

necessary outsourcing services, 

believing that clients prefer having one 

communication window. ‘We provide a 

wide range of services through different 

divisions with dedicated expertise for 

each,’ Pat says. ‘The core value of the 

firm is to resolve client business-related 

matters by leveraging on different 

expertise we have.’

The financial impact of Covid-19 will be 
felt for some time to come, and clients 
are more in need of their accountants’ 
advice than ever. And as with most 
consumers, people tend to want to 
shop for everything in one place. Small 
business owners, contractors and 
freelancers tend to opt for all-in, fixed-
fee monthly ‘packages’ covering a 
number of their requirements, such as 
bookkeeping, accounts and tax returns.   

Of course, larger clients have larger 

needs, and bigger firms are equipped 

to meet them, but should small and 

medium-sized practices (SMPs) follow 

suit and broaden their service offering? 

Brendan Sheehan FCCA, ACCA 

Council member and CEO of White 

Squires, a Sydney-based transformation 

project management consultancy, 

suggests this could be an aspiration too 

far. ‘The Big Four already offer the full 

range of generic services to the big end 

of town, and corporates tend to defer to 

established brands. Smaller firms really 

have to have a specialist niche to be able 

to tap into that corporate world,’ he says. 

Therein lies an opportunity for SMPs, 

Sheehan believes. ‘White Squires, when 

you strip it down, is really just a project 

management firm, but our approach 

focuses on helping our clients, through 

practical on-the-job training, to integrate 

agile work practices into their day jobs,’ 

he explains.

Boutique firms have the agility to be 

able to address a specific need with a 

specific solution ‘that maybe wouldn’t 

have the scale to be looked at by the 

Big Four,’ Sheehan adds.

Magdalene Ang FCCA, director at R 

Chan & Associates in Singapore, agrees: 

‘Failing in the 
additional service 

can jeopardise the 
whole relationship 

with the client. 
You need to ensure 

you have got the 
requisite skills’

‘SMPs are nimble by their size and 

structure, and therefore able to diversify, 

and react to change, in a much shorter 

response time than bigger firms.’ 

Ang points out that many SMPs 

already provide one-stop services. ‘Our 

practice focuses mainly on audit but 

we work with partners and affiliated 

companies to provide services such as 

payroll outsourcing, routine bookkeeping 

and tax compliance work, including 

advising on contract-related matters.’

As automation and artificial 

intelligence (AI) continue to reduce 

revenues from compliance work, some 

see it as common sense for practitioners 

to develop other income streams. ‘It 

makes complete sense to de-risk by 

diversifying services,’ says Carl Reader 

FCCA, joint chairman of D&T business 

advisers and accountants. One way to do 

this is to add services within your existing 

specialism, which also moves your clients 

closer to the one-stop-shop experience. 

Multidisciplinary model
A more common approach is to expand 

a generalist service offering to include 

38 Accounting and Business June 2020

AP_YPRAC_multidisciplinary.indd   38AP_YPRAC_multidisciplinary.indd   38 06/05/2020   11:3806/05/2020   11:38



Find your niche
Finding a specialist market niche is proving to be a successful strategy for Nexia 

Australia. Umer Altaf FCCA, audit and assurance manager, explains that expertise in 

the education sector has delivered the firm its largest client base.

‘We look after a lot of independent schools who rely on government funding,’ 

he says. ‘We have a good name in that field because there are various rules and 

regulations attached to the funding, which can be open to interpretation. That’s 

where our expertise comes in.’ 

Nexia has also developed a speciality around IFRS 16. Teaming with a cloud-

based solution provider, the firm offers its scalable leasing solution to clients 

that include more than 100 schools, a large funeral services business, universities and 

a luxury retail brand. 

Risky business
Diversification, however, is not 

without its risks. ‘Failing in the 

additional service can jeopardise 

the whole relationship with the 

client,’ says Reader. ‘You need to 

ensure you have got the requisite skills 

and expertise, either in-house or 

via a partnership with other 

professional advisers.’ 

Having worked for a 

Big Four firm as well 

as in industry, and 

now running her 

own practice, Peony 

Consulting Services in 

Hong Kong, Kelly Chan 

FCCA finds that most SMPs are 

able to provide one-stop-shop 

services. In addition to basic 

accounting and tax services, 

they can also play an important role 

as the central point of contact for 

referring clients to other providers 

with specialist expertise. 

‘It is common practice for SMPs to 

collaborate with other service providers 

to fulfil their clients’ needs,’ she says. 

‘Some SMPs may even merge with their 

partners for optimal synergy.’ 

Leveraging online platforms ‘is 

inevitable’, especially since the Covid-19 

pandemic, she says. However, given 

the traditional way of doing business in 

Asia, whether clients will welcome such 

change is less certain. ‘Online platform 

deployment comes with potential cyber 

and data security concerns that SMPs 

and their clients should mitigate as 

ongoing best practice,’ she adds.

‘To ensure business relationships 

are not jeopardised due to having less 

physical contact, close communication 

with clients to understand their needs 

and proactively provide value-added 

services is essential.’ AB

Iwona Tokc-Wilde and Peta Tomlinson, 

journalists
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Hong Kong is backing business
Like many governments across the globe, Hong Kong’s has introduced rescue plans 

and stimulus packages to support businesses during the Covid-19 pandemic.

Giles Wilson, CEO and founder of LinSon Business Consulting, deals mainly with 

SMEs and sees some companies responding well to the easier access to capital. ‘If 

you are part of what the government calls “hard-hit sectors”, then they have received 

money very quickly, which has helped on sustain them,’ he says.  

Wilson suggests that the special 100% loan guarantee under the SME Financing 

Guarantee Scheme – introduced in February’s Budget – will allow businesses access 

to cheap finance over a long period, which can either be used to expand their 

businesses or clear old debts. ‘I have not talked to any business that will use the 

money to retain staff or pay rent,’ he notes.

Instead, Wilson believes that the Special Administrative Region’s HK$81bn 

Employment Support Scheme is what businesses will count on to help their 

employees. But even then, there is no guarantee that the employees will receive it. 

Rosanna Choi, a partner at CW CPA, thinks the measures are helpful 

for some. ‘The government’s relief measures to compensate part of the 

companies’ staff and rent costs, and the postponement of the deadline for 

tax filing and tax payment, will help many corporates,’ she says. At the same 

time, however, she fears that the relief measures might be too late to keep 

afloat those whose sales have been hit hard by the pandemic, such as retail 

and hospitality businesses. 

Wilson also makes the perhaps surprising assertion that, ultimately, some 

businesses may emerge from the pandemic in better shape than before. ‘If the 

crisis ends within the next three months and a business is currently ticking over 

an SME will have a bumper year and end up financially better off than they did at 

the start of the crisis,’ he says. 

Too much pressure
With auditors struggling to meet year-end requirements for listed companies, how 
have audit professionals in Hong Kong responded to business’s needs?

and stay-at-home orders related to 

the pandemic have caused delays to 

financial and auditing processes for 

many entities. 

Lau believes that auditors should 

consider whether alternative audit 

procedures are acceptable under 

auditing standards, based on the risk 

assessments of individual companies 

as well as the environment under which 

they operate, without compromising 

audit quality. 

‘One should understand that 

certain audit and due diligence 

procedures, such as site visits, 

inspection of original documents, 

confirmations and interviews, 

cannot be substituted in full, and 

postponement of completion of audit 

may be inevitable in certain situations. 

Quality should always top the priority 

list,’ says Lau.

Access issues
Others concur. Setting aside the 

economic and human elements of 

the crisis, many of the challenges 

corporates have encountered in 

completing audits arise from an inability 

to physically access systems and 

information as a result of mandatory 

work-from-home edicts.

Natalie Chan FCCA, an 

audit and assurance partner at 

Deloitte, also points to ‘split-team 

arrangements and restrictions on 

external visitors, including auditors’ as 

some of the obstacles.

‘These new working arrangements 

also present data security challenges 

The fiscal year concluded in March 
for many companies in Asia, but the 
Covid-19 pandemic has thrown a 
wrench into the year-end for many. 

‘Listed companies have strict 

deadlines to meet and they have 

been working closely with their auditors 

in exploring solutions to avoid any 

non-compliance with the listing rules,’ 

says Louis Lau, a partner at KPMG 

China’s Capital Markets Advisory 

Group. Unfortunately, the lockdowns 

‘I’m sure some 
SMEs will plead 
their case about 

Covid-19 hindering 
their ability to 

complete on time 
and be let off with 

a slapped wrist’
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and the ability to execute internal 

controls over financial reporting as 

initially designed,’ says Chan, who is 

also an ACCA Council member and 

immediate past chairman of ACCA 
Hong Kong.

Chan feels there are many 

accounting implications companies 

additional liabilities; and additional 

disclosures including material 

uncertainties and subsequent events’, 

she says. 

For companies that took the time 

to set up their systems before the 

pandemic, however, it’s been business 

as usual. Giles Wilson, CEO and founder 

have to consider, ‘particularly 

surrounding the broad economic 

implications to local and global 

economies, including cashflows and 

supply-chain disruptions leading 

to potential liquidity and going 

concern issues, potential impairment 

of assets and recognition of 
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Taking a proactive approach with 

audit clients is vital, says Chan. 

‘We proactively discuss with clients the 

many implications this unprecedented 

incident can have on year-end financial 

reporting, including the potential need 

to make requests for the extension of 

the timetable,’ she says.

Chan credits her firm’s technology 

tools, such as Deloitte Connect – a 

secure online collaboration site that 

facilities a two-way dialogue between 

Deloitte teams and clients – for allowing 

auditors to effectively interface with 

clients in a secure manner.

Chan is encouraging companies to 

critically evaluate their contingency 

planning and internal controls over their 

financial reporting in the wake of the 

Covid-19 crisis.  

‘With respect to the auditing 

profession in general, this crisis 

underscores the benefits of getting as 

much of the audit done in the interim, in 

order to avoid last-minute surprises and 

the need to take advantage of any such 

relief,’ says Chan.

Wilson’s advice to his clients is to 

carry on as normal and to work with 

their accountants to keep the financial 

records up to date. He also cautions 

clients to not to be ‘creative’ with staff 

numbers and turnover figures in order to 

gain more money from any government 

financial subsidies that may be available. 

‘We are enforcing the idea that firing 

your accountant is the last thing you 

need to do during this time. They 

should be working with them to assist 

in any way they can,’ he says, adding 

that, in this, SMEs seem to be taking a 

sensible approach.

‘I think SMEs realise that the short-

term benefit of firing the accountant 

or auditor will only result in longer 

term pain when they need to hire them 

back again.’ AB

David Ho, journalist 

of LinSon Business Consulting in Hong 

Kong, says that the only issue he has 

faced has been delays in getting 

documents signed.

‘The availability of directors to sign 

the audit reports has been a slight 

issue as a lot of the ones we deal with 

live outside Hong Kong or are trapped 

in other countries under quarantine,’ 

he says. 

LinSon’s operations were already 

mostly digital, so the firm’s only 

significant cost has been on courier fees 

to ship documents around the world 

to be signed. Wilson believes that the 

Hong Kong Inland Revenue Department  

(IRD) could learn lessons for the future 

from the pandemic.

‘I hope this crisis will encourage the 

IRD to expand its ability for accountants 

or auditors to be able to file more 

information digitally – especially audit 

reports,’ he says.

Wilson is also concerned that some 

businesses may be using the current 

chaos as an excuse.

‘Audits are never high on SMEs’ to-do 

lists, so I’m sure they feel that if they 

miss any deadlines, they will write to the 

Inland Revenue Department, plead their 

case about Covid-19 hindering their 

ability to complete on time and they will 

be let off with nothing but a slapped 

wrist,’ he says.

Slow return to normal
Meanwhile, the gradual return 

to normality in mainland China is 

proving slow. To reopen premises, 

for example, businesses must apply 

for work resumption permits from 

relevant authorities. The requirements 

for getting these permits include 

disinfection of working premises; 

provision of sanitary utensils; details 

of staff travel history; a clear plan for 

employees to work on shifts; and 

keeping workers a minimum distance 

from each other. 

‘We are enforcing 
the idea that firing 
your accountant is 
the last thing you 
need to do during 

this time’

Delays in returning to work are also 

the result of logistical challenges. ‘Some  

staff were not able to go back to the 

office because they were stuck in their 

home towns where they had spent their 

Chinese New Year holiday,’ says 

Rosanna Choi FCCA, a partner at CW 

CPA and chair of ACCA’s Global Forum 

for SMEs. ‘In addition to making efforts 

to avoid stress and confusion among 

their staff, corporates need to spend 

additional time on administration and 

to bear the cost of time lost before 

work resumption.’ 

Choi cites the issues experienced 

by a client with headquarters in 

Beijing. ‘Except for one employee who 

is a local resident, no other accounting 

staff were allowed to go back to 

Beijing,’ she says. ‘The client needed 

to squeeze the workload into a much 

narrower window to get the financials 

done in time.’

With the difficulties companies face in 

getting back to work, CW CPA has had 

to spend additional time with clients 

to ensure that audits and other issues 

could be resolved seamlessly.

‘For auditors, more issues have 

come up in relation to expected credit 

loss of trade and other receivables, 

net realisable value of inventories 

and validity of going concern basis,’ 

Choi says.
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Co-working hubs thrive
Demand for co-working hubs in Hong 

Kong is increasing. Bloomberg reported 

that one provider, TheDesk, signed up 

25% more new members in the first 

quarter compared with the quarter prior, 

while the Executive Centre, a high-end 

serviced-office operator, leased 33% 

more desk space in the first quarter 

than a year earlier. Across its 135 mostly 

Asian centres, the company’s business 

grew about 9% in the first three months 

of the year. Companies are conserving 

cash and retaining flexibility rather than 

committing to a long-term lease, said 

CEO Paul Salnikow.

Cloud solution rolls out
Esker’s cloud-based accounts receivable 

automation solution will be marketed in 

Asia Pacific, expanding the partnership 

between Esker and Fuji Xerox, which are 

already collaborating on an accounts 

payable automation solution in the 

region. As a certified Pan European 

Public Procurement Online (PEPPOL) 

Access Point, Esker processes, sends 

and receives invoices to any recipient 

within the PEPPOL network. This 

accreditation is key to Fuji Xerox 

customers in Singapore, where the 

government has adopted PEPPOL for 

B2G document exchanges.

The view from
Gaurav Kushwaha ACCA, manager, Shapoorji Pallonji 
Oil and Gas, Singapore, on future-proofing skills

and processes. The internet 

of things, cloud computing 

and artificial intelligence 

are revolutionising 

the accounting sector. 

Accountants will have 

to stay relevant by 

providing value-added 

services, so I’ve deepened my skills 

in data analytics, which I can apply in 

areas such as estimation of demand, 

production and costing. This helps 

me to find and report interesting 

trends, so I’m better able to provide 

meaningful insight. 

The Covid-19 pandemic is the biggest 
reason businesses have fast-tracked 
their digital transformation strategy. 
I see this as a vital step to ensuring 

business continuity and tackling 

unprecedented challenges. Time is of 

the essence to develop plans required 

to recover efficiently and effectively. 

My organisation has revisited travel 

guidelines and implemented social 

distancing arrangements for the safety 

of its employees. 

I am really proud to have completed 
my ACCA Qualification and become 
a member while working full time. 
I had to learn to manage my time 

to be able to focus on both work 

and studies. In 2016, when ACCA 

partnered with the University of London, 

I jumped at the opportunity to obtain 

a master’s degree in professional 

accountancy. I believe the time 

management skills I had picked up 

previously helped me tremendously 

when doing this degree. AB

Accountants 
will have to 

stay relevant by 
providing value-
added services, 

so I’ve deepened 
my skills in 

data analytics

Getting into the 
accountancy profession was 
not my first choice during 
high school – but it was 
definitely second on the 
list. In school, my business 

management class had an 

introductory chapter on 

accountancy and finance; that’s where 

the attraction started. While applying 

to universities I was reacquainted with 

the ACCA Qualification – some of my 

friends and family are members – and 

I decided to give it a shot. ACCA gave 

me the flexibility to take the first three 

papers while working, after which I 

decided to pursue ACCA full time. 

I’m the manager for accounting and 
finance responsible for Asia Pacific. I 
enjoy the scope and dynamic aspects 

of my job, which helps me enhance 

my problem-solving skills and gather a 

deeper understanding of the business. 

We are now in Industry 4.0. The new 

trend is for businesses to automate and 

implement data exchange technology 

collapse in air traffic due 
to Covid-19 puts 6.7 
million jobs at risk and could lead to 
a negative GDP impact of US$452bn 
across Europe.
Source: IATA

90%
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The CFOs: who’s who
Li Bing, CFO, Juneyao Airlines
Li Bing heads the company’s financial strategy, overall budget and accounting 

management, financing and working capital management, risk management, 

centralised procurement and fleet introduction. He previously worked for China 

Eastern Airlines before joining Juneyao Airlines in 2006. 

Tu Jun, CFO, InterContinental Hotels Group Greater China
Tu Jun joined the hotel group in 2015 as CFO for Greater China. From 2012 to 2015, 

he served as the CFO at PepsiCo Greater China. 

Yang Chuan, Finance VP, Bosch China
Yang Chuan previously held key positions at Delphi, East Asiatic Company, Dascom 

and General Motors/Delphi. He has more than 20 years of financial management 

experience in manufacturing companies.

Li Xiangrong FCCA, CFO and deputy general manager, Homeinns Hotel Group
Li Xiangrong joined Hominns in 2014 and is independent director of a number of 

companies. She was previously CFO at Hengdeli Holdings and Unilever Greater China.

Guan Xiaohui, senior VP and CFO, Shanghai Fosun Pharmaceutical Group
Guan Xiaohui has extensive experience in financial management, corporate mergers 

and acquisitions and capital market operations. Before joining Fosun Pharma, she 

worked at the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China.

CFOs in action
Five CFOs from top companies in mainland China speak with Ji Zhou about their 
experiences of financial leadership during Covid-19 and their advice to others

China, the worst of the outbreak is 

over and the domestic aviation market 

occupancy rate has recovered by 60% to 

70%. The current situation is stable.

Tu Jun The epidemic delivered a heavy 

blow to the hotel and accommodation 

industry, and is a severe test for 

corporate management. The hotel 

and aviation industries are the biggest 

victims. According to economic data 

released by the National Bureau of 

Statistics, the revenue of the hotel and 

catering industries decreased by 35% in 

Q1. Our group’s 470 hotels in mainland 

China experienced a significant drop in 

occupancy rate, and 150 of them were 

temporarily closed. In the Spring Festival 

holidays of previous years, the occupancy 

rate was 60%-80%. During the worst 

days of the outbreak, some hotels had 

fewer than 10 guests. The impact on the 

company’s cashflow is huge, but with the 

outbreak now well under containment 

in China, business travel is recovering 

slowly and the hotel industry is prepared 

to face the long-term challenges

Yang Chuan Enterprises in my industry 

are not only facing the pandemic, but 

also the global economic recession and 

the transformation of the auto industry. 

This means it will take longer for this 

industry to recover. Under the influence 

of this triple-crisis, how can enterprises 

survive and develop? I believe talent 

and strategic transformation are two 

critical factors among others.

In the first quarter, my company 

performed better than the industry 

average by minimising expenses and 

sticking to the basics; we ‘hibernated’ 

through the winter, trying to stand still 

and save energy. We are predicting a 

The Covid-19 pandemic is having an 
extraordinary impact on the global 
economy, public health and social 
governance. In the face of this sudden 
crisis, how can finance stabilise 
business operations?

The CFO Leadership Research Centre, 

established by ACCA and the Shanghai 

National Accounting Institute, organised 

a ‘CFOs in Action’ interview with five 

recipients of the Best CFO Leadership 

Award in 2018 and 2019. They shared 

their ideas on coping with the current 

situation and plans for the future.

Q What have been the biggest 
challenges during the pandemic?
Li Bing The impact on the aviation 

industry became prominent in February. 

Domestic air traffic for the month 

dropped by 80% and revenue fell 

by 63%. Passenger traffic for China’s 

three major airlines plunged 80% and 

Juneyao Airlines saw a 75% drop. All 

airlines suffered huge losses in the first 

quarter. The challenge stems mainly 

from the large number of refunds that 

have occurred since the Spring Festival, 

resulting in cashflow pressure. We 

refunded more than 600,000 tickets, 

totalling close to RMB800m, around 

RMB130m of which was the cancellation 

charge we waived for our customers. 

Few companies put too much cash 

on their accounts; our cash balance is 

not too low, and we also transferred 

RMB200m from overseas. Thanks to 

effective control measures taken in 
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From top: Li Bing, Tu Jun, Yang 
Chuan, Li Xiangrong and Guan 
Xiaohui describe how they have 
coped with the pandemic.

Q What measures have you taken?
LB Maintaining a healthy cashflow 

is our top priority. Juneyao Airlines’ 

asset-liability ratio was a little over 60% 

at the end of 2019. We maintain good 

cooperation with banks and financial 

institutions, and have over RMB6bn 

in unused credit lines. Healthy asset-

liability ratio and sufficient credit lines 

helped us a lot in quickly responding to 

cashflow pressure.

As of March, we had RMB1.6bn on our 

account and borrowed RMB2.5bn with 

a discount. By nature, airline companies 

are more concerned with long-term 

business risks with a strong sense of 

risk prevention, and medium- and 

long-term financial strategic planning. 

Thanks to our cash stocks and financing 

channels, we are in a good position to 

deal with the crisis. Also, the company 

enjoyed some financial support policies 

from the state, such as the subsidy 

for international flights suspension, 

reductions in airport charges and the 

Civil Aviation Development Fund.

We also honoured our corporate social 

responsibility. We organised many flights 

for anti-epidemic material transportation 

and flew home many Chinese tourists 

stranded abroad. At present, the 

control of the global pandemic is still a 

challenge, and international flights are 

facing greater risks. Social interaction is 

a basic need for mankind, and airplanes 

are still the best means of transportation 

for long-distance travel. I believe there 

will be a U-shaped recovery for the 

aviation industry.

TJ CFOs can help a company survive the 

harsh winter and develop in the warm 

spring. We launched an emergency 

plan on 22 January and held team 

meetings every two days to respond to 

double-digit decline for this year and 

the downward trend may continue. 

From the perspective of the supply 

chain, the automotive industry chain 

is lagging behind. Currently, China’s 

supply chain is doing okay, but there are 

break-points in other countries. Small 

and medium-sized suppliers will face 

risks in cashflow. My company keeps an 

eye on that through our radar indicators. 

If there is a problem for our suppliers, 

we will provide support or prepare for 

an acquisition as soon as possible.

Li Xiangrong The pandemic is a 

life-or-death challenge for the hotel 

industry, and the difficulty lies in revenue 

and safety. Before the outbreak was 

contained in China, the whole population 

was at a standstill. The occupancy rate 

of hotels was only 10% at the end of 

January and the beginning of February. 

Revenue fell steeply, but the company’s 

operating costs, especially rent and 

labour, remained unchanged. Ensuring 

the safety of employees and customers is 

the top priority of enterprises.

Guan Xiaohui My group started 

fighting the epidemic before the 

Chinese New Year. Our hospitals in 

Wuhan were listed as designated rescue 

hospitals. We deployed personnel 

from our member hospitals to the 

frontline in Hubei; we wasted no time 

in arranging funds and raw materials 

for the production of negative pressure 

ambulances, ventilators and so on. 

Ensuring the production and supply 

of anti-epidemic materials are major 

tasks and challenges for us. We also 

purchased materials from overseas to 

assist our companies in Hubei and other 

places. In the first quarter, we promoted 

the quick development of the Covid-19 

diagnostic reagents and the global 

cooperation in mRNA vaccines. The 

main challenge since March has been 

the resumption of full production; we still 

face many problems in the supply chain 

and logistics that need to be resolved.
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any expenditure above RMB50,000. 

We achieved substantial reduction in 

non-core expenditures, and conducted 

reasonable planning of capital flow.

There has been a balance between 

humanistic care and financial 

consideration. No layoffs and salary 

cuts for us. We made a reasonable work 

schedule for our 100,000 employees 

based on our actual needs, actively 

carried out cross-industry cooperation 

in February and March, and cooperated 

with online and offline retail service 

businesses such as Freshippo and 

Yonghui Superstore, so as to help 

reduce labour costs.

The sense of urgency also stimulated 

our spirit to fight, and our problem-

solving efficiency was greatly improved.

We have vigorously supported 

franchisees by collaborating with 

banks to launch customised loans, and 

reducing or waiving some franchise 

management fees. For example, we 

waived all the franchisee management 

fees in Hubei, and provided timely 

communication and guidance.

GX Our finance department worked 

closely with business departments to 

allocate funds to ensure the supply 

of materials, actively participating 

in everything from raw material 

preparation to production. Fosun 

purchased a large amount of materials 

for fighting the pandemic globally, and 

the finance team efficiently cooperated 

in crossborder payment and customs 

clearance issues. For our global 

cooperation in the mRNA vaccine, the 

financial team was deeply involved in 

the negotiations, due diligence and 

fundraising.

Since about a quarter of Fosun’s 

income comes from overseas, we also 

need to follow the global development 

of the pandemic, make real-time 

predictions and analysis, and support 

departments to make decisions based 

on different scenarios.

the outbreak and make a difference in 

three ways. 

First, we actively responded to 

the outbreak while adhering to the 

company’s vision and values: the 

safety and health of our employees, 

passengers and property owners is 

essential to our company’s survival and 

development. We paid great attention 

to the procurement of anti-epidemic 

materials such as disinfectants, and 

supported the government by providing 

isolation hotels across the country. 

For example, we provided hotels near 

hospitals in Wuhan to accommodate 

medical staff. We also reduced charges 

and extended the billing periods to 

support the industry during the crisis.

Secondly, we improved cash 

management by cutting costs and 

finding new sources of income. We took 

effective measures to control and cut 

costs with temporary salary cuts for the 

management and grassroots employees. 

We actively communicated with our 

suppliers to extend payment periods and 

strictly controlled capital expenditures.

Thirdly, we took responsibility and 

stabilised employment. Our global CEO 

promised that ‘we will keep people 

employed as many as possible, for as 

long as possible.’ So far, there have 

been no layoffs and no major salary cuts.

YC Cashflow is the first priority. We 

stopped all investments and mergers 

and acquisitions, reviewed the 

terms for suppliers one by one, and 

suspended our recruitment plan. The 

crisis has provided companies with the 

opportunity to ‘take a bath’ and chop 

off otherwise bad portfolios. We should 

use the crisis to reorganise strategies 

and clarify the best product mix.

In order to prosper, analyse the most 

profitable and best product lines, so 

as to make more implicit investments, 

such as process optimisation and talent 

pipeline. In a crisis, some high-quality 

people may begin to flow on the market; 

this is an opportunity to target talent.

LX The first priority for a CFO is to 

ensure the safety of corporate funds and 

operations. We contacted the bank on 

the second day of the Chinese New Year 

to apply for an increase in credit line, 

and managed to get preferential loan 

interest rates and deferred repayment of 

existing loans and interests to gain more 

space and time for the safe operation of 

the enterprise.

At the end of January, a number of 

working groups were established, with 

four of them related to finance. The rent 

reduction team promoted rent reduction 

and exemption for more than 800 

stores, carried out communication and 

negotiation training, and tried hard to 

obtain the understanding and support 

of our property owners. The policy 

implementation team collected various 

tax reduction and fee reduction policies 

for taxation, social security, trade unions 

and training funds, and arranged for 

finance, personnel departments and the 

outlets to apply and implement anything 

that can bring benefits to the enterprise. 

Through the industry association, we 

made recommendations on specific 

anti-epidemic support programmes to 

the Ministry of Finance, some of which 

have been adopted and implemented.

We also have strict payment control, 

with the CFO signature required for 

‘Be more committed 
to finding 

certainties in 
uncertainties. Don’t 
expect to win every 

battle but make 
sure you never lose 

a major one’
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Ji Zhou, of the SNAI and ACCA CFO 
Leadership Research Centre, spoke 
to CFOs about their hopes and fears.

Q What are the decision-making 
challenges for CFOs in the face 
of uncertainty? 
LB There is an old saying in China: 

‘Preparedness ensures success and 

unpreparedness spells failure’. Financial 

strategy is very important. Juneyao 

Airlines is supported by a good financial 

strategic model. Our company’s cash 

balance is the highest in the airline 

industry, and we also have good 

access to finance, which makes us well 

prepared to deal with cashflow pressure.

I don’t think CFOs need to maintain 

a high profile when the company is 

under normal operation. But when 

the company has a problem, their 

importance will be highlighted; it is 

their responsibility to ensure normal 

business operations during a crisis. 

When the virus broke out, the company 

told our employees that there would 

be no layoffs or salary cuts to boost 

the confidence of our employees and 

investors. Thanks to our robust financial 

position, payments to suppliers at home 

or abroad remained stable. 

TJ CFOs need to be calm. Finance to a 

company is like an anchor is to a ship, 

and financial strength and healthiness is 

of the utmost importance. First comes 

the safety of cashflow: how do you 

communicate and solve problems? 

Secondly, you must maintain a healthy 

financial structure, protect the company 

against difficulties through corporate 

financing and provide support for future 

development. Thirdly, find new sources 

of income and control costs while 

facilitating business recovery.

CFOs must also be agile – making the 

right judgments and decisions based 

on different situations at different time 

points – and optimistic, facing up to 

reality with a positive attitude and giving 

your team confidence and support.

YC When everything goes well with 

the company, sales and marketing 

dominate the stage. But this crisis has 

During a crisis, it’s better to cancel or 

abort those projects that are difficult 

to evaluate. All departments should 

be more practical and realistic, and be 

more active in making improvements to 

enable healthy development.

GX Financial leadership includes 

inclusiveness and execution capabilities, 

as well as taking responsibility. In 

global cooperation projects, financial 

leadership ensures that the team and 

overall goals are achieved, project risks 

and benefits are reasonably assessed 

and transactions facilitated.

Q What words of encouragement 
would you offer CFOs?
LB Opportunity lies in every crisis; it is 

also an important moment to adjust our 

corporate and financial strategy and 

learn from it. It is important for CFOs to 

remain clear-minded and seek maximum 

support from the board of directors. 

TJ The harsh winter is upon us. We 

will survive it and prosper in the 

coming spring.

YC CFOs need the courage to change 

and the mindset of the gardener. 

Change refers to the development of 

new tactics and business models. We 

should not be afraid of failure; instead, 

we should prepare for new successes. 

By the mindset of the gardener I mean 

CFOs should pay attention to the growth 

and development of their people.

LX Strive for the best and prepare 

for the worst. CFOs should improve 

their capabilities in fast response, 

organisation, communication 

and action-taking to provide the 

management with stronger support for 

decision-making. AB

Ji Zhou is executive director of the CFO 

Leadership Research Centre, Shanghai 

National Accounting Institute. The views 

expressed are the personal views of the 

interviewees and do not represent the 

position of SNAI and ACCA.

brought CFOs opportunities to drive 

management changes. CFOs should be 

more committed to finding certainties in 

uncertainties. Don’t expect to win every 

battle, but make sure you never lose a 

major one.

Less is more. CFOs should set the 

right direction through determining the 

core competitiveness of the company. 

They are also responsible for timing the 

restructuring of financial statements, 

as well as obtaining and analysing the 

data capital and intellectual capital that 

reflect the value of the enterprise.

LX Guard the bottom line: ensure 

security and confidence, as the 

security of cashflow depends on regular 

financial planning.

Maintain overall control and take swift 

action: finance to a company is like a 

central control room to a ship. Maintain 

clear overall planning and real-time 

monitoring with timely feedback and 

adjustment of various indicators during 

the whole journey.

Clearly communicate company 

strategies, challenges, measures taken 

and plans made to everyone to boost 

solidarity and morale. At the moment 

of crisis, everyone’s goal is to survive 

and the resistance to change will be 

greatly reduced, which is a good time 

to promote and implement change. 
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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 

This time around, disruption to 

supply chains has also increased the 

risk of bribery and corruption as critical 

items became 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 misaccounting. 

Stress test for security
Ang suggests that companies stress-

test their existing compliance policies 

and procedures to ensure that they 

are digitalised. ‘In-person compliance 

training should be moved to online 

training and continue to be rolled out,’ 

he says, adding that it is critical that 

compliance programmes run as if it 

were business as usual.

He emphasises that decisions to 

defer or modify compliance initiatives 

must be defensible and properly 

documented, so that they can be 

justified to stakeholders and regulators. 

Putting in place whistleblowing hotlines 

can also help. 

Meanwhile, internal audit functions 

should be made aware of the 

heightened risks of white-collar 

crime during this period, with finance 

professionals building additional checks 

into audit mechanisms to ensure that 

any weaknesses in a company’s systems 

and controls are identified. There are 

also concerns about the sophistication 

As the Covid-19 pandemic continues, 
governments around the world have 
ordered lockdowns and companies 
have told staff to work from home. A 
side-effect – and one that is worrying 
finance professionals – is that the 
myriad new ways of working are 
making it difficult for companies to 
effectively deploy due diligence, 
compliance and training, which could 
lead to a spike in white-collar crime. 

Covid-19 has caused unprecedented 

disruption to businesses and created an 

environment outside the contingency 

plans most corporations have in place. 

The disruption has changed where work 

is conducted and how people interact. 

For those in charge of compliance, 

lockdowns have made communication 

and evidence-gathering for the enquiry 

process much harder.

‘In some cases, respondents are 

unable to provide the required 

answers or documents within the 

prescribed time, or even to provide 

them at all, 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.

Existing compliance programmes, 

such as in-person training or 

investigative due diligence and 

interviews, are also in peril as 

economies take hard hits. With due 

diligence interviews being conducted 

by telephone or video conference, 

and forensic investigations being 

carried out remotely, the related 

economic downturn may prompt 

companies to scale back or delay 

‘Even if changes 
may not have 

the bugs worked 
out, accountants 

should still perform 
effective evaluation 
to identify potential 
gaps in the system’

certain mitigation measures, 

such as introducing compliance 

programmes, and there is also a 

danger that they may shift their focus to 

struggling operations. 

There are a number of reasons 

why white-collar crime, which is 

typically financially motivated and 

non-violent, may be more prevalent 

during the current pandemic. History 

suggests that at times of economic 

crisis, factors like delays in enforcement 

activities, rapid disbursements of cash 

in stimulus spending and backlogs 

in the courts all come together to 

open up opportunities for profitable 

illegal activities.

During the 2008 global financial 

crisis, investment scams, supply-chain 

fraud and bribery attempts spiked 

as wrongdoers tried to make money 

wherever possible. Insider trading 

also soared between 2007 and 2009, 

according to a study by a team 

from the University of Pennsylvania’s 

Wharton School, Stanford University, 

the University of Cambridge and IESE 

Business School.
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Focus on internal control
Accounting professionals can play 

a more active role in preventing 

losses to activities such as fraud and 

embezzlement, even when it becomes 

more difficult to effectively carry out 

due diligence.  

Kong suggests that accountants in 

business pay extra attention to internal 

control systems during the lockdown. 

Special work or approval arrangements 

with loopholes – for example, fewer 

levels of approval for expenses – may 

have been rapidly developed and 

of criminals who are devising 

complicated ways of circumventing 

laws and compliance checks by 

making it harder to assess their culture 

and integrity.  

‘Companies ought to be building 

an improved compliance programme 

to include new risks such as business 

continuity, ownership changes, 

government interactions and others to 

prepare in advance for the long-term 

consequences of the pandemic,’ says 

the Red Flag Group, a Hong Kong-

based integrity and compliance risk firm. 

implemented. These procedures 

may be open to misuse or easily be 

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 
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More information

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

Covid-19 pandemic puts pressure on company systems. One area of concern is 

invoice-type fraud, which can take many forms and can grow thanks to disruption to 

supply chains. Another concern is insider trading, which is made easier by the lax 

nature of being away from the office environment, says Nick Parfitt, head of market 

planning, and Christophe Barel, managing director, APAC, at Acuris Risk Intelligence.

‘We have already been approached by a number of private equity firms to 

conduct forensic reviews of some of their portfolios, especially in emerging markets 

around Asia,’ says Stuart Witchell, managing director at Berkeley Research Group 

(Hong Kong). ‘There is concern about fraudulent transactions and the siphoning 

of assets out of companies due to coronavirus affecting economies and supply 

chains,’ To guard against these risks, companies should step up their game to ensure 

compliance, he notes. 

‘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 Parfitt and Barel. They suggest several preventative 

steps businesses can take, the first being to double down on educating staff around 

the risks posed to themselves and the organisation. Executives then need to consider 

what activities may be postponed while also making sure each employee assesses 

risks in their home lives for potential espionage, fraud and ‘joint venture’ collusion. 

Companies should also find out what sensitive information about the business and 

employees could be accessed by criminals.

C
PD

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

may present threats to the integrity 

of clients’ operations. These could 

result in material misstatements to 

financial statements.

‘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 which 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. In these unprecedented 

times, accountants need to understand 

what types of activities may be 

susceptible to fraud and take the 

initiative to dig deeper into any 

suspicious results or activities.

Meanwhile, preventing irregularities 

is a key responsibility of management, 

one that requires solid internal 

controls. Kong says that accountants 

employed in management positions 

should ensure the effective 

functioning of a well-designed internal 

control system. 

‘Where physical 
contact is 

restricted, more 
focus needs to be 
placed on the use 

of IT in securing 
the working of key 

control points’

‘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,’ he says. 

To some extent, Kong 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.

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 non-core activities to the 

greatest extent possible, he reminds 
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Measuring the cost
As the impact of Covid-19 on fi nancial statements begins to hit home across the 
globe, Adam Deller looks at adjusting events, impairments and fi nancial instruments

* Adjusting events: an event that 

provides more information about 

a condition in existence at the 

reporting period. These events may 

result in changes to the figures in 

the financial statements if necessary

* Non-adjusting events: these are 

indicative of conditions that only 

arose after the year end. These will 

result in disclosures in the financial 

statements but would not affect the 

amounts recognised.

The application of the impact of 

Covid-19 is likely to depend on when 

an entity’s year-end is. China had 

alerted the World Health Organization 

to several cases of an unusual form of 

pneumonia in Wuhan by 31 December 

2019 but the signifi cant information 

about the virus and its magnitude 

really only arose in early 2020. This is 

likely to mean that for entities with 

reporting periods ending on or before 

31 December 2019, they will treat 

the developments as a non-adjusting 

event. While the fi gures in the fi nancial 

statements are expected to be 

unaffected, the disclosures should be 

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a 
severe effect on economic and fi nancial 
markets, and virtually all industries 
are facing challenges as a result. The 
restrictions on movement of people 
have had well-documented impacts 
on the leisure, transport, retail and 
entertainment industries in particular, 
but the effect on fi nancial statements 
of entities will be widespread across a 
variety of industries.

The fall in revenues will have 

signifi cant impacts on the estimates 

produced by businesses, and there will 

be issues arising over a whole range 

of items, from onerous contracts to 

impairments and provisions. A number 

of the major accounting fi rms have 

produced excellent resources that 

clearly and helpfully explain the likely 

impact, and summarise the key points 

of accounting standards. These guides 

will be essential for any company 

wondering how to apply the specifi cs 

of accounting standards in light of the 

impact of Covid-19.

As the pandemic will lead to 

companies needing to assess the 

application of a large number of IFRS 

Standards, it is not possible to cover 

each of them here. Instead, we will 

look at two of the major items that are 

likely to at least be a consideration for 

most entities.

Events after reporting period
As the global situation evolves rapidly, 

entities must consider the requirements 

of IAS 10, Events After the Reporting 
Period. As a reminder of the key rule, 

there are two categories of event 

covered under IAS 10:

It is safe to 
assume that for 

any reporting 
event ending 

after 31 January 
2020, Covid-19 

is going to be an 
adjusting event
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recoverable amount. A key component 

for assessing recoverable amount is to 

estimate the present value of future 

cashflows, which are certainly likely to 

be diminished.

Goodwill and impairment is a project 

that remains on the work plan of the 

International Accounting Standards 

Board (IASB). It recently released a 

discussion paper on the subject, and 

I will look at that in more detail in the 

future. While this article will not be 

focusing on the potential goodwill 

impairment, the final thing to remember 

is that currently goodwill impairment 

cannot be reversed, meaning that the 

current situation could have a long-term 

effect on that asset value.

Financial instruments
One of the most common issues that 

entities may face is dealing with any 

potential impairment to receivable 

assets. This could occur in a number of 

different ways:

* Covid-19 can affect the ability of 

borrowers (corporate or individuals) 

to meet their obligations under loan 

relationships. 

* Entities may be asked by 

governments to give payment 

holidays to customers. Even if the 

borrower is still expected to pay 

all amounts owed, there could 

potentially be a credit loss if the 

lender is not compensated for the 

lost time value of money.

* Reduced fees or interest rates on 

loans given could mean that a 

lower amount is recoverable from 

these loans.

In the face of this, the IASB has issued 

guidance for entities in the application 

of IFRS 9, Financial Instruments, under 

the current uncertainty. Instruments 

falling under this guidance include 

loans, trade and other receivables, 

lease receivables, contract assets, 

financial guarantees, loan commitments 

significant. The disclosures need to 

explain the nature of the event and an 

estimate of its financial effect. While this 

may be extremely difficult to quantify, 

it is preferable to provide a range of 

estimated effects compared to not 

providing quantitative information at all.

If the likely impacts are that the 

company is no longer a going concern, 

then the entity will have to change its 

financial statements. They will have to 

be prepared on a break-up basis rather 

than a going concern basis. This means 

that all items will be held as current 

rather than non-current, all items will 

be held at their sale values, and specific 

items such as provisions relating to its 

closure will need to be included.

It is safe to assume that for any 

reporting event ending after 31 January 

2020, Covid-19 is going to be an 

adjusting event. This means that 

entities are likely to need to review 

all of the areas that are subject 

to judgment and estimation, as 

highlighted above. The impact of 

Covid-19 on these financial statements 

is therefore likely to be significant and 

widespread. Entities will have to spend 

a lot of time revisiting assumptions 

and estimations, and the detailed 

guides mentioned earlier are likely 

to be extremely useful. While we will 

not be covering the list of possible 

impacts, the one specific issue 

affecting almost everyone is likely to 

be impairments.

Impairments
The potential for impairments in 

the current climate is substantial. 

There is a clear risk of impairment to 

goodwill, as the acquisition price of 

an entity may well have been based 

on projected cashflows. When the 

goodwill impairment test is performed 

annually by entities applying IFRS 

Standards, they need to compare the 

carrying amount of the goodwill to its 
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to all borrowers in a specifi c class 

of fi nancial instrument should not 

automatically result in all of those 

instruments suffering a signifi cant 

increase in credit risk.

Clearly there are huge uncertainties 

surrounding the eventual impact of 

Covid-19, but entities are still required 

to make estimates based on reasonable 

and supportable information that is 

available without undue cost or effort 

at the reporting date. In practice, this 

information is likely to come from 

looking at macroeconomic scenarios 

applied by entities, taking into account 

the entity’s ongoing credit evaluation 

process and any fi nancial forecasts for 

industries and economies.

Despite the diffi culties associated 

with making estimates and assumptions 

in the face of such uncertainty, it is 

not expected that this would be a 

basis for entities to not update their 

ECL measurements. Indeed, the IASB 

believes that ECL estimates that are 

based on reasonable and supportable 

information will still provide useful 

information about ECLs, in addition 

to giving transparency to the users of 

fi nancial statements.

So as it stands, the guidance is less 

prescriptive than that handed out 

by governments to individuals and 

companies at the moment. As with 

the application of so many standards, 

the use of judgment is key. What is 

certain is that entities will have to spend 

signifi cant amounts of time revisiting 

estimates previously made. The old 

assumptions cannot simply be followed, 

and new lines will have to be drawn 

across a range of different balances in 

the fi nancial statements. The fi nancial 

statement fallout from Covid-19 may 

be uncertain, but it is very likely to 

be substantial. AB

Adam Deller is a fi nancial reporting 

specialist and lecturer.

and debt instruments not measured at 

fair value through profi t or loss. Under 

IFRS 9, an entity must recognise a loss 

allowance for expected credit losses 

(ECLs) on these. 

Under IFRS 9, an entity will need to 

consider the impact of Covid-19 on 

the allowance for ECLs and whether 

there has been a signifi cant increase 

in credit risk. This is something that 

entities are currently required to 

do at each reporting date, but the 

current situation will certainly prompt 

a substantial review of whether the risk 

has increased signifi cantly.

If there has been a signifi cant 

increase, the entity should measure 

the loss allowance at the lifetime ECLs 

rather than a 12-month ECL (other than 

short-term receivables and contract 

assets, which are always measured 

using lifetime ECL).

IFRS 9 requires the application of 

judgment, and entities will need to 

adjust their approach in determining 

ECLs following recent developments. 

Previous models and methodologies 

applied by entities in establishing ECLs 

will not have considered the situation 

under Covid-19, and therefore any 

existing ECL methodology should not 

be applied mechanically. The IASB 

guidance gives the example that 

an extension of payment holidays 

Goodwill 
impairment cannot 
be reversed, so the 

current situation 
could have a long-
term effect on that 

asset value
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Technical update
A roundup of the latest Covid-19-related regulatory changes concerning taxation, 
business loans, employee support, AGMs and more across Asia Pacific

that they can rely on electronic 

accounting records without having to 

store hard copy records. The ministry 

has said that government tax authorities 

must acknowledge electronically stored 

accounting records, including electronic 

invoices and receipts, if they are stored 

according to a new set of standards. 

As a result, companies will not have 

to keep the paper print versions if 

they can verify the electronic records’ 

authenticity and legality. Companies 

also need to make sure their accounting 

systems demonstrate the verification 

and approval of records, enabling 

staff, bookkeepers and accountants to 

recognise, read and process them. 

 

Malaysia

Wage support
Malaysia’s government has announced a 

RM250bn (US$57bn) spending package 

to help the economy withstand the 

Covid-19 pandemic. This includes 

paying a monthly wage subsidy of 

RM600 (US$138) for three months for 

employers who have experienced a 

50% drop in business since 1 January 

and who have workers with monthly 

salaries below RM4,000 (US$921). Human 

Resources Development Fund levies will 

be waived for all sectors for six months 

starting from April 2020, while SMEs can 

defer income tax instalment payments 

for three months starting from 1 April.

Administration relaxation
The Companies Commission of 

Malaysia (SSM) has relaxed company 

administrative procedure deadlines 

to help them cope with the Covid-19 

Hong Kong SAR

Extensions announced
Chief Executive Carrie Lam has 

announced that, due to the Covid-19 

pandemic, all tax payment deadlines for 

salaries tax, personal assessments and 

profits tax falling in April, May and June 

will be extended by three months. Hong 

Kong’s Inland Revenue Department 

(IRD) has announced that if taxpayers 

making salaries tax, personal assessment 

and profits tax payments have already 

made an initial payment for 2018/19 

assessments, the deadline for their 

second payment will also be extended 

for three months. In addition, guidance 

on deadline extensions for profit tax 

returns has been released.

Loans available
The Hong Kong government will 

offer Covid-19 loans of up to HK$2m 

(US$258,000) per company to cover 

employee wages and rents for six 

months, whichever is lower, with the 

potential of doubling this support over 

12 months through special applications. 

Interest will be prime rate minus 2.5%, 

with all guarantee fees waived. To 

qualify, businesses must have been 

operating for at least three months by 

31 December 2019 and suffered sales 

losses of at least 30% in any month 

since February 2020 compared with the 

monthly average of any 2019 quarter.  

HKMA releases reserves
The Hong Kong Monetary Authority 

(HKMA) has reduced by half the 

minimum reserves held by commercial 

banks, releasing HK$200bn (US$25bn) 

in liquidity to support companies. The 

HKMA has also promised to secure US 

dollars from the US Federal Reserve for 

lending to Hong Kong banks.

Dispensation for meetings
The Hong Kong Stock Exchange 

(HKeX) and the Securities and Futures 

Commission (SFC) have exempted 

annual, extraordinary and special general 

meetings of listed companies from a 

new Prevention and Control of Disease 

(Prohibition on Group Gathering) 

Regulation introduced on 29 March, 

which bans group gatherings in Hong 

Kong. However, the regulators have 

encouraged companies to use remote 

communication and decision-making 

tools, and ensure social distancing where 

physical meetings are held.

 

Mainland China

Filing dates extended
The mainland China state taxation 

administration is continuing to extend 

filing deadlines for corporate tax 

returns to help taxpayers, with the latest 

loosening being a short extension for 

filing dates from 20 April to 24 April for 

monthly and quarterly returns. In Hubei 

province, which remains the region 

hardest hit, local tax authorities can 

decide if further delays to tax filings are 

necessary. Taxpayers whose ability to 

pay has been harmed by the pandemic 

should apply for deferrals from their 

local tax offices. 

Electronic approval
China’s ministry of finance has released 

a new regulation advising companies 

54 Accounting and Business June 2020

AP_T_update.indd   54AP_T_update.indd   54 01/05/2020   15:0201/05/2020   15:02



ACCA issues Covid-19 global tax update 
ACCA has summarised the tax measures implemented by countries to combat the 

economic effect of the Covid-19 pandemic. Due to the ongoing changes announced 

by various governments, the information is for guidance only but there are links to 

country tax sites for updates. For more, see bit.ly/ACCA-cv19-tax.

manufacturing; machinery and 

equipment makers; aerospace; 

construction; science, professional and 

technical services; social health services 

including registered traditional and 

complementary medicine; hardware 

electrical and electronics shops; and 

laundry services. 

Deductions for good deeds
The Inland Revenue Board has 

announced that tax deductions can 

be claimed by taxpayers donating 

cash or goods to helping combat 

Covid-19 and support people harmed 

by the pandemic. 

Singapore

AGMs go online
Singapore imposed lockdown 

restrictions on the city-state’s businesses 

after the previously successful attempt 

to hold the spread of Covid-19 failed 

in April. It approved regulations 

allowing AGMs to take place remotely 

before 30 April. These must be staged 

according to rules set by the Singapore 

Stock Exchange (SGX), the Singapore 

Accounting and Corporate Regulatory 

Authority (ACRA) and the Monetary 

Authority of Singapore (MAS) that 

enable shareholders to ask questions 

and vote by proxy, with the meetings 

webcast live. For AGMs scheduled 

later, ACRA is offering increasingly 

long postponement deadlines, now 

stretching until 30 October. Smaller 

meetings, with appropriate social 

distancing, are allowed for up to 

10 people.

movement control order (MCO) made 

by the government on 18 March. These 

include a moratorium on lodging all 

statutory documents until 30 days after 

the MCO has been lifted. The SSM has 

also given companies an additional three 

months to file financial statements with 

its officials, beyond previous deadlines. 

And it has given companies three 

months after the end of the MCO to hold 

their annual general meetings, should 

they make a postponement application. 

Deferments for banks
Bank Negara Malaysia has told 

Malaysian banks to offer deferments 

of all loan/financing repayments made 

by individuals and SMEs for six months 

from 1 April, regarding borrowers not in 

arrears for more than 90 days that day. 

It has also told banks to offer to convert 

outstanding current credit card balances 

into three-year term loans with reduced 

interest rates. In addition, banks can use 

a capital conservation buffer of 2.5%, 

operate below the minimum liquidity 

coverage ratio of 100%, utilising existing 

regulatory reserves for lending to 

businesses and individuals struggling 

with the pandemic’s impact. 

Company reprieve
The Securities Commission Malaysia 

has announced that Bursa Malaysia 

will loosen its rules for declaring listed 

companies that are undergoing financial 

difficulties (assigning them ‘practice 

note 17’ status) during the Covid-19 

pandemic, even where auditors discover 

material uncertainties in accounts 

or a listed company defaults on a 

scheduled payment.

Reopening begins
On 16 April the government allowed 

certain economic sectors to reopen 

under its MCO, provided they follow 

health and movement guidelines. 

The sectors are: automotive 

Lockdown rules explained
Detailed legislation on lockdown and 

associated commercial regulations is 

available at bit.ly/sg-lockdown.

Support for jobs
From 15 April onwards, the Singapore 

government will for nine months spend 

more than SG$7bn (US$4.9bn) co-

funding monthly wages of more than 

1.9 million people paid under a Jobs 

Support Scheme. Aviation and tourism 

firms will receive 75% co-funding, food 

services 50% and others 25% – with all 

receiving 75% for April. 

Filing deadlines extended
Tax filing deadlines in Singapore have 

been extended by the Inland Revenue 

Service of Singapore (IRAS) by between 

11 and 45 days, covering income tax, 

S45 withholding tax, foreign employee 

tax clearances and more. IRAS has also 

deferred for three months deadlines for 

making April, May and June corporate 

and self-employed tax payments, now 

due in July, August and September. 

Property rebates available
Singapore non-residential properties 

will be granted property tax rebates 

for 2020, with those hit hard by 

Covid-19 (including hotels, serviced 

apartments, tourist attractions, 

shops and restaurants) receiving a 

100% rebate; other non-residential 

properties, such as offices and industrial 

properties, get 30%. AB

Keith Nuthall and Wang Fangqing, 

journalists
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Talking transparency
A new tax standard aims to increase funds for sustainable development through more 
extensive disclosure, but not everyone is convinced, says Ramona Dzinkowski

of business activities, revenues, profi t 

and tax. GRI 207 is effective for reports 

published on or after 1 January 2021, 

with early adoption encouraged.

Alex Cobham, CEO of the Tax 

Justice Network, says the GRI move 

is a response to a chronic lack of 

‘reliable and comparable, country-by-

country information on the taxes that 

multinational corporations contribute’. 

For its part, GRI says it developed the 

new voluntary framework to provide 

clarity on how much companies 

contribute to the tax base of the 

countries in which they operate, and 

thus curb tax avoidance and help 

governments fund services and 

sustainable development initiatives. 

Supporters of GRI 207, such as Gary 

Kalman, executive director of the 

Financial Accountability and Corporate 

Transparency Coalition, have urged 

companies to adopt it as soon as 

possible. ‘The GRI’s tax standard is the 

clearest and most signifi cant recognition 

to date of the global trend towards 

tax transparency for multinational 

companies,’ Kalman says. ‘The standard 

is both necessary and balanced.’ 

Others are not convinced. They 

doubt whether more tax disclosure 

as prescribed by GRI 207 will lead to 

more tax revenues for developing 

economies, and hence more spending 

on sustainability within regions. They 

question whether requiring companies 

to link tax policy to their sustainability 

goals adds anything to tax transparency. 

Furthermore, some of the disclosure 

requirements and recommendations 

are seen as onerous, requiring 

signifi cant restructuring of information 

Base erosion and profi t sharing (BEPS) 
has been high on the agenda of global 
tax authorities for quite some time, and 
for good reason. OECD data released 
in 2017 suggested that corporate tax 
strategies of multinationals designed to 
shift profi ts between tax jurisdictions, 
or exploit the mismatch in tax rules 
between countries, has eroded the 
global tax base by US$200bn. Much of 
this loss has come at the expense of 
less developed economies. 

Over the course of the past fi ve 

years, the OECD/G20 BEPS project 

has attempted to curb this type of 

tax avoidance through a variety of 

actions. They include a requirement 

for every multinational corporation to 

prepare a country-by-country report 

with aggregate data on the global 

allocation of income, profi t, taxes 

paid and economic activity among the 

jurisdictions in which they operate.

GRI 207 unveiled
However, the effectiveness of these 

efforts has been called into question 

and prompted other international 

NGOs to step into the tax transparency 

arena. Specifi cally, in December 2019 

the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), 

more commonly known for crafting 

guidelines for environmental, social 

and governance reporting, released 

GRI 207: Tax 2019.
The new GRI standard goes beyond 

BEPS, suggesting much more disclosure 

in a variety of areas, and is considered 

to be the fi rst global reporting 

standard to combine disclosures on 

management’s approach to tax strategy 

with public country-by-country reporting 

‘Accountants have 
the mindset to 

build frameworks 
to make things 
work, and this 
applies to the 

issue of tax 
transparency’
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systems, and potentially revelation of 

competitively sensitive information.

Responding to the guidelines, PwC 

said: ‘While we agree that a well-

considered tax strategy should align 

with other elements of business and 

sustainable development strategies, 

we do not think that understanding this 

alignment is critical to understanding a 

business’s approach to tax.’ 

Regarding the requirement to 

link the tax strategy to the broader 

economic needs of countries in which 

the organisation operates, the Big 

Four firm added: ‘We think this is not 

necessary to understand a company’s 

approach to tax. Furthermore, tax 

strategies are usually formulated at a 

global rather than country level. Given 

the very different economic situations 

of different countries, it would not be 

reasonable to have a tax strategy that 

takes detailed account of the economic 

situation in each and every country 

where it operates, especially for groups 

operating across many jurisdictions.’

Legal constraints
In addition to a host of other issues 

surrounding the requirements and 

recommendations of GRI 207, PwC 

questioned whether companies 

have the flexibility to add to their tax 

burden ad hoc. ‘The amount of tax 

that a company pays in a particular 

country is driven by the tax laws of 

that country,’ it pointed out. ‘It is not 

within a company’s gift to change the 

amount of tax it pays in a country based 

on that country’s economic needs; it 

must instead abide by the tax laws of 

that country. It would therefore seem 

untenable to expect companies to 

change their tax policy based on the 

economic needs of individual countries.’

For the moment, GRI 207 may be 

generating more questions than 

answers. However, the overarching 

consensus seems to be that GRI has 

been successful in moving the tax 

transparency agenda forward. 

‘At first review, there was a huge 

concern that this was just too 

complicated and too much work,’ says 

Eric Israel, a consultant at Isos Group 

and adjunct professor of integrated 

reporting at the Middlebury Institute 

of International Studies at Monterey, 

in the US. However, he points to the 

concept of tax materiality and the 

tenacity of accountants to get the job 

done. ‘Accountants are like engineers,’ 

he says. ‘They have the same mindset to 

build systems and frameworks to make 

things work, and I think this applies to 

the issue of tax transparency.’ 

If accountants come to the conclusion 

that tax is a material issue for their 

shareholders, Israel says, GRI proposes 

a reasonable framework for disclosing 

tax management strategies. He adds: 

‘Companies want to comply with 

generally accepted global standards 

like GRI 207 and, once there is a critical 

mass of companies doing this, there is 

little excuse for other companies not to 

adopt the guideline.’

Kate Barton, vice chairman for global 

tax at EY, tends to agree, but she 

encourages international standard-

setters and market regulators to step 

up their game when it comes to tax 

transparency disclosure. ‘The companies 

that we work with are not looking to 

avoid tax or not pay tax on all of their 

income,’ she says. ‘What they’re trying 

to avoid in this complex world where the 

rules are individually set by countries is 

double taxation. 

‘What we need is a globally accepted 

standard and a multilateral tax code. 

In getting there, the challenge is to 

keep all the major countries around 

the table.’ AB

Ramona Dzinkowski is a Canadian 

economist and president of RND 

Research Group.
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Support and lead
Leading through the Covid-19 pandemic has tested many senior professionals. As we 
enter the next phase, Dina Smith looks at strategies to grow yourself and your team

manage your anxiety. Your investment 

in taking care of yourself is critical to 

bringing your best self to your work and 

your team.

Communicate regularly
Continue to ease employee anxiety by 

providing frequent updates. In a study 

of crisis communication after 9/11, 

employees described how important 

it was to hear their leader’s voice – 

whether in person or through calls, 

email or social media. 

To be sure, it can be challenging to 

decide what to communicate to your 

team and what to withhold. It’s easy 

to assume that ‘they probably already 

know’ or ‘they don’t need to know that’ 

or ‘they can’t handle that news right 

now’. But the reality is that if you don’t 

communicate frequently and clearly, 

your people will fill in the blanks and 

The Covid-19 pandemic upended 
our reality in unprecedented ways. 
And while we are arriving at a new 
normal, the necessity and significance 
of having to navigate and lead in 
uncertain times is as pronounced 
as ever. 

As we adjust to the ongoing ripple 

effects and restructuring of our 

economic and social order, how can 

you continue to support yourself and 

your team, and grow even stronger? 

The strategies below will help you to 

effectively lead yourself and others 

through the next phase of the pandemic 

and shape the ongoing challenges to 

your advantage.

Maintain your empathy
The Covid-19 crisis has spiked levels 

of fear, stress and anxiety across the 

globe. From the loss of normalcy and 

connection, to anxiety around getting ill, 

to fears of the economic tolls, the crisis 

has not been easy for anyone. There has 

also been the real loss of human lives, 

and you and colleagues may be grieving 

for loved ones. 

Continue demonstrating empathy for 

team members and colleagues who may 

still feel disoriented. Strive to be fully 

present and to listen actively and without 

judgment. Try to put yourself into your 

co-worker’s shoes; by seeing the world 

through their eyes, you’ll be able to help 

them stay calm and focused.

If you are still feeling fearful or 

anxious, know that this is normal and 

be self-compassionate. As a senior 

professional and leader, staff will take 

cues from you, so be sure to ‘put your 

own oxygen mask on first’ and spend 

time outside work enjoying the activities 

that help you replenish yourself and 
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Five steps to creative thinking
1. Sleep. Sleep boosts cognitive function and positive mood – both critical for 

innovative thinking.

2. Unplug. When you can’t take a vacation, letting your mind wander or taking a 

walk are simple, proven ways to increase creative thinking.

3. Collaborate. Find others with whom you can develop new ideas and solutions. 

Recruit people who will help you build energy and momentum, complement 

your strengths and bring diverse thinking. 

4. Experiment. An experimentation mindset and the willingness to occasionally fail 

can unlock creativity, produce rapid learning and lead to high achievement. 

5. Reward. Recognise employees for innovative behaviours such as trying 

something new. Celebrate the learning that comes from failure, too.

* What values or principles helped 

you steer? Who or what did you 

stand up for?

* What new skills did you develop?

* What did you learn about yourself?

* How did you stretch and grow as a 

human being and a leader? 

As a team, conduct regular retrospective 

meetings to help you capture your 

team’s learnings and be more agile as 

business conditions continue to shift. 

Productive retrospective meetings can 

help your team boost efficiency, improve 

communication, learn from mistakes and 

improve morale through recognising 

and celebrating successes.

Use the questions below to structure 

your retrospective. Keep the meeting 

fun and constructive, ensure everyone 

has the opportunity to have their say, 

and be sure to record both learnings 

and follow-up items.

* What is going right that we can 

repeat in the future?

* What isn’t going well, and how can 

we avoid it in the future?

* What should we do differently?

See new possibilities 
Crises involve fundamental shifts that 

create prime conditions for innovation. 

They shine a spotlight on where 

our systems are working or not, and 

highlight opportunities for innovation 

likely go to worst-case thinking. This 

tendency is especially the case as 

people may still be in an elevated state 

of stress and brains are on high alert 

scanning for potential threats. 

Provide as much clarity as you can 

on company policies, procedures and 

direction, including how decisions 

are being made. Offer as much 

transparency as possible. Deliver 

ongoing updates instead of waiting until 

you have all of the answers. No one wins 

when your team is left in the dark.

Capture learnings 
The Covid-19 crisis has forced us to 

live and work in new and different 

ways – some unwelcome and 

uncomfortable. However, in shifting us 

out of the habitual into new waters, the 

pandemic has created conditions ripe 

for learning. And by choosing – as an 

individual, team or organisation – to 

see adverse circumstances as learning 

opportunities, we can shape the 

challenge to our advantage.

As an individual, consider the 

following questions to build your 

self-awareness, find deeper meaning 

in this crisis and recognise your 

personal growth:

* What strengths did you depend 

on? What new strengths did 

you discover?

and improvement. Crises also demand 

more rapid ideation, decision-making 

and implementation, and, in doing so, 

unfreeze organisational structures and 

processes that have hardened over 

time. By helping us see systems in a new 

light and demanding fast action, crises 

can help unlock fresh ways of thinking 

and doing.

For example, the SARS pandemic in 

2003 led to the explosive growth of the 

then-small Alibaba and pushed it to the 

forefront of Asian retail. The financial 

crisis of 2008, which resulted in reduced 

savings and income rates for a vast 

number of people, led to the rise of 

asset-sharing companies such as Uber 

and Airbnb. And we already see shifts 

in how consumers and businesses are 

behaving due to Covid-19.

Harness this opportunity for 

innovation in yourself and your team 

by creating conditions that support 

more creative thinking, which is the 

starting point for innovation. By 

fostering an environment that supports 

creativity and innovation, you can 

unleash the power of creativity to solve 

the problems you’re experiencing today 

and innovate for a more successful 

tomorrow. See the sidebar for five tips 

to boost creative thinking in yourself 

and your team.

Supporting others and improving 

performance through empathy and 

proactive communication. Capturing 

individual and team learnings. 

Leveraging shifts to foster new thinking 

and innovation. While we cannot be 

sure about when the Covid-19 crisis 

will end, these strategies can help you 

shape the challenge to your advantage. 

And when it’s all over, you’ll be able to 

look back and see that you made some 

good come of it. AB

Dina Smith is an executive coach 

and owner of Cognitas, a boutique 

leadership development firm.
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2010
Chief executive, Walsall FC

2007
Finance director, Walsall FC

2002
Management accountant, Walsall FC

1997
Audit senior, BDO Stoy Hayward

CVi

Fan at the top
After spending most of his career at English League Two football club Walsall FC, 
its CEO Stefan Gamble FCCA has made a success of boosting revenues

Football’s a funny old game. Nothing 
can stir the passions as much as a good 
run in the World Cup or the European 
championships or, closer to home, 
lifting the FA Cup at Wembley. Just an 
appearance at Wembley will do.

It is this last example that sticks in 

the memory of Stefan Gamble, chief 

executive of Walsall Football Club. One 

of his personal highlights of nearly 20 

years at the club was taking his team 

to Wembley in March 2015 for the final 

of the English Football League Trophy. 

Despite losing 2-0 to Bristol City, it 

is a game that will stick in Gamble’s 

memory. ‘It was the first time in the 

club’s 130-year history that we had been 

to Wembley,’ he recalls. 

It is moments like these that football 

fans live for but, for the CEO of a 

League Two club, it is as much the fight 

for financial survival off the pitch as the 

team’s performance on it that counts. 

Walsall’s regular home gate is around 

4,500 – not enough to sustain any 

professional football club, and Gamble 

has to bring his financial skills to bear in 

the search for alternative revenue.

Off-pitch money spinners have 

included Europe’s biggest freestanding 

digital advertising screen. And then 

there was Elton John, who played his 

greatest hits show to 14,000 fans who 

packed out the stadium in 2015.

Gamble signed for the club back in 

2002, joining its finance department, 

although he had previously been the 

club’s senior auditor when he was at BDO 

Stoy Hayward, the firm he had joined as 

a trainee five years earlier and where he 

achieved his ACCA Qualification after 

graduating from Liverpool University.

‘During my time at BDO I got to know 

Walsall’s then-chairman who was looking 

for someone to help on the financial 

side. It was an opportunity that really 

appealed to me. It meant I could take 

my professional qualification and use it 

in an environment that was my passion.’

His first role was management 

accountant. The finance function was 

relatively small, and Gamble worked 

with the FD, a purchase ledger clerk 

and a payroll clerk. ‘It is a £7m turnover 

business,’ he says, ‘but one whose 

profile far outweighs such a small size.’

Gamble took on more of the FD’s 

roles and set about professionalising 

the function. ‘We were in what is now 

known as the Championship, so the 

club was getting bigger, he says. ‘We 

brought in better financial controls 

over the accounts and cashflow side of 

the business.’ And it has paid off; the 

club has turned a profit in 23 of the past 

26 years.

Gamble’s talents were recognised 

when he was asked to join the club’s 

board as FD in 2007. He then won a 

further promotion in 2010 when his 

predecessor as chief executive, Roy 

Whalley, decided to stand down. 

Diversification imperative
The role of chief executive has brought 

diverse benefits, Gamble says. ‘On day 

one, I went from having responsibility 

for the finances to taking charge over 

the commercial, events and retail sides 

of the business. My inbox was pretty full, 

but by that time I had had eight years in 

the business at a senior level, so nothing 

was a shock.’

Off the pitch, in 2016 he sealed 

a renewed stadium naming-rights 

deal with a local beer brand and 

the following year struck a five-year 

sponsorship deal extension with an 

insurer for the team’s shirts. And, 

of course, there is that huge digital 

display in the car park – Gamble went 

to China to source the screen, which 

stands opposite the busiest stretch of 

motorway in the country. ‘The business 

model is that everything we generate 

in other parts of the business goes 

straight into the football pot and is at 

the manager’s disposal to be successful 

on the pitch,’ he says.

Unfortunately, the Saddlers, as Walsall 

are affectionately known, were relegated 

last year after 12 consecutive seasons in 

the third tier. This meant that Gamble 

had to relinquish his position on the 

board of the English Football League, 

which he had held since October 2016. 

Football finances are notoriously 

varied. There are the super-rich clubs at 

the top of the Premiership top tier, those 

that are just about surviving, and those 
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£6.7m
Walsall Football Club’s turnover in 2019

£19,000
Profit in 2019

400 
Number of staff, including 30 

professional players, 18 apprentices  

and 120 academy players

1888
Date the club was founded

6th
Best ever league position (1898/99) 

Basicsi
that have fallen into administration. 

‘Clubs get into trouble when their hearts 

rule their heads,’ says Gamble. ‘We 

employ over 400 staff, full-time and part-

time, and they all need to be paid at 

the end of the week, so you need to run 

the business properly and responsibly. 

The reality is that we support a large 

number of families in the local area and 

a number of local businesses as well.’

Know your limits
One of the biggest challenges is 

that a League Two club like Walsall is 

competing with 23 others for the best 

talent, which pushes up player prices. 

‘One of the hardest things to do in 

football – but one of the best ways to 

ensure stability – is to be able to say 

no,’ Gamble says. ‘Sometimes there are 

players you can’t afford and you have to 

let them go. At the same time, you have 

to have ambition, because that is what 

we all do it for.’

Off the pitch, Gamble is trustee of 

a community programme that helps 

medium of football. ‘The list is endless,’ 

Gamble says. 

‘We do walking football for the 

over-60s. Clubs do a huge amount in 

the community. We have a high profile, 

and so are able to work with and help 

many people.’

The current stadium was built some 

30 years ago, but even back then, it 

was designed so that its facilities didn’t 

lie unused until Saturday afternoon 

came around. Conferences, exhibitions, 

sporting dinners and the occasional 

pop concert all figure in helping 

to make the football club a viable 

business as well as a thriving element in 

the community.

But perhaps most importantly of all, 

it is a home for those who have a real 

passion for their team. Come Saturday, 

Gamble is there with them. AB

The interview took place before the 
Covid-19 pandemic.

Philip Smith, journalist

to deliver activities such as sports for 

disadvantaged children, as well as 

working with the local authority and 

NHS to encourage healthy eating. Some 

children come into the club for help 

with their maths by learning through the 
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While running her own 
business facilitating 
partnerships between luxury 
brands to access new, pre-
qualified high-net-worth 
customers, Irene Ho FCCA, 
CEO of The Luxury Network 

in Singapore, doesn’t forget 
the less fortunate in society.
Q Tell us about your 
community service.
IH In one of the oldest 

estates in Singapore there 

are a lot of needy people – 

particularly older folk who 

may not know how to express 

themselves clearly. I volunteer 

to find out what issues they 

are facing, help them to 

organise their thoughts and 

make representations on 

their behalf to their Member 

of Parliament. Maybe they 

are out of work and have 

financial or family issues. 

Perhaps they have received a 

fine and are confused about 

a new local law. 

Giving back
Helping others and building resilience in the community is more important 
than ever. We hear from ACCA members on how they offer support
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Alex Wong mentors 
Hong Kong’s burgeoning 
entrepreneurs. 

Irene Ho advocates 
for members of 
her community.

Lew Sze How has 
volunteered with St 
John Ambulance since 
he was 14.

For example, a resident 

was sick but afraid to go 

to the doctor because he 

thought it would cost a 

lot of money. He didn’t 

realise that there would 

be social workers in the 

hospital who could help 

him. Additionally, after 

much probing, we realised 

that he couldn’t even afford 

the public transport to the 

hospital which was less than 

S$2, but he was too shy to 

say. Because we were able 

to find out the actual issues, 

we could provide him with 

immediate assistance. 

Q How did your ACCA 
Qualification equip you for 
this role?
IH Relating to people who 

are troubled or vulnerable 

requires compassion, 

critical thinking and 

problem-solving. Through 

my ACCA journey I have 

learnt how to manage 

effective communication, 

and also gained the 

confidence to put myself 

out there.

Q What have you gained? 

IH ACCA has opened 

doors for me personally, 

and I always say that with 

greater power comes 

greater responsibility. 

ACCA graduates are in a 

privileged position so I feel 

it is important to think about 

giving back.

When not advising his 
SME clients, Lew Sze 
How FCCA, director at 
Forreststone Corporate 
Advisory in Malaysia, serves 
the community as deputy 
area commander for St John 
Ambulance Malaysia’s Johor 
Bahru area.
Q Tell us about your 
community service.
LSH I joined St John 

Ambulance as a school 

student aged 14 and have 

been involved ever since – 

almost 30 years. As a teen 

I was thinking of studying 

medicine but my parents 

couldn’t afford it. In the end 

I studied accountancy but 

that didn’t deter me from 

learning more about the 

medical field as a volunteer. 

Our role is to provide 

assistance to medical 

practitioners. In 2019 there 

was a chemical spill in Johor 

Bahru: thousands had to 

be evacuated and we were 

the first non-governmental 

organisation (NGO) on the 

scene. My role involves 

managing teams, making 

decisions and co-ordinating 

with other districts and on 

a national level, as well as 

planning fundraising. St John 

Ambulance is 100% funded 

by public donations.

Q How did your ACCA 
Qualification equip you for 
this role? 
LSH The technical 

knowledge is invaluable. 

As an NGO, we have to 

be accountable to the 

public – so the accounts 

must be accurate, 

transparent and compliant 

with corporate governance.

Q What have you gained? 

LSH It’s about helping 

people and being there 

when they need us. Through 

St John, I have also learnt 

skills like time management, 

manpower planning and 

being observant. So my 

ACCA training equips me for 

my volunteer service and my 

volunteer training helps me 

in business. 

Alex Wong FCCA, 
proprietor at CB Wong & 
Co and former chairman of 
ACCA Hong Kong, mentors 
entrepreneurs during the 
early days of their start-ups.

Q Tell us about your 
community service.
AW As someone who has 

benefited from the support 

of others in the accounting 

profession, I feel it is 

important to give back to the 

community. So I volunteered 

to work with Hong Kong’s 

Trade and Industry 

Department as a mentor to 

help people starting out.

By providing advice, 

members of the public can 

learn how accountants can 

help their businesses to 

be successful, instead of 

accountants being a cost 

to businesses. I’m also a 

council member of Hong 

Kong Polytechnic University 

and the chairman of its 

audit committee.

Q How did your ACCA 
Qualification equip you for 
this role?
AW The technical expertise 

I can share helps small 

businesses to be more 

successful. For example, I’ve 

helped to restructure the 

way a restaurant operated 
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Sabina Buza provides 
mentoring in finance.

Gillian Mulligan used 
her skills to support 
the relief response to 
Australia’s bushfires.

its business accounts. The 

restaurateur worked on 

the belief that as soon as a 

supplier’s bill was paid, the 

invoice was thrown away 

because it served no further 

purpose. I was able to teach 

the owners that there is more 

to keeping accounts than 

in-and-out cashflow. It is a 

good feeling knowing that 

the advice I gave may have 

helped them to make their 

business more successful. 

Q What have you gained? 

AW There is a feeling of 

satisfaction when you help 

people you actually meet. 

Making a financial donation 

does not provide the same 

level of satisfaction as 

actually using accounting 

skills to help people. 

Besides, through offering 

advice, SME owners have 

become friends. 

Originally from Ireland, 
Gillian Mulligan FCCA, 
a financial analyst in the 
Faculty of Medicine and 
Health at University of 
Sydney, Australia, is vice 
chair of the ACCA Network 
Panel for Australia and New 
Zealand. When bushfires 
ravaged New South Wales in 
January 2020, she joined the 
hands-on volunteers. 
Q Tell us about your 
community service.
GM After my friend heard 

a story on the radio about 

a town that had lost 

everything, we wanted to 

do something to help. We 

found out about BlazeAid, a 

volunteer-based organisation 

that works with people 

in rural Australia affected 

by natural disasters, and 

drove up the coast to join 

one of their camps. We 

were prepared to clear 

trees or help build fences, 

but what they needed 

that day was organisers. 

There’s a lot of paperwork 

involved – insurance, 

occupational health and 

safety documentation – as 

well as organising donations 

of food and equipment. 

What intrigued me was the 

number of international 

people coming out to help: 

we met people from the 

UK, Poland, France, Russia 

– even a 76-year-old who 

had come from a corporate 

background, who had never 

worked on a farm before.

Q How did your ACCA 
Qualification equip you for 
this role? 

GM In a bushfire crisis, 

you need to let people 

tell their story. The 

empathy, communication 

and listening skills 

developed during ACCA’s 

emotional intelligence 

quotient enabled me to 

be that listening ear. The 

organisational skills I’d 

gained helped, too.

Q What have you gained? 

GM We just wanted to help 

people out. For me, it’s 

knowing that even small 

contributions make some 

sort of a positive difference. 

Sabina Buza ACCA, auditor 
oversight adviser at the 
Financial Markets Authority 
in New Zealand, mentors 
aspiring and mid-career 
professionals on finance 
through her tutoring role at 
Massey University, Auckland.

Q Tell us about your 
community service. 
SB From my own ACCA 

journey, I know how hard it 

can be. I had busy clients, 

was working 12 hours a day 

and still finding time to study. 

I wanted to impart what I 

had gained to accounting 

undergraduates, hoping my 

experience would help them.

Then, I was approached 

to tutor an MBA class 

on financial resource 

management – a new 

opportunity for me. These 

mid-career students were 

dentists, IT people, business 

owners, marketing specialists 

and so on. With such a mix of 

people, it was challenging to 

explain accounting concepts 

that I had learned through 

eight years of practice in a 

seven-week programme.

Q How did your ACCA 
Qualification equip you for 
this role?
SB When students find 

the course complex and 

fear they might fail, I use 

ACCA as a good example. 

I tell them that with the 

qualification I’ve done the 

pass rate is 40%. Yet I tried 

to never doubt myself: no 

matter the result, I would 

know that I had done my 

best. I can also share that 

ACCA taught me how to 

work smarter – about time 

management and how to 

prioritise things, as well as 

the technical skills.

Q What have you gained? 

SB It was healthy to refresh 

those memories. As a day 

job I mainly do auditing, 

and the knowledge about 

other aspects came back. I 

was able to deliver that in 

a concise way for students 

to understand. So, tutoring 

develops my communication 

and delivery skills. You 

can’t take for granted that 

everyone understands 

financial concepts. AB 

Peta Tomlinson, journalist
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More information

You can read more about all of ACCA’s global forums 
at bit.ly/ACCA-GFs.

Ethics on the line
In the latest article in our series outlining the purpose and activity of each of ACCA’s 
global forums, we shine a spotlight on one that underpins the rest – the ethics 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

* 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.

Ethics forum
The ACCA Global Forum for 

Ethics underpins and cuts 

across all the other forums, 

since ethics, according to 

Sundeep Takwani, ACCA 

director of regulatory 

relations, is at the core of 

everything accountants 

do. The forum helps ACCA 

shape its ethics policies and 

positions, and understand 

how they impact its members 

and students. Its work, says 

Takwani, is broad, but it 

all comes back to how the 

behaviour of accountants 

plays out in the business and 

society more generally. 

The forum includes 

representatives from a wide 

range of countries – an 

essential feature in ethics, 

as many jurisdictions have 

their own challenges, and 

often subtly different ideas 

of good behaviour. One 

of the key challenges for 

this forum is that different 

countries have different 

words and expressions to 

describe ethics but ACCA 

has one global ethics code. 

The forum is accordingly an 

important place to debate 

the language that will 

ultimately govern members. 

The forum also discusses 

areas where the application 

of relevant ethics standards 

is causing a problem in 

practice. This means that 

ACCA has a good sense of 

what is happening on the 

ground when it responds to 

consultations by regulators. 

‘There is a lot of evidence 

to suggest that doing the 

right thing is profitable 

to business,’ Takwani 

points out. ‘Ethics is not 

complicated – the world is 

complicated! And ACCA’s 

ethics forum is there to 

play a role in defining and 

promoting good behaviour 

across the whole financial 

reporting chain.’ AB
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Time to learn
ACCA is providing as much support as possible to members at 
this difficult time, including free resources and discounted CPD

With changes in the way 
businesses operate and 
in individuals’ lifestyles 
accelerated by the Covid-19 
pandemic, ACCA recognises 
the growing need for online 
learning instead of physical 
attendance at CPD events. 

To help support members 

through this uncertain time, 

we have been working 

with our CPD partners to 

highlight topics and online 

resources of benefit to 

finance professionals. 

ACCA has a range of 

webinars and courses that 

members can access for 

free. You can find them at 

bit.ly/ACCA-covid-CPD. See 

in particular our webinar 

‘Global Economic Outlook – 

Covid-19 takes its toll’, which 

is worth one CPD unit, at 

bit.ly/ACCA-covid-webinar 

(see also page 20).

In addition, this may be a 

good time to take a look at 

ACCA’s Certificate in Digital 

Innovation for Finance, which 

aims to support members 

who wish to develop 

their knowledge, skills 

and awareness of digital 

technology innovations 

and their impact on the 

finance profession. Visit 

bit.ly/ACCA-cert-DIF.

And, of course, AB has a 

large compendium of articles 

that can earn you CPD units 

– go to bit.ly/AB-CPD-app.

Further coronavirus-related 

guidance is available at 

accaglobal.com/covid-19. AB
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