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Being CIMA president is a 
privilege, and this year 
marks for me the high point 

in what has been a fulfilling, inter-
esting, and rewarding career in 
business.

I am making it a priority 
throughout the year to meet and 
talk to as many members and  
students as possible, and to do that 
requires travel. So far I’ve been to 
ten countries, hearing first-hand 
from our members and students. 

Some members, understand-
ably, have questions. They want to 
know how the Association relates 
to CIMA and the implications for 
the ACMA and FCMA qualifica-
tions. CIMA Council reaffirmed as 
recently as June that the ACMA and 
FCMA designations would con-
tinue to be issued and CIMA abso-
lutely remains your membership 
body – only stronger. You’re now 
also part of a global international 
community of professional accountants supported by the 
new Association, focused on advancing member and stu-
dent employability around the world. Likewise, ACMA and 
FCMA remain highly valued designations that signal com-
pletion of a challenging professional qualification and 
membership of CIMA. 

I am only more convinced that we’re moving in the 
right direction. It’s clear that in these extraordinary times, 
with the pace of innovation challenging and upending 
business models everywhere, we can play a critical role 
in helping businesses achieve long-term success that drives 
value for society.

Dublin was my first presidential visit, in June, for the 
CIMA Ireland annual dinner where I spoke about our role 
in maintaining trust – in our organisation, profession, 
and in business – in a world where the major institutions 
are increasingly being distrusted. 

Then I was in London for a CIMA conference that 
brought together academics and career advisers to dis-
cuss education and employability.

Later in June, I was in Toronto with several meetings 
over a few days – with members and CFOs, including the 
finance leader of one of Canada’s largest private employ-
ers, Weston Foods, whose sister company in the UK is 
Associated British Foods. 

CIMA Canada members do great community work, 
including sponsoring the Cricket Across the Pond (CAP) 
programme in Toronto, where youngsters from diverse 
communities are motivated, challenged, and inspired 
through the game of cricket. Money for the CAP programme 
is raised partly through an annual cricket tournament, 

and CIMA partners with the city 
of Toronto on this valuable initia-
tive. 

Community work by members 
isn’t limited to Canada, however. 
Around the world our members 
contribute to local economies 
through their skills as accountants, 
but they also actively support the 
communities where they live and 
work in other ways. Many are also 
committed and active within the 
governance of CIMA, something 
that I always encourage.

In October I return to Canada 
to attend the CGMA conference on 
disruption and how to prepare for 
it. However, it’s not only about the 
big events: I come back from Can-
ada to Glasgow in Scotland to a 
small face-to-face members’ 
assessment session. 

As a membership assessor for 
20 years and a former chair of 
CIMA’s membership board, I have 

always been passionate about encouraging students to 
obtain the right practical experience and become mem-
bers. At an event for some high-achieving students in Lon-
don in July, I sat next to a student who had been placed 
first, globally, in the strategic case study exam. I encour-
aged him in his wish to develop his public speaking skills 
and to get involved with his local CIMA branch.

The next day, it was also a privilege to meet in London 
Stanley Kalinsky, together with members who each had 
more than 35 years’ membership. In the room, I calculated 
there were around 1,500 years of membership represented. 
Stanley himself is a remarkable man: He has been a mem-
ber for 59 years, still works five days a week in his London 
practice, and has run more than ten marathons raising 
£500,000 for charity.

Later in July I was at a ceremony at Manchester Met-
ropolitan University for students from across the world. 

During August I was in Dubai, Shanghai, and Kuala 
Lumpur, attending regional board meetings and  
providing an update on our new Association.  
At the end of the month and into September I visited 
Accra, Johannesburg, Harare, and Lusaka for face-to-face 
membership sessions, graduation ceremonies, and other 
member events.

For many of these visits, an important part is meeting 
employers, regulators, and regional staff. I have found that 
members and students are interested to hear about the pro-
gress of our Association. Listening and learning from mem-
bers and students is always key, and I will continue to do 
that throughout the rest of my year as president. I look for-
ward to meeting as many of you as I can. n

THE VIEW FROM THE PRESIDENT

Extending the 
global reach 

DAVID STANFORD, FCMA, CGMA
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on Twitter:  
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The US and tech companies are 
leading the way when it comes to 
value creation, figures published 
by global management consultant 
company Boston Consulting 
Group (BCG) have revealed.

Six of the top-ten firms ranked 
by BCG were based in the US, with 
three in Asia and just one from 
Europe.

The rankings, which are based 
on calculating total shareholder 
return over the last five years 
and have been compiled annually 
by BCG for the last 19 years, 
show that tech, media, and 
telecommunications firms have 

emerged as the dominant value-
creation forces, occupying seven 
of those top-ten spots.  

“For consistent value creators, 
the strong tailwinds of a growth 
industry help. But far more 
important are management’s 
understanding of different value 
delivery models, its willingness 
to adapt its strategy and capital 
allocation to meet evolving 
conditions, and its ability to 
balance short-term targets 
and longer-term TSR [total 
shareholder return] goals,” says 
Jeff Kotzen, a senior partner at 
BCG. 

Sustainable investments 
are more popular than ever 
before, and this popularity 
is being driven by millen-
nials, a new report by 
Morgan Stanley has 
claimed.

Sustainable, respon-
sible, and impact investing 
rose 33% in the US between 
2014 and 2016, with the 
value of those investments 
rising from $6.57 trillion 
to $8.72 trillion in the 
same period, the financial 
services firm’s 2017 
Sustainable Signals report 
said.

The report also found 
that 86% of millennials 
reported an interest in 
sustainable investing, 
compared with 75% for 
investors as a whole.

“As widespread atten-
tion to sustainability 
continues to increase, 
consumers and investors 
alike are now more than 
ever factoring sustaina-
bility issues into their 
investment decisions,” 
said Audrey Choi, chief 
sustainability officer and 
chief marketing officer at 
Morgan Stanley. 

Millennials lead 
sustainable 

investment boom BCG top-ten large-cap value creators, 2012-2016
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THE INFORMATION / ROUNDUP

US AND TECH FIRMS DOMINATE 
LIST OF TOP VALUE CREATORS



The majority of business 
leaders rely on accountants 
to drive their business 
funding strategies, a survey 
by UK business finance 
company MarketInvoice has 
revealed.

The survey, which 
canvassed the opinions of 
nearly 4,000 managers, 
directors, and C-suite-level 
employees, found that 56% 
said that accountants were 
the go-to option for advice on 
business funding.

That compares with 
23% turning to commercial 
finance brokers and just 6% 
who would speak to a bank 
directly.

Darvish Heshejin, 
MarketInvoice’s head 
of partnerships, said: 
“Accountants and 
commercial finance brokers 
are increasingly becoming 
the default go-to for 
companies seeking advice on 
business finance, especially 
where funding is required 
quickly.

“It’s imperative that 
these professionals are 
aware of the wider funding 
opportunities available 
to provide the best, most 
comprehensive advice to 
their clients and find the 
solution that fits.”

ACCOUNTANTS 
DRIVE FUNDING 
STRATEGIES

SINGAPORE 
TOP OF THE 

STARTUP 
CHARTS

Singapore has 
emerged as the 
number one city for 
those wishing to 
work for a startup, 
according to research 
published by home 
and furniture solutions 
provider Nestpick.

The research, 
which analysed 
hundreds of cities 
across the globe, 
ranked the top 85 
cities for startup 
employees based on 
five factors.

These were startup 
ecosystem, salary, 
social security and 
benefits, cost of living, 
and quality of life.

Singapore came 
out on top, with 
Helsinki second and 
San Francisco third.

German cities 
made up a quarter 
of the top 20, with 
Berlin, Hamburg, 
Munich, Stuttgart, and 

Frankfurt all ranking 
highly. 

“Certain cities 
may offer bigger 
paychecks, but after 
considering taxes 
and living expenses, 
the return may not 
be so high,” said 
Ömer Kücükdere, 
managing director of 
Nestpick. “Similarly, 
professionals should 
consider quality of 
life: Will vacation days 
be adequate to visit 
home? Is healthcare 
as accessible as you 
would like it to be? 

“We believe that 
time taken researching 
potential employers 
should not overshadow 
understanding the 
best cities in which to 
work. We hope that 
our study helps those 
looking to work in 
startups identify the 
cities which may best 
suit their needs.”

TOP 20 CITIES FOR 
WORKING IN A STARTUP
1 SINGAPORE

2 HELSINKI

3 SAN FRANCISCO

4 BERLIN

5 STOCKHOLM

6 TEL AVIV

7 ZURICH

8 SEOUL

9 HAMBURG

10 TORONTO

11   COPENHAGEN

12 MELBOURNE

13 AUSTIN

14 AMSTERDAM

15 MUNICH

16 STUTTGART

17 PARIS

18 FRANKFURT

19 EDINBURGH

20 SYDNEY
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£48 
MILLION

The value of equity raised 
at the start of 2016 by  

Anne Boden’s challenger 
bank, Starling Bank.

Full interview: Pages 22-26

$150
What it costs to provide an 
impoverished family with 
a solar-powered lighting 

system, a stove, and a  
water filter. 

Full story: Page 20

BUSINESS IN
SOUTH AFRICA

“We have a lot of potential, and opportunities  
for entrepreneurs and businesses.” Former property 
developer Kevin Eidelman, ACMA, CGMA, on living and 

working in Johannesburg.  
Full story: Page 16
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I 
WORK 
ON...

DEVELOPING IRELAND’S 
LEADING SNACK BRANDS

Route to the top: Seán 
Mulligan has held roles 

with Accenture, Airtricity, 
Shamrock Foods (now part 
of the Valeo Foods Group), 

and PepsiCo.

Name: Seán Mulligan
Organisation: Largo Foods

Job: Finance director
Start date: May 2014

End date: Ongoing
FCMA: 2014

Location: Ashbourne,  
County Meath, Ireland
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THE INFORMATION / I WORK ON

I am currently finance 
director with Largo Foods 
in Ireland.

The group makes and 
distributes savoury snack 
brands such as Tayto, Hunky 
Dorys, and King brands.

Largo is the Ireland 
management unit for owners 
Intersnack Group and holds a 
48.3% share of the Irish 
savoury snacks market with 
annual sales in excess of €135 
million.

Our business 
encompasses the entire 
process of potatoes being 
turned into crisps and then 
reaching our customers’ 
shelves, so as you can 
imagine, my role and the 
work of my finance team are 
both broad and challenging.

As a function we have a 
key focus on providing 
insightful, value-adding, and 
timely information, and have 
structured ourselves and our 
processes and systems 

accordingly. So whether it’s 
analysing the rolling net 
sales forecast, reviewing our 
weekly manufacturing 
variances, or chasing down 
cost savings in our 
overheads, we try to ensure 
that we live and breathe the 
value-add mantra.

I sit on the executive 
management team as head of 
the finance function – a role 
not too dissimilar to my 
previous position in PepsiCo. 
However, Largo Foods is a 
much bigger business in this 
country, both financially and 
in terms of breadth of 
business processes within 
our control. So in terms of 
step-up, it’s been more of a 
natural progression than a 
dramatic step-up.

As a finance team we are 
a forward-looking function 
and are constantly focused 
on ways to improve how we 
add value to the business. 

We have recently 

implemented a business 
intelligence (BI) tool that 
supports both historic 
analysis of commercial data 
and facilitates rolling 
forecasting capability. With 
our iconic brand portfolio, 
we are fortunately a must-
stock item for most retailers 
and are present in almost 
every retail outlet across 
Ireland.

This obviously generates 
a significant amount of data 
from various business 
processes across supply-
chain, manufacturing, and 
commercial activities. 
Mining this data and 
structuring it in a user-
friendly and meaningful way 
have always been a huge 
challenge for the business.

However, our new BI tool, 
coupled with the finance 
team’s critical insight and 
analysis, is driving some key 
changes in how we look at 
and manage our business.

My advice would be to be 
clear about your career path 
and where you want to get to 
in the short, medium, and 
long term. 

Also, proactively seek  
out opportunities that match 
your career goals, and bear  
in mind that excellent 
businesses are built on 
excellent people – so learn  
as much as you can from 
them. n 

LARGO FOODS  
IN NUMBERS

500  
Number 
of employees

A chip off the old block: Largo 
Foods has annual sales in 
excess of €135 million.

 10%  
Percentage of Ireland’s 
annual potato crop 
used by Largo Foods

30,000 
Tonnes of potatoes 
used in Largo 
Foods’ snack 
products annually

 10 MILLION  
Bags of crisps produced 
by Largo Foods every 
five days

12  
Minutes it takes from 
peeling a potato to putting 
a crisp in a packet at 
Largo Foods’ plant in 
Ashbourne, County Meath 

1983  
Year Largo Foods 
established



FIRE 
FIGHTING
John Hall, ACMA, CGMA, financial controller of the Winnipeg 
Fire Paramedic Service in Canada, reveals its finance function’s 
contribution to helping save lives and respond to emergencies.
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L E D 
BY 

F I N A N C E



THE CONTEXT
A number of Canadian 
cities are unusual in that 
their temperature varies 
dramatically throughout 
the year, between +30˚C in 
the summer and -40˚C in 
the winter. As a result, the 
Winnipeg Fire Paramedic 
Service must be able to 
treat the normal variety 
of patient ailments and 
conduct fire suppression 
activities across the whole 
temperature spectrum and 
in all weather conditions. 

The service is in an 
enviable position within 
Canada in terms of the cost 
of service provision and 
response times achieved – 
the cost is one of the lowest 
and response times are 
some of the fastest. 

This is in part due to 
the integrated nature of 
service response, in that 
firefighters are also trained 
paramedics. This allows the 
dispatch of fire apparatus 

to attend medical incidents, 
considerably speeding up 
the response time and 
therefore the emergency 
care to people in distress. 

THE PAST
The Fire Paramedic Service 
underwent a torrid few 
years a while back after 
it was caught in land 
swaps with developers 
that appeared to be less 
beneficial to the department 
and to citizens. There 
were also allegations that 
decisions to split new 
station builds into separate 
contracts were aimed 
at avoiding political and 
procurement oversight. 

This resulted in a loss 
of confidence politically 
and an erosion of public 
trust, as well as a reduction 
of investment in the 
emergency service.

Following my arrival, 
I undertook a quick 
environmental scan to 

determine the most critical 
areas of the service that 
needed investment to 
ensure the continued 
operation of the service at 
current levels. 

This included extensive 
reading of audit reports and 
meetings with managers 
across the service, as well 
as making time for ride-
alongs with frontline staff to 
understand the operational 
issues and risks. 

This resulted in the 
withdrawal and quick 
resubmission of the 2015 
budget to address some 
immediate issues with 
significant risk to the 
frontline service – such as 
replacing regular stretchers 
with power models that 
provide greater safety for 
patients and fewer back 
injuries for paramedics, and 
establishing a replacement 
programme for firefighter 
turnout gear. 

I then established a 

OCTOBER 2017
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John Hall: “System 
changes are providing more 
consistent data that can 
reliably be used to generate 
future predictions.”

“THE SERVICE IS IN AN 
ENVIABLE POSITION 
WITHIN CANADA IN TERMS 
OF THE COST OF SERVICE 
PROVISION AND RESPONSE 
TIMES ACHIEVED.”



five-year plan to transform 
the external financial 
view of the service, and 
internal reporting and 
control mechanisms. 
This environmental 
understanding has been 
updated incrementally 
as more or better data is 
discovered or generated.

THE PLAN
Given that the finance 
function interacted with 
the business in a fairly 
limited way – there was no 
monthly reporting, limited 
involvement in budgeting 
(and therefore a lack of 
accountability), and no 
consideration of the future 
through forecasting – some 
immediate changes were 
necessary. 

First, there was a 
need for transparency 
of financial results and a 
complete understanding of 
performance in financial 
and non-financial terms to 
be provided to the finance 
department. 

Second, the business 
planning process needed 
resuscitation and linking 
in some way to the budget 
process. 

Third, a more robust 
financial framework 
was needed to support 
the relationship with the 
department’s main external 
funder. 

Fourth, accountability 

needed to be devolved to 
service managers.

THE PRESENT
After two years, some 
significant progress has 
been made: Monthly 
reporting is now standard 
practice, along with a 
forecast for the year-end 
results at a cost-centre 
level; business planning 
is now in its second year 
of iteration; and service 
managers have a much 
greater involvement in 
budgeting and last year 
effectively generated a 
zero-based budget. 

Asset management has 
also been incorporated 
within finance, creating a 
seamless linkage across 
capital investments 
(stations and equipment), 
consequential operating 
costs, and whole-of-life 
replacement decisions. 
Monthly forecasts now have 
in-depth commentary that 
seeks to transfer knowledge 
and understanding to 
corporate colleagues as 
well as across the service. 
A ten-year fire apparatus 
replacement programme 
is now in place that will 
ensure all equipment is 
less than 20 years old 
(in accordance with best 
practice) within eight years.

THE FUTURE
Business planning will 

evolve in 2018 and become 
closely linked with a master 
plan (a comprehensive 
operational self-
assessment from which 
long-range actions can be 
generated) that is close to 
completion. 

There will be a greater 
focus on intra-service 
linkages in order to tease 
out interdependencies 
and risks; the budget will 
be developed directly 
from the business plan at 

an executive level, with 
investments assessed 
through the asset 
management plan and 
master plan objectives. 

System changes are 
providing more consistent 
data that can reliably be 
used to generate future 
predictions and enable the 
finance function to become 
more agile as a result, and 
therefore able to analyse 
and respond to new and 
emerging situations. n T
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“MONTHLY FORECASTS NOW 
HAVE IN-DEPTH COMMENTARY 
THAT SEEKS TO TRANSFER 
KNOWLEDGE AND 
UNDERSTANDING TO 
CORPORATE COLLEAGUES.”





INSIDER 
VIEW

J O H A N N E S B U R G

The cold, hard facts 
might suggest that 
South Africa’s 

economic position has 
diminished in the past four 
years. Our unemployment 
levels are at their highest 
since 2003, at over 27%, 
and the credit rating of our 
sovereign debt has been 
downgraded several times 
over recent years. 

There are, of course, 
macro-economic factors for 
this, such as a global 
downturn in the mineral 
resource sector (upon 
which South Africa relies 
heavily) and increased 
political strife (for 
example, we have had four 
finance ministers in 18 
months).

The treasury and 
government are under 
tremendous pressure to 
finance the government 
budget, but the budget 
cannot be supported if 
there is not enough 
economic growth. To try to 
remedy this problem, the 
government has raised the 
highest income tax bracket 
from 41% to 45% for the 
2018 budget.

Another negative factor 
would be that our 
benchmark interest rate set 
by the reserve bank has 
risen significantly over the 
past few years. The central 

As they say, necessity is 
the mother of ingenuity. 
South Africa’s business 
infrastructure includes 
world-class banking 
facilities (for example, 
Capitec Bank was voted 
world bank of the year for 
the second straight year in 
2017 by the Lafferty Group), 
one of the highest set of 
auditing standards in the 
world, world-leading stock 
exchange regulations, high 
levels of consumer 
protection legislation, a 
free media system, a 
constitution that protects 
its citizens, and a high-
functioning judicial 
system.

Infrastructure 
improvements are evident 
from my position in the 
property development 
space. Government grants 
for infrastructure 
(particularly in poor and 
rural areas) cover the 
provision and 
improvement of electricity, 
water, sewerage, and roads, 
and there is currently a 
major project to upgrade 
Johannesburg’s main 
highways.

The government has 
committed a large amount 
of the budget for 
infrastructure, but whether 
there is the money to pay 
for it is another matter. n

bank’s efforts were aimed 
not only at controlling 
inflation (a target range 
between 4% and 6%) but 
also at protecting the South 
African currency.

While there has been a 
push by government, 
labour, and the private 
sector to collaborate to 
stimulate the economy, 
structural issues have 
prevented this partnership 
from realising its full 
potential. Ultimately, there 
is a lot of uncertainty in 
South Africa at the 
moment, which is stifling 

Four years ago, FM examined the 
economic prospects for South 
Africa and the strength of its 

infrastructure. Here, South African 
Kevin Eidelman, ACMA, CGMA, 
former operations manager at 
Johannesburg-based property 

developer Calgro M3 Developments, 
revisits the nation’s largest city. 

investment. 
All these factors are 

causing stresses across the 
economic supply chain as 
market liquidity is and will 
be under pressure. 
Inherently, this will drive 
interest rates in the private 
sector and reduce 
reinvestment.

However, South Africa 
has a lot of bright and 
talented people. We have a 
lot of potential, and 
opportunities for 
entrepreneurs and 
businesses. It just needs to 
be tapped into.
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“SOUTH AFRICA HAS A LOT OF 
BRIGHT AND TALENTED PEOPLE. 
WE HAVE A LOT OF POTENTIAL.”

Building a better future: Infrastructure 
developments in South Africa in recent 
years included improving the rail and 
road networks.
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THE INFORMATION / Q&A

QWhat brought you to 
the UK government’s 
Department for Inter-

national Development (DFID)? 
Did you have an interest in inter-
national development already? 

A 
I came in as the head of 
management accoun-
ting in 2009, which was 

DFID’s first dedicated senior man-
agement accounting role. 

My personal values aligned 
to the work DFID does, and, by 
coincidence, I had been on the 
Make Poverty History rally in 
Edinburgh just before I saw the 

job advertised.
There were a lot of things I 

could see that I could add value 
to, but it was also quite daunting. 
Although I found accounting con-
cepts straightforward, there was 
a requirement to understand 
international development, the 
mechanics of government, and, 
of course, working with govern-
ment ministers.

Within six months I’d been 
seconded on to the team dealing 
with the comprehensive spend-
ing review, or SR10 as it came to 
be known. 

I used my CIMA skills to 
think about what information 
I needed to support these key 
strategic decisions before mod-
elling multiple budget scenar-
ios with the UK Treasury and 
other members of the DFID SR10 
team.  

It was a very intense period, 
and I learnt a lot from working 
with senior economists and sen-
ior development specialists. It 
was also my first experience of 
being in front of a ministerial 
team. This role cemented 
everything that my CIMA qual-
ification and practical experi-
ence had helped develop. 

I brought about changes 
and improvements at the DFID, 
as it lacked policy and best  
practice around budget man-
agement and forecasting. 

I made changes, at times 
unpopular ones, but ones  
which the organisation has 
come to accept and support. 

QWas your role as head 
of finance improve-
ment a reflection of 

the increased focus that has 
been placed on international 
development budgets?

A In 2010, DFID received 
a critical report from 
the UK’s National 

Audit Office on financial man-
agement. Our response was a 
finance improvement plan – 
Finance for All – which I wrote. 

This plan focused on getting 
the right people to do the right 
jobs in finance and increasing 
the number of finance profes-
sionals we needed to support a 
growing budget. I also had to 
think about systems and risk, 
as DFID’s work involves operat-
ing in some very difficult places.

Although media scrutiny of 
DFID’s work increased over this 
time, we have always tried to 
demonstrate we’re delivering 
value for money by making sure 
we’re making the right spend-
ing decisions.

We’ve tried to grow public 
empathy for the department by 
translating what we do into 

&
Q

Margaret McMullan, FCMA, CGMA, 
 plays a key role in ensuring 

efficiency and accountability at the 
UK government’s Department for 

International Development. She tells 
Lawrie Holmes about her involvement 

in tackling some of the global 
challenges of our time.
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results, so we can say to people: 
“This is the impact: It’s giving 
more people access to education, 
preventing maternal death, or 
providing people with clean water 
and sanitation.”

The world changes and so do 
our priorities. The development 
work we do on migration and 
modern slavery is an example of 
changing priorities over the past 
18 months. 

QDoes your current role 
of finance business 
partner take the 

demand for efficiency and 
accountability at the organisa-
tion to the highest level? What 
are some of the biggest chal-
lenges you face?

A My role partners a 
director general, who 
is one of our most sen-

ior decision-makers, and I pro-
vide strategic finance advice to 
both the business area and cor-
porate finance. It’s a role respon-
sible for around £4 billion of 
budget. 

The biggest challenges are 
continually striving to ensure we 
surface the best spending choices 
at the right time using the best 
information we have. The envi-
ronments we work in are vola-
tile, which means we have to deal 
with the unexpected. 

The world has changed sig-
nificantly since I joined DFID, 
and we have had to respond to 
humanitarian crises in Syria, 
famine relief in Ethiopia, and 
migration issues. 

Similar to any business- 
partnering role, we have to bal-
ance difficult messages between 
the corporate centre and busi-
ness areas. We also aim to join 
up with commercial and human 
resources business partners, but 
other corporate models are 
designed differently or less estab-
lished, which is also challenging.  

The business-partnering 
model is well established now, 
but we can still find ourselves 
asked: “Who do you work for? Do 
you work for me or do you work 
for corporate finance?” n

M
U

R
D

O
 M

A
C

L
E

O
D



THE INFORMATION / OPINION

 OCTOBER 2017

20

Making investments with the inten-
tion of generating a financial return 
as well as a beneficial social impact 

is a rapidly growing field. However, those of 
us who were part of the microfinance revo-
lution would argue that philanthropic impact 
investing is not a new concept, just a new 
term. 

Back in the 1980s, we started with ven-
ture philanthropy to build a social enterprise 
and then leveraged the capital of impact inves-
tors and donor-advised funds. Our big idea 
was that you could do good and still obtain a 
financial return.

This has resulted in the partial commer-
cialisation of the charity sector, which could 
be a very good development if it results in far 
more money pouring into noble causes.

But is it as simple as that? In 2015, a J.P. 
Morgan impact investor survey found that 
most private investors (55%) seek to earn “com-
petitive, market rate returns”. Another 27% 
aim a little lower but hope nonetheless to 
receive returns “closer to market rate”. 

This isn’t entirely unreasonable for pri-
vate organisations, and enterprises that pro-
vide social returns and are also highly 
profitable have no trouble raising money. But 
those organisations whose business model 
is unproven, or those that focus on serving 
the very poorest of the poor, find, unsurpris-
ingly, that attracting investors is a little harder 
– impossible, in fact.

The need for a return represents a formi-
dable hurdle to all startups, social or other-
wise, that usually have to find an “angel” to 
get them past the point of proof of concept. 
Darwinians would argue that a startup that 
can’t attract that kind of philanthropic capi-
tal on its own deserves to perish. But are there 
enough angels out there?

Hence the argument for a third kind of 
capital and a third species of investor: the phil-
anthropic impact investor. These are people 
– and they do exist – who behave as investors 
in that they subject their beneficiaries to the 
same rigorous due diligence as impact inves-
tors seeking a return, with the sole difference 
that they don’t actually seek that return. Or 
they make a philanthropic investment in a 
company they believe has the potential to pro-
vide an outsized social return. 

Unlike impact investors and similar 
microfinance deals that have dominated this 
space, they do not require a financial return, 
especially during the early years in the com-
pany’s life, instead demanding only a societal 
improvement as the precursor to investment.

FINCA, seeking to leverage our 33 years 
of experience working in some of the most 

difficult countries on Earth, has recently begun 
working in this new space.  We attract phil-
anthropic capital, and we channel this into 
our Social Enterprise Collider, which invests 
in early-stage social enterprises whose busi-
ness models can have a transformative effect 
on the energy, water and sanitation, educa-
tion, and healthcare sectors.

We began this journey only a few years 
ago, but our experience thus far indicates that 
this could be as powerful as microfinance has 
been for poor families seeking to bootstrap 
their way out of poverty. 

We have already learned that for under 
$150, an impoverished family can purchase 
a solar-powered lighting system, a fuel-effi-
cient cook stove, and a water filter. The net 
impact of these high-quality, affordably priced 
products is that a family in Africa can move 

from subsisting to living. 
The other thing we have learnt is that even 

small price rises place these products beyond 
the reach of poor families – unless they can 
obtain loans or pay for the products over time. 
To ensure this happens, we are working on 
innovative financing models that take advan-
tage of the new digital technologies popping 
up all over developing regions. 

Greater access to philanthropic impact 
capital will expedite this process and allow 
us to reach ever larger numbers of poor fam-
ilies seeking to improve their standard of liv-
ing.  With patience (it took microfinance more 
than 20 years to be able to absorb commer-
cial capital) and urgency (we need to solve 
these problems now!) in equal measure, we 
can build businesses that can be impactful 
and investible. n

RUPERT SCOFIELD, PRESIDENT, 
FINCA INTERNATIONAL 

“Our big idea was that  
you could do good and still 
obtain a financial return.”
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THE STAR  
OF STARLING

Anne Boden, founder 
and CEO of UK-based 

Starling Bank, explains 
her bid to disrupt 

traditional banking.  
By Peter Williams.

tarling Bank, a startup digital bank, has set 
out its stall to offer consumers a way to man-
age their current account on their mobile 
phone. Founded by Anne Boden – who has 
more than 30 years’ experience in traditional 
banking – Starling reflects how consumers 
and technology have changed. 

For Boden, Starling’s customer-centric 
business model is about giving customers 
what they want now. 

From their phones, Starling customers 
can use their debit cards, Apple Pay, and 
Faster Payments and set up standing orders 
and direct debits. Boden told FM: “We col-
lect lots of information around the customer 
transactions. But we believe that data is 
owned by the consumer. They should have 
access to that data and be empowered to 
use it for their own benefit.”

Starling Bank is putting that belief into 
practice by using machine learning and arti-
ficial intelligence that looks at that data to 
provide insight to the user on how he or 
she is spending money, so they can make 
better financial decisions and get the most 
from their money. 

The challenger bank is focused on  
current accounts for the moment but plans 
to expand into other areas of banking. Boden 
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“CUSTOMERS ARE 
SHOPPING 
DIFFERENTLY... BUT 
NOBODY HAD REALLY 
TRANSFORMED 
BANKING.”

says: “We’re not arrogant, thinking we can 
be the best in every single product. 

“We’re building the world’s best current 
account and linking into other providers 
for other products – mortgages and so on 
– using open API [application programming 
interface].”

For Starling that means it will provide 
a free current account and then enable its 
customers to use their data to find other 
providers for the best mortgage, savings 
product, or loan – essentially making Star-
ling Bank an open marketplace where cus-
tomers can purchase financial products 
without the need – or cost – of a financial 
adviser. 

Starling supports open banking and 
PSD2, the European Commission’s second 
payment service directive that aims to 
improve bank payments across the EU 
through increased competition and a level 
playing field. 

Boden’s CV contains a host of blue-chip 
banks: Lloyds, Standard Chartered, ABN 
AMRO, and RBS. Following the global finan-
cial crisis, she worked for the Allied Irish 
Bank (AIB) in Dublin, where she was COO. 
“I have run big banking businesses across 
40 countries, but in 2011 I stepped away 

from big banks and worked in fintech [finan-
cial technology],” she says. “I realised fin-
tech was delivering new, incisive products 
for customers.”

She also realised the fintech sector could 
provide banking services at a lower cost than 
traditional banks because fintechs are free 
to innovate. Moving back into AIB she took 
those ideas and successfully tried them, 
returning the bank to profitability after the 
global financial crisis. But she says she knew 
she could go much further than the tradi-
tional bank setup would allow. 

“Customers are shopping differently. 
They are using Amazon. They are buying 
music differently; they are using iTunes. 
But nobody had really transformed bank-
ing,” she explains.

Banks may be heavy users of technol-
ogy, but, argues Boden, they are still basi-
cally configured in the same way as when 
customers walked into branches from the 
street and all transactions were recorded 
in a manual ledger. 

“The ledger became the computerised 
system, which became the contact system, 
then the web, then the app. It hadn’t really 
changed,” she says.

In January 2014, she quit AIB to start 

A CULTURE OF 
INNOVATION
Anne Boden says that it is easier to 
instil a culture of innovation into a 
startup than it is into a traditional 
organisation. “For us failure is not an 
option,” she says. 

“We had to create something that 
customers want, and if we don’t do 
that, then we don’t deserve to survive. 
There is nothing like that sort of 
pressure to help create something 
really innovative and clever.”

Boden says that in establishing 
Starling she has had to forget a lot of 
what she knew about banking. She 
says: “I thought delivering systems was 
all about offshoring and outsourcing 
and in the process spending tens of 
millions. But in the new world it is all 
about having integrated teams.” 

Starling does not have a separate 
IT department; instead, technologists 
and engineers sit with one another 
– and people like the CFO – to build the 
technology. “This is a very different 
engagement model,” she says. “We 
listen to customers, and we build 
working software; there is very little 
else in between.”

It is the first bank in the UK to 
automatically provision Apple Pay into 
customers’ Wallets, the software 
program used for online purchase 
transactions. Starling also has direct 
access to Faster Payments, and 
currently it is one of only four UK banks 
that is able to sponsor other banks into 
the system that speeds up payments 
between different banks’ accounts 
from the traditional three days to a 
matter of hours.

All change: Starling has 
moved the functions 
of the traditional bank 
teller, top, to its mobile 
phone app. 
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“WE ARE ALSO 
SHOWING ALL THE 
FEATURES OF A 
HIGH-GROWTH 
BUSINESS: WE ARE 
A TECH COMPANY, A 
BANK, AND A 
MARKETPLACE.” P
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the fledgling new bank eventually named 
Starling. “Consumers had changed; they 
were wanting more,” she says. “At the same 
time, technology had changed; plus new 
regulation meant that new entrants such 
as Starling could enter the marketplace.”

Boden acknowledges that setting up a 
new bank “is not for the faint-hearted”, and 
it was a three-year journey before it could 
open its doors, or rather launch itself in the 
App Store and Google Play store. Boden says 
that the vision for the bank has been con-
sistent, and the business model is proving 
a success.

Work started on Starling in January 2014, 
and it gained its banking licence in July 2016. 
It went to market with a limited number of 
customers in April 2017, and now it is in 
the app stores. 

Boden says a few thousand people a 
week are signing up, and the bank is aimed 
at those who transact a large part of their 
lives through their mobile device. That is 
mostly those in their 20s and 30s, but it is 
also reaching other generations, with sign-
ups from people in their 90s.

The banking licence shows that Star-
ling is a traditional bank in terms of regu-
lation, capital requirements, and consumer 
protection, with customers’ deposits cov-

ered by the Financial Services Compensa-
tion Scheme (FSCS). 

Starling raised £48 million in equity at 
the start of 2016 from Harald McPike, 
founder of private investment firm Quant-
Res, with the cash delivered in three tranches 
as the bank passed key milestones. When 
Boden spoke to FM, she was in the midst of 
another funding round, this time for £40 
million from institutional investors. She 
says: “This business model is very efficient: 
Investors are pleased that we give excellent 
return on equity. It is balance sheet light. 

“We are also showing all the features of 
a high-growth business: We are a tech com-
pany, a bank, and a marketplace. We offer 
a space where lots of different products can 
co-exist together servicing our customers.” 

This idea of being a marketplace is what 
Boden believes is the biggest selling point 
of her business – and one with applications 
in industries outside of the banking sector. 
Talking of how Starling has set its face 
against cross-selling and upselling other 
products, she says: “Customers are too clever 
for that now. They have tools at their dis-
posal, which means they are able to make 
decisions for themselves.” 

Unusually for a bank, Starling has built 
its own banking technology from scratch, 

as well as Apple iOS and Android apps. 
Boden – a science graduate who has spent 
a lot of time in tech environments – says: 
“It is important that we built something that 
gave to our customers all the benefits of 
technology.” 

Despite Starling’s modest size – the com-
pany now has 110 employees – Boden claims 
that the bank can deliver far more, far 
quicker than any other bank is capable of 
doing because of its technology. Next up is 
European expansion – Starling has just 
received its banking passport for Ireland. 
It is working on multicurrency accounts, 
and it is also looking to set up accounts for 
families and joint accounts for those in rela-
tionships. While she is giving no predic-
tions for the future for Starling Bank – apart 
from the fact that it will be international – 
Boden says that it will continue to offer its 
one current account product. She promises 
to stay focused on the marketplace and the 
customers, with no excursion into what  
she calls “balance sheet-hungry” products. 

As for the name, Boden says they looked 
at a few, but in the end they rejected 
three-letter acronyms or anything that 
sounded like a traditional bank. Starling 
Bank, for her, is energetic, chirpy, and deter-
mined to succeed. n

Work starts on 
Starling

Starling Bank timeline

Goes to market with 
a limited number of 

customers

Gained its  
banking licence

In the app stores

JAN 2014 JUL 2016 APR 2017 NOW
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THINK
Corporates are looking at a variety of approaches 
for harnessing the dynamism of tech disruptors. 

But any approach requires more than access to 
powerful technology, writes Lawrie Holmes. It 
needs a mindset for agility as well as survival. 

I
t has been 20 years since the  
theory of disruptive innovation 
was unleashed on the world by 
Harvard Business School pro-
fessor Clayton M. Christensen. 
His seminal 1997 book The Inno-
vator’s Dilemma picked up on the 
winds of change that appeared 
to threaten many of the world’s 
most established and success-
ful businesses. It was a moment 
that seemed to crystallise the 
“gales of creative destruction” 
evoked by economist Joseph 

Schumpeter.
Christensen argued that many respected 

and well-managed companies were doomed 
to fail because they were likely to ignore 
rivals with “disruptive” innovations. It was 
a view that could not have captured more 
accurately the impact of tech disruptors.

Many mainstream companies are seek-
ing to respond to the challenges disruptors 
pose by emulating some of their character-
istics. So what constitutes a tech disruptor 
in an age when access to digital technology 
and innovation is available to all?

Eric Van der Kleij, special adviser for 

fintech at Kickstart Accelerator, one of 
Europe’s largest multi-corporate technol-
ogy accelerators, says the access to pow-
erful new technologies is allowing 
companies of all sizes – even the big cor-
porate behemoths – to think like small, 
agile tech disruptors. 

“A lot of digital technology is available 
to a great many more people than ever 
before,” he says. “Until very recently you 
had to possess certain skills and be a pro-
grammer to harness the power of digital 
technology, and that skill was owned 
mainly by the recent tech elite in society. 
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Eric Van der Kleij

Roy Green

as those companies whose billion-dollar 
ideas are driving innovation in the likes of 
fintech, financial inclusion, or cybersecu-
rity,” he adds.

“Startups often have the creativity, agil-
ity, and talent required to accelerate new 
ideas quickly, and corporates are restricted 
by procurement procedures and legacy net-
works. However, we are seeing increasing 
levels of collaboration to accelerate the dis-
tribution of technology innovation at scale,” 
he says.

 But can corporates truly capture the 
value-creating aspects of disruptors? Pro-
fessor Roy Green of the University of Tech-
nology Sydney, says large, well-established 
corporates facing disruptors have a num-
ber of options. “They can buy a potential 
disruptor and integrate it with their strat-
egy,” he says. “This is the most prevalent 
approach, featuring companies such as 
Google, Facebook, and Amazon, and has 
been effective for many companies. 

“Another approach is to use every trick 
in the book, including access to regulatory 
regimes, to shut the disruptor out of the 
market, such as the approach of taxi monop-
olies which are losing ground to compa-
nies such as Uber. This can be seen as no 

more than a delaying tactic. It may buy 
some time but will not withstand a deter-
mined competitor with a superior tech-
nology and business model.

“Finally, they can build internal capa-
bility, through their own venture labs and 
prototypes, to disrupt from within. This is 
more of a challenge but again has proved 
effective for some companies such as auto-
maker BMW, with the jury out for many 
others.” 

Kickstart’s Van der Kleij says: “The hard-
est thing for any giant company to authen-
tically curate are the three key ingredients 

“But all that has started to change, and 
is about to change much more rapidly, with 
the advent of machine learning and artifi-
cial intelligence (AI), where the ordinary 
consumer can imagine and even design a 
solution and have an AI-powered coding 
program or ‘bot’ help them prototype and 
even build basic working digital solutions 
that people can try and use. 

“Just when we thought the barriers to 
entry had already been reduced, in my view 
we are about to see that take another leap, 
with AI and big data dramatically affecting 
just about every aspect of society.

“Disruptors tend to challenge the sta-
tus quo and innovators tend to work with 
incumbent giants, but both are vital in a 
well-functioning digital ecosystem.”

Adam Luk, ACMA, CGMA, head of 
finance at collaborative tech community 
and business support ecosystem Level39, 
takes this further, saying that since digital 
technology is available to all, it cannot be 
the main driver of disruption. Instead, he 
believes products, services, or solutions that 
make processes more affordable, accessi-
ble, or efficient are what define a true dis-
ruptor. 

“At Level39, we define tech disruptors 
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The following is an excerpt from the 
Sloan Management Review’s Fall 2015 
article “How Useful Is the Theory of 
Disruptive Innovation?”, by Andrew A. 
King, professor of business 
administration at Dartmouth College, 
and Baljir Baatartogtokh, a graduate 
student at the University of British 
Columbia. The article is based on 
interviews, and surveys about 77 
disruptive innovations:

Calculate the value of winning:
Harvard Business School professor 
Clayton Christensen and his 
collaborators seem to assume that no 
matter what industry or market a 
company is in, it should fight to maintain 
control. But this is folly. In many of the 
77 cases, factors such as low barriers to 
entry, the emergence of substitutes, and 
an increase in the number and 
aggressiveness of rivals turned 
once-profitable industries into profitless 
deserts. Indeed, choosing to fight 
violates a basic principle of the strategy: 
The first step in responding to any major 
innovation is assessing whether the 

industry continues to be an attractive 
place to compete. When industries 
become structurally unattractive, it may 
be time to plan an organised retreat.

Leverage existing capabilities:
Managers should analyse how their 
existing capabilities can be deployed 
most profitably. If current capabilities 
can be used or extended, it may make 
sense to expand into a new market. 
Amazon, for example, expanded from 
books to other vertical markets where it 
was able to command some advantage 
from online sales. However, companies 
need to pay attention to the potential 
synergies between existing and new 
businesses.

Work collaboratively:
The prospect of an entrepreneur with 
new technology potentially disrupting 
incumbent businesses can make 
managers wary of co-operating with 
entrants. In several of the cases we 
explored, however, incumbents 
recognised the potential for working 
with new entrants. The Walt Disney Co., 
for example, responded to the 
emergence of computer animation by 
co-operating with, and eventually 
acquiring, Pixar Animation Studios.

that startups automatically have: agility to 
operate, freedom to disrupt, and the need 
to survive. 

“It is the third element that is the hard-
est to replicate in an R&D or innovation 
department, which is why so many giants 
look to startups, and that phenomenon is 
growing fast, with many more incumbents 
supporting startup innovation programmes 
in order to help ensure they don’t become 
the next Kodak.”

When revisiting the theory of disrup-
tive innovation 20 years after his ground-
breaking piece, Christensen, along with 
colleagues Michael Raynor and Rory McDon-
ald writing in the Harvard Business Review, 
recognised that universally effective 
responses to disruptive threats remain elu-
sive. But they said: “Our current belief is 
that companies should create a separate 
division that operates under the protection 
of senior leadership to explore and exploit 
a new disruptive model.

“Sometimes this works – and some-
times it doesn’t,” they warned. “In certain 
cases, a failed response to a disruptive threat 
cannot be attributed to a lack of understand-
ing, insufficient executive attention, or 
inadequate financial investment. 

“The challenges that arise from being 
an incumbent and an entrant simultane-
ously have yet to be fully specified; how best 
to meet those challenges is still to be dis-
covered.” n

Jonathan Wyatt, a managing director 
and digital lead at UK consultancy 
Protiviti, which helps traditional 
companies manage disruption and 
helps tech disruptors to develop in 
areas in which they are lacking, such as 
governance, says it is the mindset of the 
disruptor that many larger companies 
find hardest to develop. He says: 

“Clients often ask: ‘How are we 
performing? Are we set up to 
compete?’ We think this is often the 
wrong approach because it should be a 
conversation about what the business 
is not doing.

“We’ve identified 36 competencies 
or attributes we think digital leaders 
excel at across business areas. They 
include strategy and vision, capability, 
defining [the] business model, [being] 

disruptive when looking at the business 
model. These organisations often 
operate a flat structure, so that ideas 
bubble up quickly, whereas most 
organisations have layers with planning 
and controls that get in the way.

“The way digital leaders go to 
market is different, with the voice of 
customer as central, compared to most 

organisations that put themselves first 
when it should be the other way around.  

“Many organisations are not fit for 
success, as they haven’t prepared 
themselves well to apply the approach 
of a disruptor. There has to be an 
honest mindset, which can often mean, 
for example, accepting the traditional 
business area is dying.

 “Successful digital disruptors 
focus on a market segment that is not 
being served well. Kodak failed to 
develop the digital technology that it 
started, instead concentrating on its 
traditional markets that were dying. 

“Attitude to risk is also different. 
There’s often a fear from conventional 
companies of investing in future 
projects that might hit the bottom line 
in the short term, but if the mindset is 
concentrated on the present rather 
than the future, there may not be a 
business left in a relatively short period 
of time.”

Jonathan Wyatt
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THE SKY’S 
THE LIMIT
The preserve of banking and finance for the last decade, blockchain 
technology is now being adopted by organisations in all sectors. 
FM’s Nick Huber reports on how aeronautical giant Airbus could 
take the technology in pioneering new directions.
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Y
ou’ve already 
heard or read the 
sales pitch on 
blockchain. It’s 
one of the most 
important new 
technologies, 
with the poten-
tial to transform 
h o w  w e  d o 
business online 

and are governed, experts and technology 
suppliers claim. Yet blockchain – a digital 
ledger of transactions, agreements, or 
contracts that is time-stamped and virtually 
tamper-proof – is still more discussed than 
used by big companies. 

Bitcoin, the best-known electronic cryp-
tocurrency, uses blockchain technology. 
And some of the world’s largest banks are 
co-operating to develop blockchain tech-
nology in the hope that it will deliver effi-
ciency gains in areas such as cross-border 
payments, securities trading, and regulatory 
compliance. But we still know very little 
about how large companies plan to use the 
technology. What are the potential benefits 
and risks? These are all reasons why a block-
chain project at Airbus is of interest for 
companies of all sizes and in all industries.

Why is Europe’s largest aerospace 
company researching blockchain? How 
could the business, including staff in the 
finance department and management 
accountants, use the technology? What are 
blockchain’s limitations? How can they be 
overcome?

FM interviewed two Airbus managers 
− Philippe Balducchi, head of performance 
management at Airbus Commercial, who is 
focusing on how blockchain technology 
could be used by finance staff, and Masa 
Toyota, information and communication 
technology business development manager 
at Airbus.

Why is Airbus considering blockchain?
Airbus is a big and complex business. Its 
revenue in 2016 was $67 billion (£52 billion). 
It makes jumbo jets, helicopters, and space-
craft. It has about 134,000 employees and 
12,000 “direct” suppliers. It has aircraft and 
helicopter final assembly lines in Asia, 
Europe, and the Americas.

Airbus began to research blockchain 
technology about 18 months ago and had an 
internal workshop to identify possible ways 
finance, manufacturing, IT, procurement, 
and other parts of the business could use it. 

“We benchmarked Airbus against  

BLOCKCHAIN EXPLAINED
A blockchain is a digital database for recording transactions – for example, 
cryptocurrency (eg, bitcoin), property titles, identities, and contracts.

All parties in the transaction can see the ledger. Each transaction is recorded as 
a block in a chain, after everyone involved agrees it has happened (when certain 
previously agreed conditions have been met).

All transactions are encrypted. Experts say that this makes blockchain records 
tamper-proof because it’s so hard to change information about a transaction after it 
has been completed.
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competition’s use of blockchain, for example, 
against mainstream financial institutions 
and the banks,” Toyota says. 

Last December, Toyota discussed the 
potential use of blockchain at an Airbus 
conference for its finance staff. “Finance is 
obviously a key customer for using block-
chain, but so is engineering, manufacturing, 
and procurement,” he says.

Airbus isn’t using blockchain yet. The 
project is still at the research and develop-
ment phase. There are no deadlines for  
when Airbus wants to start using block-
chain, but the team already has ideas for 
how its finance staff and other departments 
could use the technology. 

One thing is clear, though, says Toyota. 
If Airbus does use blockchain, it will be exter-
nally – for example, for transactions with 
suppliers – rather than for internal transac-
tions between different parts of the company.

One option is using blockchain for remit-
tance − for faster payments to suppliers, 
Toyota says. “Our research basically concludes 
that blockchain doesn’t make sense for 
internal applications [including finance 
software], for transactions within Airbus. We 
have come to the conclusion that the central-
ised database actually performs better at 

providing faster payments to suppliers than 
a distributed database system, which block-
chain is a part of.”

Airbus is also evaluating whether block-
chain could be used for financial reporting, 
transactions, understanding costs, improving 
business processes, tightening data security, 
and helping the company comply with 
various financial and other regulations. 

“We’re intrigued and interested by the 
technology in terms of trust, security, and 
speed and also eventually using [our exper-
tise in blockchain] to sell consultancy 
services to other companies,” Balducchi says. 
“We’re in the very early stages of trying to 
understand what blockchain could do [for 
finance and the wider Airbus business].”

Finance and IT departments are working 
particularly closely, he adds. “Finance func-
tions in Airbus are looking [at] how to use 
digital technology, including blockchain, to 
improve processes. Blockchain could add 
value by reducing the cost of some of our 
transactions, but we don’t yet know enough 
about the technology to say for sure.”

A test for adoption
This uncertainty about the technology has 
prompted Airbus to create a five-point test 

HESITANT STEPS
The challenges of implementing 
blockchain are similar to those of 
other new technologies, writes 
Christopher Tucci, professor of 
management of technology at École 
Polytechnique Fédérale de Lausanne, 
Switzerland:

Most challenges stem from 
cognitive impediments to innovation. 

In other words, people (managers) are 
hesitant to fully exploit the new 
technologies due to fear that the new 
technology will cut into their current 
revenue stream. 

However, the fallacy here is that if 
a company does not adopt the new 
technology and it is truly radical in an 
economic or organisational sense, 
then some other firm will be cutting 
into the revenue and it would be 
preferable to keep that business in 

house. Usually what I recommend in 
such a situation is to run some small 
experiments before scaling up. These 
could be new products, services, or 
business models that take advantage 
of the new technology. 

It is important when testing not to 
interfere too much, to see if the idea 
actually works. 

Then, if it is successful, bring the 
new processes back in house and 
scale them up.

for adoption of blockchain technology. Any 
new application must pass three or more 
before Airbus will use it:
●  High cost of trust − Is Airbus paying a lot 

more than necessary to intermediaries to 
confirm transactions?

●  Slow processes – Are current systems slow? 
Can they be speeded up by blockchain?

●  Compliance – How can Airbus comply 
with regulations faster and cheaper, and 
create a digital trail of records that can’t 
be tampered with and that regulators could 
view directly?

●  High overhead costs – Can Airbus reduce 
its data-reconciliation costs through block-
chain? 

●  Multiple parties – Would Airbus have to 
share data with multiple parties to use 
blockchain? 

With that test complete, the first practical 
use of blockchain by Airbus may be for 
checking the qualifications of airline pilots. 
Air traffic will double in the next 20 years, 
Airbus says. 

To meet the demand, the aviation 
industry must train more than 500,000 
pilots. Currently, when pilot training certif-
icates are issued, there’s no universal system 
in which every pilot’s data and qualifications 
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ACCOUNTING FOR 
BLOCKCHAIN
Audits, supplier payments, and 
regulatory compliance. All these 
tasks could in the future be 
automated, experts predict, 
although the most complicated 
operations may take a decade to 
fully catch on.

“Blockchain technology may 
represent the next step for 
accounting,” accounting firm 
Deloitte said in a 2016 report on 
blockchain, Blockchain Technology: A 
Game-Changer in Accounting?. 

Instead of keeping separate 
records based on transaction 
receipts, companies can write their 
transactions directly into a joint 
register, creating an interlocking 
system of accounting records, the 
report added.

Since all entries are distributed 
and cryptographically sealed, 
falsifying or destroying them to 
conceal activity is practically 
impossible. It’s like the transaction 
being verified by a notary – only in 
an electronic way. 

Companies could benefit in many 
ways. Standardisation could allow 
auditors to verify a large portion of 
the most important data behind the 
financial statements automatically. 

Audits could be cheaper and 
quicker, saving companies money 
and allowing auditors (and 
companies’ finance staff) to spend 
less time reconciling transactions 
and more time predicting future 

risks to the business, analysing a 
company’s performance, and 
thinking of ways to improve it.

Blockchain can be gradually 
integrated with typical accounting 
procedures, starting from securing 
the integrity of records to 
completely traceable audit trails, 
Deloitte’s report said. The 
technology could also enable 
contracts to be enacted after certain 
conditions are met.

“Think of an invoice paying for 
itself after checking that delivered 
goods have been received according 
to specifications, and sufficient 
funds are available on the 
company’s bank account,” the report 
added. 

For finance departments, the 
biggest benefits of using blockchain 
(such as algorithm-driven decision-
making in the prevention of money 
laundering and in complex financial 
transactions that involve many 
parties) may be a decade away or 
more, according to an article in the 
Harvard Business Review, “The Truth 
About Blockchain”, by Marco Iansiti 
and Karim R. Lakhani, in January-
February 2017. 

As blockchain becomes more 
common in business, the different 
departments in a business (finance, 
IT, procurement, etc.) will probably 
develop their own applications of 
blockchain. 

They may use cloud-based 
blockchain services from startups 
and large platforms like Amazon 
and Microsoft if they don’t have the 
time, money, or expertise to develop 
their own technology.

can be viewed and verified by every airline. 
Airbus has been researching how it 

could use blockchain to ensure that pilot 
licences can be stored centrally, viewed by 
all prospective employers in a system, and, 
crucially, cannot be faked. We have devel-
oped a proof of concept to store certificate 
data for pilot licences on a blockchain 
database, to prevent anyone counterfeiting 
certificates,” Toyota says.

The theoretical benefits of blockchain 
are numerous, then, for a company as big 
and complex as Airbus, which has many 
daily transactions and a large number of 
suppliers in different countries. 

But reality is usually more unpredict-
able. Blockchain’s security and “scalability” 
(an ability to process a large increase in 
transactions at short notice) have yet to be 
proved.

Bitcoin currently processes about seven 
transactions per second at best, compared 
to MasterCard’s 2,000 per second, Airbus 
says. “Current blockchain throughput is very 
slow,” Toyota said in March. “So when 
deploying a real use case, we consider: How 
many feasible transactions does that 
particular business require?”

Other challenges include standardising 
the technology so it can be used across 
Airbus, and working out rules for how it’s 
used and who on the board is responsible 
for it.

“There is a big need to standardise 
different protocols for blockchain tech-
nology, data fields, and smart contracts,” 
Balducchi says. “Otherwise smart contracts 
don’t really talk to each other.” 

Blockchain is much more than an IT 
project. It can change how a company is 
run and transacts with suppliers, employees 
(including finance staff and management 
accountants), and customers. But its poten-
tial is only just being realised, as is where 
Airbus travels next with the technology. n
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CHANGING TIMES
Organisations across all industries are experiencing tech 
disruption, but those in the financial services, healthcare, and 
industrial sectors are braced for the biggest challenges of all, 
a survey by leadership advisory experts Russell Reynolds 
Associates has shown.

The firm interviewed more than 1,500 senior executives 
representing organisations from across the globe for its 
Digital Pulse: 2017 Outlook & Perspectives From the Market 
report, and found that executives in those three sectors were 
expecting a much greater extent of tech disruption this year 
than in 2016.

Those respondents who had experienced disruption in the 

financial services industry came in at 65% for 2016, but that 
number rose to 77% when respondents were asked if they 
were expecting greater disruption this year. 

Healthcare saw the biggest rise, with 56% saying there 
was some disruption in 2016 and 72% expecting more in 2017, 
with industrial sector respondents moving from 51% to 63%.  

The survey also revealed that in the era of tech disruption 
the responsibility for a firm’s digital strategy was coming from 
the very top of the organisation. 

More than 40% of respondents said that the CEO was the 
one driving the digital vision and strategy of their organisation, 
and 67% said that the CEO was digital’s biggest advocate. A

L
L

 D
A

TA
 F

R
O

M
 R

U
S

S
E

L
L

 R
E

YN
O

L
D

S
 A

S
S

O
C

IA
T

E
S

’ 
D

IG
IT

A
L 

P
U

L
S

E
: 

20
17

 O
U

TL
O

O
K

 &
 P

E
R

S
P

EC
TI

VE
S 

FR
O

M
 T

H
E

 M
A

R
K

E
T.

OCTOBER 2017

36

DEEP DIVE



WHO SETS THE DIGITAL VISION AND STRATEGY?SECTORS FACING MOST DISRUPTION

WHO ARE THE BIGGEST ADVOCATES FOR THE DIGITAL STRATEGY?

CE
O

HE
AD

 O
F 

M
AR

KE
TI

NG

HE
AD

 O
F 

DI
GI

TA
L

HE
AD

 O
F 

IT

HE
AD

 O
F 

ST
RA

TE
GY

HE
AD

 O
F 

TE
CH

NO
LO

GY

CH
IE

F 
CO

M
M

ER
CI

AL
 O

FF
IC

ER

HE
AD

 O
F 

CU
ST

OM
ER

 E
XP

ER
IE

NC
E

OT
HE

R

CEO

HEAD OF MARKETING

HEAD OF DIGITAL

HEAD OF IT

HEAD OF STRATEGY

HEAD OF TECHNOLOGY

HEAD OF HR

HEAD OF OPERATIONS

HEAD OF COMMERCIAL

HEAD OF FINANCE

BOARD OF DIRECTORS

HEAD OF CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

HEAD OF E-COMMERCE

40% 14% 10% 8% 9%6% 5% 3% 3% 2%

67%

54%

40%

40%

32%

31%

27%

26%

23%

22%

19%

14%

9%

TE
CH

NO
LO

GY

CONSUMER

FINANCIALSERVICES

HE
AL

TH
CA

RE

NON-PROFIT

INDUSTRIAL

81%

77%

65%

RESPONDENTS WHO SAID 
THEIR INDUSTRY EXPERIENCED 
DISRUPTION IN 2016

PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS 
WITHIN GIVEN SECTOR

RESPONDENTS WHO EXPECTED 
THEIR INDUSTRY TO EXPERIENCE 
DISRUPTION IN 2017

73%

62%

76%

51%

63%

74%

56%

72%

55%

HE
AD

 O
F 

E-
CO

M
M

ER
CE

 / 
ON

LI
NE

 S
AL

ES

VA
L

E
R

IO
 P

E
L

L
E

G
R

IN
I

VA
L

E
R

IO
 P

E
L

L
E

G
R

IN
I

OCTOBER 2017

37

DEEP DIVE



DEEP DIVE

 OCTOBER 2017

38

M
IC

H
E

L
E

 M
A

R
C

O
N

I/
S

YN
E

R
G

Y 
A

R
T



DEEP DIVE

 OCTOBER 2017

39

Mark Nittler,  
vice-president of software 

vendor Workday, tells 
FM’s Lawrie Holmes 
how powerful data 

visualisation techniques 
can deliver a competitive 
edge for a wide range of 

organisations.

M
ost people would agree 
that the biggest driver of 
an organisation’s intan-
gible value is its talent, 
but defining, measuring, 
and profiting from some-

thing that by its intangible nature usu-
ally does not appear on a balance sheet 
has proved one of the biggest difficulties 
facing the modern finance function.

But Mark Nittler, vice-president of 
software vendor Workday, believes he has 
a solution – and it lies in data visualis-
ation software, which allows an organi-
sation to measure the impact of its people 
and define once and for all how value is 
being created in the organisation.

But before we get into the tech, we 
need the background.

In 2005, soon after Nittler joined 
Workday, the firm began constructing its 
object model for a business and financial 
management system, which offered a 
complete picture “rather than 60 differ-
ent reports”, according to Nittler.

Originally a San Francisco-based CPA 
for Deloitte, Nittler pitched into enterprise 
technology in the early 1980s through less-
er-known innovators before building his 
profile in financial product strategy at the 
nascent PeopleSoft in the 1990s. 

A foray into Silicon Valley startups at 
the peak of the dot-com boom followed 
before he was hired 12 years ago by  
Workday, a company co-founded by for-
mer PeopleSoft CEO David Duffield, to 
drive its financial products.

The biggest challenge for many organ-
isations is understanding how they’re able 
to transition to the business object model 
developed by Workday, says Nittler. He 
says that approach is made easier in organ-
isations that are developing business part-
nering models. 

“If you’re going to be a business part-
ner, you’ve got to look out [of finance] and 
that means you’ve got to find ways to pro-
ject the value of what you do into the busi-

ness,” he explains. “That means you’ve got 
to get that data to the edge, and when your 
audience comes to consume that data, it 
has to exist in a way that it can be con-
sumed. That’s the thinking behind what 
data visualisation is.”

In an age when robotics and artificial 
intelligence threaten much of the core 
accounting process, there is inevitably 
some uneasiness about rapid change in 
the finance function to deliver visualis-
ation, especially when this includes the 
replacement of core transactional systems. 
“Nobody wants to hear that,” says Nittler.

To allay the fears of finance heads, 
Workday released a product this year called 
Financial Performance Management 

(FPM), which allows “more strategic 
finance stuff – planning, analytics, con-
solidation, financial reporting – to be put 
on top of a transaction system, with the 
data you have in your ledger you can do 
richer reporting and therefore visualis-
ation”, says Nittler. 

Most significantly, Workday’s offer 
reflects a fundamental belief that the value 
in the economy today is driven by intan-
gible value. “It’s no longer about the things 
that companies make, but how they are 
transforming those things into services,” 
he says. “That’s how the market is mov-
ing. That’s how the economy is moving.

“The biggest intangible value today is 
talent, and it doesn’t show up on the bal-
ance sheet, so we need to think about it 
differently. 

“There was an opportunity in the mar-
ket to connect finance to talent and labour 
because that is where the value is today, 
as much as we connected it to inventory 
when enterprise resource planning (ERP) 
first rose to prominence 30 years ago. Then 
[German software company] SAP con-
nected those dots and created the ERP mar-
ket in late 1979. We see a similar 
opportunity for the new economy to con-
nect the dots between talent, labour, and 
finance,” he adds. 

Nittler says that much of the techno-
logical efforts of the past 30 years, such 
as migrating the ledger to cloud software, 
has brought efficiency gains but not much 
else, especially when it comes to resource 
or expense analytics. “If you want to 
understand product profitability or cost 
distribution in a fairly detailed level, the 
general ledger won’t tell you that. It was 
never designed to do that,” he insists.

Now companies want a forward- 
looking view, analytics for delivering 
insight for business and strategic  
decision-making, and the ability for finan-
cial processes to be agile, “especially where 
there is a business partnering role in 
finance – this is the big transformation 

“THE BIGGEST 
INTANGIBLE VALUE 
TODAY IS TALENT, 
AND IT DOESN’T 
SHOW UP ON THE 
BALANCE SHEET."

VISION OF
THE FUTURE
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in finance”, argues Nittler. “There’s a 
requirement for built-in governance and 
controls now,” he says. “That’s what every-
body in the market wanted to happen.”

Critically, it means moving to a point 
where finance can play a key role in 
improving performance across an organ-
isation. The key to creating powerful vis-
ualisation techniques that are leaps and 
bounds away from business information 
(BI) tools is the availability of big data. 
“When the BI tools were designed, the 
gigabyte data cost was $200,000. Today I 
bought a 2 terabyte external memory for 
£89, which works out at about 4 pence 
per gigabyte.”

The strides made in increasing com-
puter memory and processing power also 
ushered in a breakthrough in the ability 
to view that data. “The software now 
allows you to create and maintain rela-
tionships between all these data pieces 
much more easily, in a way that humans 
can put together numerous reports and 
to achieve visualisation,” says Nittler.

“You can see trends that show organ-
isations whether that revenue is going up 
or down, and what is causing it. The only 
way you can do that is if you have all that 
dimensionality tagged to the balance 
sheet. Then you can enter into the realm 
of non-financial data,” he says. 

Here’s where finance and HR data are 
coming together to create visualisation 
techniques that reflect the needs of organ-
isations dominated by intangible assets 
to understand and improve their perfor-
mance. 

“Until now this data has been sepa-

rate because it’s been designed differently, 
so you don’t have the same language,” Nit-
tler says. “But combining those into a sin-
gle one helps that language issue at its 
core.

“The purpose of those two systems 
was also very different. HR was looking 
at compliance and maybe looking at how 
to serve payroll, and finance was purely 
interested in costs. But through visualis-
ation you start to pull all this together, 
especially in businesses where talent is 
driving business performance.” 

In many senses the capture of this pow-
erful information, which can be accessed 
by individuals through a variety of devices, 
is fast becoming the Holy Grail for ambi-
tious organisations. 

“The end user gets a visual representa-
tion of data that means something to them,” 
says Nittler. n 

INGREDIENTS  
FOR SUCCESSFUL 
VISUALISATION
Three key elements must come 
together to achieve successful data 
visualisation, writes Mark Nittler, 
vice-president of software vendor 
Workday. These are:

The data that you’re using as your 
base 
Make sure your data is credible and 
in the right place. Many tools don’t 
really deliver anything because 
they’re not based on the right data 
cleansing.

The visualisation technology 
�How do you render pictures, and 
how does that connect to the data? 
Just having great visualisation 
technology doesn’t mean you’ll get 
great visualisation. Maybe the 
graphic design elements or people 
are not up to it.

Thinking about how to achieve 
visualisation
�Although data and technology have 
come on in leaps and bounds, the 
thinking behind a visualisation 
strategy is often much less 
sophisticated. This requires the 
highest level of prioritisation for 
most organisations.

Mark Nittler: “If you’re going to be a 
business partner, you’ve got to look out [of 
finance] and that means you’ve got to find 
ways to project the value of what you do 
into the business."
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WINNOVATION
Developing a culture of 
innovation is a must for 

companies to prosper in an 
increasingly challenging 

global environment, 
writes Lawrie Holmes. But 

what is the best way to 
achieve this in the era of 

tech disruption?

grappling with innovation-strategy deci-
sions for the first time,” adds Giuliano. “They 
have made strategy decisions for years, but 
innovation-strategy decisions are different 
– they are much more complex. Assessing 
progress and results for innovation  
strategy [is] also much more difficult, again, 
because of the complexity.”

Giuliano, who has advised C-suite exec-
utives and boards of directors at 18 of the 
companies listed in the Global 100, says: 
“In my experience advising CEOs and board 
directors, their understanding of the imper-
ative to become more innovative is increas-
ing. They understand the ‘why’ of 
innovation. The difficulty they confront is 
now how, what, where, and when.” 

Enterprises that excel at corporate inno-
vation understand the strategy framework 
of build-borrow-buy, says Giuliano. “This 
means that they understand how and when 
to build and launch innovations; when bor-
rowing is most effective, and how to bor-
row and share capabilities and resources; 
and such companies also understand how, 
when, and what to buy, perhaps buying tech-
nologies, or acquiring and scaling startups.

“Successful corporate innovators know 
how and when to do all three productively, 
effectively, and systematically. This is 
extremely difficult to do – even more  
difficult to sustain for competitive advan-

M
ost global compa-
nies understand the 
need to become 
more innovative, but 
developing a corpo-
ra t e  c u l t u r e  t o 
achieve this aim can 
be a difficult journey. 

Given that most corporates have devel-
oped rigid structures to achieve specific 
goals, it is easy to see why adaptability does 
not come easily for many organisations – 
even if management teams grasp the need 
for innovative new approaches.

“Understanding why innovation is 
important and why the enterprise must 
innovate is obvious, but the biggest chal-
lenges are often how and what to innovate,” 
says Jonathan Giuliano, Ph.D., who teaches 
strategy and innovation at the Scheller Col-
lege of Business at the Georgia Institute of 
Technology.

“Equally important, and often less dif-
ficult to determine, is where and when to 
develop and launch innovations. All of these 
are innovation-strategy decisions. But many 
C-level executives and board directors are 

“EQUALLY 
IMPORTANT... IS 
WHERE AND WHEN TO 
DEVELOP AND LAUNCH 
INNOVATIONS.”
Jonathan Giuliano,  
Georgia Institute of Technology

Angelina 
Kouznetsova: 

“There are always 
internal barriers  

to innovation.”

P
H

O
TO

G
R

A
P

H
Y:

 D
A

V
ID

 V
IN

T
IN

E
R

. 
M

A
K

E
-U

P
: 

C
L

A
IR

E
 R

A
Y 

A
T 

C
A

R
O

L
 H

A
YE

S
 M

A
N

A
G

E
M

E
N

T



DEEP DIVE

 OCTOBER 2017

44

“ESTABLISHED TECH 
DISRUPTORS DON’T 
SEEM TO LIMIT, 
RESTRICT, OR DEFINE 
THEMSELVES BY ONE 
SECTOR OR INDUSTRY 
VERTICAL.”
Angelina Kouznetsova,  
head of fintech, EY

tage – and only a comparatively tiny per-
centage of global corporations do this well.”

One sector where this is clearly illus-
trated is financial technology (fintech). 
Angelina Kouznetsova, who is a head of fin-
tech at professional services firm EY, works 
with established financial services institu-
tions as well as fintech startups. She says 
the industry has provided a template for 
others to follow. 

“A vast majority of the established finan-
cial institutions are engaging with fintech 
specialists and seeking to find the most 
effective way that works for their organisa-
tions. At the same time we observe finan-
cial institutions bringing their strong 
industry and regulatory knowledge to the 
emerging and growing fintech sector.

“Innovation can help them to grow and 
improve their business models, but there 
are always internal barriers to innovation. 
Organisations must be willing to innovate; 
otherwise new ideas are too easy to dismiss 
and they are never implemented.”

There are a number of critical elements 
for developing an innovation culture, says 
Kouznetsova. She says there must be 
“C-suite executive buy-in and full support 
from the top, a holistic approach, and a full-
time commitment from a group of individ-
uals within organisations rather than a 
‘side-of-the-desk’ project” approach. That 
this is supported by adequate funding is 
another must as well as a willingness to 
accept failures, while being prepared to fail 
fast and move on. 

“Accountability and defining what suc-
cess looks like from the outset must also 
be in place,” Kouznetsova says. “This may 
not be a standard internal rate of return and 
payback period analysis, but it needs to be 
measurable.”

Kouznetsova says that established tech 
disruptors are a great example of innova-
tors, as they never appear to stand still and 



“CORPORATE 
INNOVATORS HAVE 
DEVELOPED 
PROCESSES THAT 
RIVAL, AND CAN 
SURPASS, THE 
CAPABILITIES OF 
STARTUPS.”
Jonathan Giuliano, Georgia  
Institute of Technology

DEVELOPING  
AN INNOVATION 
CULTURE
Consider the following five questions 
when developing an innovation culture:
1. Does the way you innovate 
(collaboration, employee 
empowerment, customer engagement, 
time horizons, etc.) reflect your vision 
and appetite for innovation?
2. How effectively are you articulating 
your vision and appetite for innovation 
to employees, investors, and business 
partners?
3. Do your employees see creating, 
promoting, and executing new ideas as 
a crucial part of their job description?
4. Are the processes for decision-
making and organisational 
mobilisation quick enough to bring 
new innovations to market ahead of 
your competitors?
5. How effectively do you measure and 
track the return on investment and 
ability to meet customers’ changing 
expectations?
Source: 2016 PwC report, Unleashing the 
Power of Innovation.

ers and acquisitions over decades tell us 
that most acquisitions either fail or post-
deal inferiority returns. News Corporation’s 
strategy and innovation errors with  
Myspace are far from unusual. We frequently 
see such failures in current events,” he adds.

Chris Bones, professor of creativity and 
leadership at the University of Manchester 
in the UK, says there is an onus on an inno-
vation culture being able to bridge ideas and 
value creation. He says there is plenty of 
danger in assuming that acquiring tech dis-
ruptors can achieve that aim.

“It is something of a misnomer to 
assume that tech disruptors can deliver 
rapid value creation. There are a lot of tech 
ideas that lose money,” Bones says. “There’s 
plenty of risk in this space. Businesses must 
really understand whether the ideas being 
introduced are going to be able to deliver 
return on investment.” 

“The world is changing so fast that if 
companies are looking for payback after 
three or four years, they are likely to miss 
out. Even good disruptors are making pro-
gress in short bursts now and are coming 
to market with ideas that are not quite right. 
Take Apple, which will come to market with 
a product that is imperfect but will gener-
ate a lot of cash as it is being finessed.”

Bones, who previously held senior roles 
in drinks groups Diageo and Cadbury 
Schweppes, says many companies are led 
by people who have a mindset that assumes 
products need to be perfected before they 
come to market and therefore take too long 
to develop. An example he cites is the UK 
high-street retailer Marks & Spencer, which 
invested around £150 million in develop-
ing a website that was perfect but too late 
in coming to market. “In many respects it 
pays to copy other examples well, but also 
understanding what you may need to avoid. 
The argument is: Just because you can do 
something innovative, it doesn’t mean you 
should do it,” he says.

Key to delivering innovation in the 
e-commerce space has been developing 
approaches where the focus is on the cus-
tomer, not the brand, says Bones, naming 
retailers Amazon and ASOS as good exam-
ples. But, ultimately, Bones warns, what 
makes any approach successful is how smart 
the organisation is in controlling invest-
ment in digital channels – and this is a les-
son that can be applied across all sectors. 
“You have to be able to get money back 
before you start building it again,” he says. 
“Those who have got it right have been ruth-
less in managing that.” n

constantly acquire new and interesting busi-
nesses while fostering internal innovation 
to encourage a flow of ideas. “This is some-
thing all sectors could learn from,” she says. 
“Established tech disruptors don’t seem to 
limit, restrict, or define themselves by one 
sector or industry vertical, and they expand 
their products proactively. For example, Apple 
is now moving payments with a remarkable 
ease and is driving adoption.”

However, Georgia Tech’s Giuliano, who 
has raised more than $900 million for start-
ups and SMEs in the US, Europe, and Asia, 
says traditional corporate models can out-
pace startups. “Excellent corporate innova-
tors have developed processes that rival, and 
can surpass, the capabilities of startups,” he 
says. “In strategy, we focus on the core com-
petence of the corporation, and the core com-
petence derives from capabilities and 
resources. 

“With productive innovation processes 
– which are the activities driven by the core 
competence – and with superior resources, 
such as more access to capital, big global cor-
porations can outmanoeuvre or simply 
acquire startups.”

Giuliano says the caveat is that sometimes 
the acquirer inadvertently destroys the 
acquired, indicating that the acquirer has an 
inferior innovation process. 

He recalls the example of social network 
firm Myspace, which in February 2005 
declined to buy Facebook for $75 million but 
within months was itself acquired by News 
Corporation for $580 million. Alexa ranked 
Facebook higher than Myspace within three 
years. 

“This reflected a failure in the innova-
tion process at News Corporation, and cen-
tral to this failure was the ineffective 
analysis, design, and execution of strategy. 
This often happens. Research studies in merg-
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The financial technology – or fin-
tech – industry presents itself as a 
new vanguard of digital financial 
services that will disrupt old play-

ers. The reality, though, is that fintech com-
panies often build their services on top of 
the existing financial industry. Indeed, the 
fintech startup scene functions like an out-
sourced R&D department for large banks 
and funds. As startups succeed, their inno-
vations get acquired or incorporated into 
existing players. 

The best way to understand fintech, 
therefore, is to see it as the automation of 
traditional finance. Fintech initiatives 
either create systems that replace the jobs 
of financial professionals with algorithms 
– such as a “robo-adviser” – or they create 
platforms to replace customer-facing ser-
vice staff with self-service interfaces. An 
artificial intelligence (AI) “chat-bot” is really 
just an interactive interface to allow cus-
tomers to input requests to a financial insti-
tution. This leads to a vision of wholly 
digital financial institutions, in which both 
the internal decision-making processes of 
financial professionals and the means by 
which those professionals interact with the 
outside world are automated. 

This process is often celebrated as a 
great step forward that will only benefit 
customers. Nevertheless, while such auto-
mation lowers the costs of providing finan-
cial services – and may allow those services 
to reach a wider range of people – the fin-
tech industry specialises in increasing the 
speed and convenience of the existing 
financial system, rather than fundamen-
tally altering it. 

Presently, digital financial services are 
presented as optional choices, but large 
financial institutions have an intrinsic 
motivation to automate, to cut costs, and 
to boost profits when dealing with many 
customers. We are thus likely to see them 
all gradually move towards a common set 

AI machine-learning systems pose spe-
cial issues for accountability. An old cred-
it-scoring algorithm was deterministic – a 
professional took past knowledge and 
encapsulated it as a step-by-step algorithm 
that followed orders, taking in data and 
obediently outputting scores. 

Newer machine-learning systems, 
however, can calibrate their operations in 
response to past data – learning from expe-
rience. This increasingly means the pro-
fessionals themselves may not know the 
reason for the decision made by the sys-
tem. People seeking accountability for 
being denied a loan may find themselves 
facing a Kafkaesque digital bureaucracy, 
trying to guess why they have been rejected.

Finally, the rise of digital financial ser-
vices poses serious questions of data eth-
ics. The digital format leads to ever-greater 
collection of personal financial data, which 
can be combined with other data sets to 
build fine-grained pictures of individuals. 
This immediately raises concerns about 
privacy – am I being spied upon? – but an 
even deeper issue is the ability to use the 
past data of customers to steer their future 
paths. Entire schools of machine learning 
are designed to know you better than you 
know yourself, and to then prompt you 
into action or predict your action before 
you’ve even done it. Will people increas-
ingly feel like their autonomy is being 
eroded? Will they feel a creeping sense of 
a financial panopticon that records all their 
actions and uses the data to manipulate 
them?

Fintech has some great positive poten-
tials – possibly allowing greater access for 
people traditionally denied services – but 
we must not allow this to blind us from 
its very real negative potentials. If we are 
not careful, we could sleep-walk into a 
financial system that is even less ethically 
responsible, more invasive, and increas-
ingly unfathomable to people. n
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of digital services whilst removing non- 
digital services, a process that will see us 
become dependent upon digital finance. 
We thus should be carefully thinking about 
the ethical implications of locking ourselves 
into this technology. 

So what are the ethics of fintech? It’s a 
question that has mostly escaped attention. 
Since the financial crisis we have been fix-
ated on the ethics of “high finance” – the 
large investment banks and traders – but 
not the everyday finance of commercial 
banks and personal financial advisers. 

The key to understanding the negative 
potential of fintech lies in recognising that 
if we are to improve the ethics of finance, 
we must, firstly, be pushing financial pro-
fessionals to think more deeply about the 
ethics of their decisions whilst also ensur-
ing they are more closely connected to the 
outcomes of their decisions. 

Secondly, we must be pushing retail 
customers to think more about how their 
money is used and to demand higher stand-
ards. In other words, a more ethical finan-
cial system is likely to be one that 
encourages moments of reflection on the 
broader consequences of investment deci-
sions beyond narrow monetary returns.

Fintech poses a problem in this. The 
main aim of fintech is to reduce the direct 
role of financial professionals, whilst pro-
viding a “frictionless” experience for cus-
tomers. In the case of professionals, this 
potentially leads to their feeling increas-
ingly less responsible for decisions, and 
more able to point to a third-party algo-
rithmic actor to justify controversial deci-
sions. In the case of customers, they are 
increasingly being encouraged to pay even 
less attention to the behind-the-scenes pro-
cesses of financial institutions. 

Instantaneous financial services at the 
click of a button might sound convenient, 
but “frictionless” is another way of saying 
“lacking contact” or “lacking engagement”.

“A more ethical financial system 
is likely to be one that encourages 

moments of reflection on 
the broader consequences of 

investment decisions beyond 
narrow monetary returns.”



Report 
visualisation: 
From concept 
to deployment

This special report excerpt shares some of the developments around report visualisation 
and the steps that should be adopted to harness its interactive and dynamic capability.

Report visualisation, along with the 
advancement of multimedia 
technology over recent years, has 
become a very powerful means of 
sharing and providing insight around 
business performance that can be 
easily digested by the recipient. 
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Visualisation – a means of 
enhancing business insight 

A key role of the management accountant is to 
support effective decision-making by 
presenting relevant, timely, and accurate 
information in a manner that enables informed 
dialogue and decision-making.

For effective decisions to be taken, the 
information presented must focus on the right 
key performance indicators (KPIs) that drive true 
business performance. Making decisions based 
on these drivers should result in focusing 
performance around delivery of business 
strategy.

The role of visualisation in this process is to 
present the relevant data in such a way that the 
message is quickly absorbed and understood by 
the reader so that action can be taken quickly, 
and time is spent on decision-making rather than 
understanding business performance.

Reporting quality focuses on two key areas:

•  Data and master data that are subject to 
robust control, which ensures reporting 
integrity.

•  Standards in reporting that drive commonality 
across the whole organisation and aid 
assimilation to the consumer. For example, if 
red is consistently used to display an adverse 
variance, then the reader is not having to ask 
the question every time.

When deciding on the appropriate way to present 
the data, it is often best to start with an idea of 
what the end goal is, ie, what message are you 
trying to present (which may be dynamic).

Once you have defined the purpose of  
the report, then consider the metrics and the 
dimensionality that is required to provide insight.

The overriding principle in deciding 
how to present data is that one size 
does not fit all.

SPECIAL REPORT



Ensure data is optimised for  
report visualisation

Once you have identified the right measures that are 
to be reported, you will need to identify the 
relevant data sources, which might be more than 
one for each report.

It is at this point that you should consider whether 
it is appropriate to create a data storage layer. 
Aside from providing a robust data extraction 
process and a single repository of data from 
multiple sources, this can provide a key role in 
optimising the data for report visualisation, clean 
the data, and provide a common definition to 
measures. Consider creating a dimensional 
structure that stores your data against reporting 
hierarchies.

Apply the relevant  
visualisation tool

The principal factor in choosing the relevant 
technique will undoubtedly be driven by what the 
customer for the report feels comfortable with.

Apply appropriate  
report layout

As visualisation skills become more and more 
important for the management accountant, he or 
she must think of designing a report from the 
perspective of the graphic designer too. Consider 
the following: layout, message positioning, 
colours, and scaling.

1

2

3

Optimise the  
reader experience

Engaging with the report user is key to ensuring 
the message is transmitted effectively from the 
paper or screen. When reporting on paper, think 
about the size and weight of the pack and 
consider dividers to help readers switch between 
sections. For online reporting consider: 

• Personalised reporting
• Intuitive navigation
• Touch and interactive experience
• Customisation capability

Optimise visualisation to the  
appropriate delivery channel

Reports can be delivered via many different 
channels, such as desktops, laptops, tablets, 
mobile devices, or paper. It is clear that a mobile 
phone is considerably smaller than an A4 sheet of 
paper, and it is therefore logical that in order to 
produce a powerful report, the design will need to 
change. The previous visualisation principles 
become even more important when thinking of 
various delivery channels. Technology is just the 
enabler to appropriately satisfy these.

4

5

The five principles for 
effective report visualisation

Report visualisation will remain a core skill for 
the management accountant to develop and 
evolve. The tools available are ever changing 
and improving as technology continues to 
develop at a rapid pace. The following five key 
principles should always be considered:

SPECIAL REPORT



Obtaining value from data 
– evolving trends 

Over a significant period of time, report 
visualisation has evolved from dot matrix printed 
reports to application-supported reports to 
desktop publishing-based reports. Today we 
can facilitate highly visual, dynamic, 
customisable reports on mobile devices.

Tools such as Qlik, Tableau, and Microsoft Power BI 
are now all able to connect to huge data sources, 
including unstructured data, and have the 
processing power to look for patterns in the data 
and provide insights. Big data analysis is now firmly 
in the hands of the management accountant.

The leading visualisation tools already also have 
some cognitive technologies – where systems are 
able to perform tasks that only humans used to be 
able to do – for example, recommending a 
particular graph based on the data set chosen.

More companies are using predictive analytics to 
drive financial planning, removing the “gut feel” 
element of budgeting and forecasting.

The new breed functionality

Data integration 

All of the leading solutions offer pre-built 
data connectors to multiple-source systems. 
Information technology professionals may 
need to be involved to ensure there are no 
security issues to prevent systems talking to 
each other, but as soon as the connection is 
made, you can start visualising.

Pre-built starter kits

These are also included within the 
solutions. These lead to an accelerated 
development time and have been built with 
best practice in mind.

User-friendly functionality 

When combined with online help tutorials 
this enables getting up to speed as fast as 
possible.

Mobile reporting  

This used to involve complex coding. All of 
the leading business intelligence (BI) 
providers now enable the option to publish 
reports to mobile devices, whether tablets or 
phones. Whilst the technology renders to the 
correct format, care must be taken to ensure 
the report is relevant to each device.

In recent years, cloud-based technology has opened up a new suite of products that can be owned 
and developed by finance. 

SPECIAL REPORT



How to get started

In essence, there is little point in developing  
a report that looks good but drives the wrong 
focus on behaviours; to get visualisation right,  
the following building blocks need to be 
considered:

Start with pilots, proof of concepts (PoCs),  
and scale
Once you have identified the right measures that are 
to be reported, you will need to identify the 
relevant data sources, which might be more than 
one for each report.

Make sure data governance is in place
Once top-level key metrics have been defined, 
emphasis should quickly gravitate to ensuring  
that data models and governance are designed 
and deployed to manage the integrity of agreed 
key metrics.

A tool is not the (single) answer
The recommended approach is to conduct a  
formal assessment of a short list of potential  
vendor offerings against formally defined 
requirements. In addition to this, the approach  
to design, data management and governance, 
process, and sustainability needs to be deployed in 
parallel to the tool for you to maximise the impact  
on the organisation and truly enable informed 
decision-making.

SPECIAL REPORT

Further resources
Read the full report at: https://www.cgma.org/datavisualisation
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The Institute works with the relevant 
stakeholders to support a stronger and more 
vibrant accountancy profession in Malaysia 
and enhance nation building. 

We are working with the ASEAN Data 
Analytics eXchange (an initiative by the 
Malaysia Digital Economy Corporation to 
enable businesses, governments, academia, 
and professionals to rapidly adopt data 
analytics as a tool to empower decision-
making and innovation). The MIA is working 
with ADAX to strengthen our CPD and offer 
courses on BDA to our members.

The Institute is also working with 
Malaysian Global Innovation & Creativity 
Centre (MaGIC), MIMOS Berhad, and the 
Human Resources Development Fund (HRDF) 
on several tech and digital initiatives relevant 
to the profession. 

G. Shanmugam, FCMA, CGMA

MIA’S TECHNOLOGY  
COLLABORATIONS

Inspired by these models, the Institute is looking at devel-
oping tools such as mobile applications to facilitate con-
venient, timely, and accurate recording of transactions 
that can flow into the accounting system. 

This would enable SMEs to practise better finan-
cial discipline at lower costs, and they can better under-
stand the accounting process and their own company’s 
financial accounts.

MIA Executive Director, Membership & Operations 
Datin SK Yap, FCMA, CGMA: To add value for audi-
tors, the Institute has also set up a task force looking 
into the possibility of online bank confirmations. The 
suggested platform connects banks and auditors, ena-
bling auditors to obtain instant bank confirmations 
for their audit clients, expediting the auditing process. 

Q In what ways can new digital technologies 
become more of an enabling force for  
accountants?
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Driving change
Malaysia’s management accountants are responding 

to the challenges of an increasingly tech-driven 
environment. Here, the top management of the 

Malaysian Institute of Accountants (MIA) explains how. 

QHow is the MIA responding to the challenges 
to the profession, especially those posed by 
increasing automation?

ACEO Dr. Nurmazilah Dato’ Mahzan, FCMA, 
CGMA: The Malaysian Institute of Accountants 
(MIA) recognises digital disruption as a mega-

trend affecting the accountancy profession. But dis-
ruption poses both risks and opportunities. We have 
put in place key initiatives to prepare our members 
and all accountancy professionals in the ecosystem to 
leverage on these unfolding prospects and mitigate 
the risks. 

One, to create awareness of the impacts and pre-
pare members for upcoming disruption, we have con-
ducted several roundtable discussions with the relevant 
stakeholders, engaged with thought leaders, and con-
ducted various conferences and seminars relating to 
automation and technologies. 

The MIA has also set up the Digital Economy Task 
Force (DETF) to study the impact of technology on the 
accountancy profession in Malaysia, and we are pre-
paring the Digital Economy Blueprint, which will be 
unveiled during the MIA International Conference 2017, 
which will be held on [November 7th and 8th] 2017 at 
the Kuala Lumpur Convention Centre. 

The Blueprint will guide our digital strategies to 
align them with our overarching agenda of building 
the profession and the nation.

[Digitisation] can also be a mechanism to improve 
financial literacy and inclusion, which drives economic 
development. 

The MIA intends to form a task force on financial 
literacy to help the small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
and the public at large gain a better understanding on 
accountancy and financial management. This will 

improve their finan-
cial wellbeing.

Mobile and dig-
ital have also helped 
drive financial inclu-
sion, literacy, and 
integrity, such as 
M-PESA [the mobile 
phone money trans-
fer and financing 
service] in Kenya. 

“MOBILE AND DIGITAL 
HAVE ALSO HELPED 

DRIVE FINANCIAL 
INCLUSION, LITERACY, 

AND INTEGRITY.”

DATIN SK YAP
MIA Executive 

Director, 
Membership & 

Operations 

G. SHANMUGAM
MIA Executive 

Director, Strategy 
& Development

DR. NURMAZILAH 
DATO’ MAHZAN

MIA CEO
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AMIA Executive Director, Strategy & Develop-
ment G. Shanmugam, FCMA, CGMA: Tech-
nology will enable accountants to advance up 

the value chain, by freeing them from routine tasks in 
favour of work [involving] critical thinking and prob-
lem-solving. But accountants must be ready for [digi-
tisation] through continuous professional development. 

MIA focuses intensively on CPD to equip account-
ing professionals and its members with the right skills 
for the digital economy. 

Accountants’ and finance professionals’ value lies 
in their ability to bring to the table critical thinking, 
professional judgement, and professional scepticism 
to enable quality decision-making and protect the pub-
lic trust.

Nurmazilah: A key area where tech is adding value to 
accounting is in big data and analytics (BDA). Organi-
sations harnessing BDA would be able to find new 
insights and discover unique patterns of their customer 
behaviour or even create new businesses that were pre-
viously not possible. The opportunities presented by 
big data are endless. We have yet to unlock the full 
potential of big data and analytics. 

Accountants and financial professionals can lev-
erage on BDA to gather, analyse, and interpret data in 
real time, expediting management’s informed deci-
sions. Accountants and financial professionals could 
play an increasingly strategic role in the organisation 

as their ability to interpret and provide useful insights 
into data could position them as business advisers.

QHow are finance departments ensuring they 
are able to support their organisations through 
insights from big data analytics?

ANurmazilah: To support their organisations 
through insights from BDA, finance departments 
must be able to understand the organisation’s 

business, its strategy, and how it generates value. They 
can no longer afford to be siloed. 

Chief financial officers and top financial execu-
tives play a crucial role in interpreting the data and 
providing advice and support to the executive. They 
need to work together with their colleagues from other 
departments in an integrated fashion to convert ana-
lytical insights into commercial outcomes.

Furthermore, the accountants and finance profes-
sionals also need to continuously “upgrade” their skills 
in order to know how to extract and perform analysis 
on the data. If done correctly, it can add value to the 
organisation. 

Organisations might also consider creating the role 
of chief data officer to manage analytics and informa-
tion seamlessly across the organisation. Accountants 
with an affinity for tech, data, and a strategic under-
standing of governance and standards would be a good 
fit for this emerging role. n

Kuala Lumpur: The 
Malaysian capital 
has experienced a 
tech revolution in 
the last decade.
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The hype behind blockchain technology has been 
building for several years now, though it’s still 
sometimes a difficult concept to explain. Some 

may only know that it’s associated with bitcoin, the best-
known blockchain. Others may have heard of it as a buzz-
word when discussing emerging tech. But once you take 
away the hype, blockchain is quite simple to understand.

What’s even better – and more important – is that 
blockchain has flexible applications capable of integrat-
ing into any corporate ecosystem. Through the block-
chain, critical data (financial and otherwise) can be 
recorded, transferred, and archived in a secure and acces-
sible way. The result is a shift in how data is used, open-
ing the door to greater access and more efficient 
processing. 

In order to fully understand why blockchain can make 
such an impact on the corporate space, it’s important 
first to clarify what it is and how it works. At its core, the 
blockchain is a chain of records known as blocks. Each 
block of data is written into a permanent and immuta-
ble record.

This permanence is assured in two ways: First, its 
details are connected with both the data in it and its loca-
tion in the blockchain, making it permanently tied to 
the records before and after it. Second, the blockchain is 
decentralised, so a network of computers known as nodes, 
rather than a single entity, have mutual authority for ver-
ifying and auditing the records. By having a network con-
stantly auditing, any attempts to change or hack records 
can quickly be caught.

The network that hosts the blockchain can be a small 
private one or a large public one. The types of records, 
the volume of participation, and the level of visibility 
(private versus public) all depend on the purpose of the 
blockchain. Bitcoin has already provided a successful 
model that demonstrates how the blockchain can secure 
sensitive data (currency). Now it’s time to look ahead.

Crafting the corporate blockchain
Blockchains exist to fulfil three core needs, each inde-
pendent but intrinsically linked in a big-picture perspec-
tive: 
–  When the data must be permanent: Permanent data 

means data that is immutable and protected from 
removal, deletion, or overwriting. This allows data to 

be accessed by any interested and verified party so it 
can be referenced as a historical record.

–  When parties must collaborate: There are many rea-
sons why different parties do business with each other:  
vendors, partners, even antagonists in a settlement. 
Whatever the reason for a transaction, these parties 
must have complete confidence in the process. That 
means that the records and any transactions must be 
completely transparent to all involved.

–  When data requires validation: All data needs to be val-
idated. However, some data comes with higher stakes 
(identity records, medical records, currency transac-
tions, etc). In those cases, inaccurate or hacked data 
can create severe impacts on some or many people’s 
lives. Validation in these cases can literally be a life-or-
death issue.

Sensitive situations
The blockchain addresses all of these issues through the 
nature of its system. This makes it a prime candidate for 
situations where databases carry proprietary or sensi-
tive information: e-discovery, legal notices, time-sensi-
tive financial documents, or any records that contain 
key identification data. From a corporate perspective, 
blockchain represents a wide range of possibilities. 

It may be used for the internal functionality of 
end-customer information, in the product functional-
ity to verify transactions, or at the corporate level when 
dealing with finances between divisions. In terms of size 
and scope, the blockchain can scale up or down. As the 
world moves forward into the age of the internet of things, 
blockchain can even be the backbone for companies to 
enter into this space.

Blockchain is still in its infancy. It has a proven and 
workable model, but issues such as scope and scalabil-
ity need to be looked at before going live. When plan-
ning ahead for implementation, corporations should 
use the same baby steps they did with HTML and web 
technology 15 or 20 years ago, starting in areas of opera-
tions that make sense. For some, that’s finance and secure 
transactions; for others, that’s data assurance and data 
preservation.

The good news is that blockchain solutions are wide 
and varied; options and solutions are available for imple-
mentation across the corporate landscape. n
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READ ON

BLOCKCHAIN FOR 
DUMMIES 
by Tiana Laurence,  
John Wiley & Sons, 
2017.

A breath of fresh air
How blockchain can revolutionise the corporate ecosystem 

By Tiana Laurence, co-founder and chief marketing 
officer of Factom and author of Blockchain for Dummies
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TECH  NOTES

Leadership experts Kevan Hall and Alan Hall on how your  
organisation can improve productivity by killing bad meetings.

MEETING ADJOURNED

A s organisations become more 
collaborative, more integrated, 
and more complex, finance 

managers and professional staff find 
they are spending more and more time 
in meetings – much of it wasted. But it 
does not need to be this way, argue 
Kevan Hall, an experienced CEO and 
consultant to major multinationals 
around the world, and Alan Hall, a 
millennial in a management position 

who is convinced we can create more 
engagement and make better use of 
technology.

In their new book, Kill Bad Meetings, 
the pair introduce a systematic 
approach to cutting out unnecessary 
face-to-face and virtual meetings and 
radically improving the ones that 
remain.

“The process begins with 
identifying the often-hidden costs of 

meetings,” says Kevan Hall. “In our 
research for the book, we found that 
the average manager spends two days 
per week in meetings, and a great deal 
of the content discussed in those 
meetings was irrelevant. Busy finance 
functions looking for productivity and 
cost improvements won’t find it hard to 
build a business case for 
improvement.”

And these improvements can be 



measure such as cutting unnecessary 
meetings isn’t higher on the corporate 
agenda.” 

Alan Hall adds: “Only once you 
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have cut out these unnecessary 
meetings is it worth working on 
improving facilitation of the ones that 
remain; otherwise, we are just getting 
better at running meetings that don’t 
need to happen in the first place.

“The fundamentals of running great 
meetings are not complex. In fact, 
many people could already tell you 
what it takes to run a great meeting. 
However, we almost never attend 
meetings that are run that way! It’s not 
a matter of knowledge but the 
disciplined application of some simple 
processes.” (See box, left.)

“It sounds straightforward, but the 
reality is that more than half of 
meetings in many of the organisations 
we looked at didn’t even have an 
agenda,” says Kevan Hall. “In many 
organisations, it is difficult to turn 
down meeting invitations without 
seeming uncollaborative, so diaries 
become swamped with unplanned and 

achieved by simply analysing meetings 
and identifying unnecessary topics and 
participants.

Topics that don’t require a live 
meeting include broadcasts of 
information with little role for the 
other participants (such as status 
reviews and activity updates), 
information giving, and topics that are 
only relevant to a subset of attendees. 
Most of these can be delivered another 
way.

Similarly, Hall and Hall’s analysis 
found that “between 10% and 20% of 
participants at meetings shouldn’t even 
be there”. 

“Taken together, unnecessary topics 
and participants represent a great deal 
of unnecessary work for the average 
managerial and professional person,” 
explains Kevan Hall. “In a time when 
everyone claims to be busy and needing 
to do more with less, it’s surprising that 
a relatively simple and low-cost 

MAKING MEETINGS WORK
Four key ingredients help get the 
most out of meetings:

●   Outcomes – a clear outcome 
that will happen as a result of 
the topic being discussed.

●   Process – an efficient series of 
steps that will lead inevitably to 
that outcome.

●   Participation - so the right 
people attend and are actively 
engaged in delivering the 
outcome.

●   Time focus - so we deliver all 
the outcomes planned in the 
time available.



G
E

T
T

Y 
IM

A
G

E
S

 OCTOBER 2017

63

IN PRACTICE

unnecessary meetings.” 
And Alan Hall also points to the rise 

in virtual meetings as being a mixed 
blessing. “On the one hand, virtual 
meetings are less expensive to run, but 
on the other hand they are often even 
less well-planned and usually much 
less engaging than face-to-face 
meetings.” 

While online tools such as WebEx 
and Skype for Business are a step in the 
right direction, the technology can only 
do so much to alleviate problems 
caused by inefficient processes within 
organisations, argues Kevan Hall.

“Changing your meetings culture is 

not easy; it’s not just about building 
skills and following processes,” he 
adds. “It’s also about changing the way 
we involve people and how we network 
and stay visible. 

“If we don’t deal with these 
underlying corporate cultural issues, 
we will find it hard to sustain 
improvements to our meetings. 
However, the benefits of saving time for 
an organisation’s most expensive and 
critical people is worth the effort.” 

Kevan Hall is the founder and CEO of 
business change specialists Global 
Integration. His other books are Making 
the Matrix Work and Speed Lead. 

Alan Hall has spent his career working in 
sales and marketing in the packaged 
goods industry, most recently as a key 
account manager at Nestlé, and is now a 
key account manager at Global 
Integration. n

READ ON

KILL BAD 
MEETINGS: CUT 
50% OF YOUR 
MEETINGS TO 
TRANSFORM 
YOUR CULTURE, 
IMPROVE 
COLLABORATION, 
AND ACCELERATE 
DECISIONS 
by Kevan Hall 
and Alan Hall 
(Nicholas Brealey 
Publishing, 2017). 

Authors: Alan Hall, 
left, and Kevan 
Hall, right.
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Seven things to know about CPD monitoring changes

A s highlighted in the September issue of FM, as part of an 
initiative to improve the CPD monitoring process, from 
September 1st 2018, anyone selected for CPD monitor-

ing – and not part of an accredited employer scheme – will be 
required to submit their record using the Competency and  
Learning website.

By using the website you can be sure that you are recording 
your CPD in the correct format, removing any uncertainty and 
giving you more time to focus on your personal and professional 
development.

To help navigate the site, please find below a series of fre-
quently asked questions. If you require any further assistance, 
please visit the CPD section of the CIMA website, or email cima.
contact@aicpa-cima.com.

1 What is the Competency and Learning website?
The Competency and Learning website allows you to identify 

your learning needs; track your progress; and submit your record, 
at the click of a button, to the CIMA CPD monitoring team, if 
required.

To access the Competency and Learning website visit  
competency.cgma.org. You will need your CIMA contact ID and 
password to log in.

2 Where on the website do I record my CPD?
You need to navigate to the “My Learning” section of the web-

site. To do this, log in using your CIMA contact ID and password. 
Click on your name in the top right-hand side of the screen. 

I N ST I T U T E
N E W S

Select “My Learning” from the drop-down menu. 

3Can I record activities completed outside the website?
To add development activities completed outside the Com-

petency and Learning website, log in using your CIMA contact 
ID and password. Click on your name in the top right-hand side 
of the screen. Select “My Learning” from the drop-down menu. 
Click on the “Report more learning” button to add a learning 
activity.

 

4 If selected for monitoring, what do I need to do?
If selected for monitoring before September 1st 2018, you 

will be asked to submit your CPD record for the last 12 months. 
You can submit your CPD record in any format as long as it cov-
ers the six steps of the CIMA Professional Development cycle – 
define, assess, design, act, reflect, and evaluate.

If selected for CPD monitoring after September 1st 2018, you 
will be required to submit your CPD record for the last 12 months 
using the Competency and Learning website. 

To submit your record, navigate to the “My Learning” sec-
tion of the website, click on “Filter” to select the data for the past 
12 months, then select “Send to CIMA”. 

You will be asked to check your record before confirming it 
should be sent to CIMA.

 

5What action do I need to take now?
In preparation for this change, we recommend that you famil-

iarise yourself with the “My Learning” section of the Compe-
tency and Learning website now, and start using the website to 
record your CPD. If you are selected for monitoring after  
September 1st 2018, you will be asked to provide details for the 
last 12 months using the Competency and Learning website.

6Where can I find out more about CIMA’s CPD requirements?
More information on requirements, as well as details of what 

counts towards CPD and all of the resources available to you, can 
be found on the CPD section of the website. 

7 What CPD resources do I have access to?
We provide you with a wide range of resources to help you 

meet your development needs, including the CGMA Store, CIMA 
on demand, and Harvard ManageMentor and resources on CGMA.
org. Explore all of them on the resources section of our website. 
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INNOVATION
“Disruptors tend to challenge the 
status quo and innovators tend to 
work with incumbent giants, but 

both are vital in a well-functioning 
digital ecosystem.”
Eric Van der Kleij, p29

BLOCKCHAIN
“Newer machine-learning  
systems can calibrate their  

operations in response to past data 
– learning from experience.”

Brett Scott, p47

TURN BACK FOR...

BLOCKCHAIN
“Solutions are  
available for  

implementation 
across the corporate 

landscape.”
Tiana Laurence, p59

T
he emergence of new technolo-
gies is the most important fac-
tor affecting our profession today 
and in the coming years. The 
technologies are changing – and 

will continue to change – the way we work 
and our role within business. Take the exam-
ple of blockchain – it increases our trust in 
the records that we see. It allows digital 
information to be distributed rather than 
copied, providing one record that can’t be 
altered and is the same and visible to each 
transacting party. It gives us transparency 
we have never had before.

The second technology that everyone 
is talking about is robotics and robotic pro-
cess automation. Put simply, this is the tech-
nology that moves information from one 
part of the accounting system to another 
quickly and without error. It completely 
meets the requirements of the better, faster, 
cheaper paradigm.

There is, however, much more to robot-
ics. As the low-value “swivel-chair” work 
that was always subject to error is removed 
from the finance function, there is an 
increasing expectation that finance will fur-
ther enhance the business’s strategic devel-
opment and management of performance. 

“In the new digital world, where all businesses 
around the globe will have access to similar 
resources, use similar processes working to 

similar standards, and use similar IT platforms, 
it is intangibles that will continue to become the 

critical drivers of value.”

This requires accountants to have a wider 
remit – a strategic overview and awareness 
of the technologies. It also requires account-
ants to be alert to the potential of data.

Today, in almost every business, cus-
tomers interact digitally, generating data, 
which includes their buying habits. In effect, 
a business is developing a digital ecosys-
tem in which it engages with customers, 
with suppliers, and with its own processes.

Data scientists will be generating sta-
tistical analysis, and management account-
ants will be converting this analysis into 
commercial insights, ie, explaining how the 
business can make money. Management 
accountants should also be brokers of infor-
mation in the business – not just focused 
on the accounting information, but link-
ing other information in the business to 
that accounting information so that its 
financial impact is understood. This 
requires a particular mindset for the 
accountant: being a leader who is strategi-
cally alert and very much engaged in how 
the business operates and how it can 
improve its performance.

The opportunities for management 
accountants extend even further: They can 
drive a business in cost leadership and at 
the same time produce more reliable and 
influential information for decision- 
making. They will continue to need to think 
strategically to identify the relevant infor-
mation and how it can be communicated 
with influence. They will also need to con-
sider how best to communicate the addi-
tional trust that blockchain and robotisation 
can provide.

However, for every opportunity there 
is a risk, and the risk for management 
accountants not alert to these and yet-to-
be-designed technologies is that they will 
not be running a best-in-class finance func-
tion. This will rapidly impact their organi-

sations and their own careers. In this 
context, through the CGMA Store, which 
offers a new range of CPD resources, we are 
supporting – and will continue to support 
– our members in their lifelong learning.

There is a further challenge in all of this. 
In the new digital world, where all busi-
nesses around the globe will have access to 
similar resources, use similar processes 
working to similar standards, and use sim-
ilar IT platforms, it is intangibles that will 
continue to become the critical drivers of 
value.

In managing business performance, we 
need metrics to measure intangibles – not 
only outcomes such as the quality of a pro-
cess or customer satisfaction or brand rec-
ognition, but also measures of steps in the 
customer journey. This data can be used to 
manage the customer experience and 
improve the value of the intangible itself, 
maximising value over the long term. 

Our Association, working closely with 
the International Integrated Reporting 
Council, is at the forefront of the develop-
ment of reporting on the whole business 
in a drive to unlock the full potential of eco-
nomic growth and prosperity for all across 
the world. n
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THE ASSOCIATION OF INTERNATIONAL CERTIFIED PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTANTS

THE VIEW FROM ANDREW HARDING, CEO – MANAGEMENT ACCOUNTING
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