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PLEASE RECYCLE
THIS MAGAZINE

THE VIEW FROM THE PRESIDENT

NICK JACKSON, FCMA, CGMA

I

am honoured to introduce
myself to you as the new CIMA
president and vice-chair of the
Association of International
Certified Professional
Accountants. Some of you may
know me from the years I have
spent working with colleagues on
CIMA Council and latterly as
deputy president. It is a privilege
for me to be entrusted with this
role. Particularly so as the world is
going through such a tumultuous
time. This is a time when our
skills as finance professionals will
be highly valued as we help our
organisations navigate their “new
normal”.
This is probably not the
column I would have written at
the beginning of the year, against
a more “familiar” backdrop of
economic uncertainty and Brexit.
The emergence of the coronavirus
changed that abruptly. As I take on
the CIMA presidency, it strikes me that my
presidential platform for the year, promoting
“responsible finance”, is unexpectedly timely.
COVID-19 has highlighted why finance needs to
reimagine how it operates and presents an
opportunity to drive a positive impact on our
environment and wider society.
We live now in a beleaguered business
environment full of uncertainty, and the global
economy has an enormous task ahead to get back on
its feet. Now is the moment for management
accountants to shine and establish our reputation in
finance as value creators for the long term,
challenging the perception of our being the high
priests of cost-squeezing.
I’ve worked in both the public and private sectors,
seeing their differing focuses on financial and
performance management, and associated timelines.
I am struck by the period-driven and purely financial
focus of much of the reporting in the private sector.
This is in contrast to public-sector finance teams,
who look more broadly at performance over

several years — though within
annual budget constraints.
I think we can combine the
best of both models to improve
the ways finance operates.
A good resource to start with is
CIMA’s research on business
model concepts (available at
tinyurl.com/y989gqcg). The aim
here was to enable finance leaders
to understand value both on the
balance sheet and contained in
intangible assets such as brand
and key relationships. I
recommend you read it as it will
help you to develop your ability to
identify, understand, and
reimagine risk to improve
business decisions for the long
term.
You can find further insight
within Integrated Reporting (IR).
The International IR Framework
forces companies to look at
themselves and the context in
which they operate. It gives value and insight to the
intangibles of business: things such as whether
people trust a brand or how a company behaved
during the pandemic — predictors of business
recovery and success. It’s like seeing the business in
3D rather than 2D. It means you can build resilience
and sustainability into your business, scenario-plan,
and mitigate new or unforeseen risks.
Although we will never be able to predict all
potential shocks, long-term planning should lead to
better business capabilities. Sustainability makes
good business sense because customers are more
willing to engage with companies they see as socially
responsible. It is in the interests of businesses now
and in the future to start implementing a new way of
thinking.
As we turn our focus to business recovery, I look
forward to sharing more of my thinking on this topic
through these columns, and I welcome your thoughts.
Together we can make responsible finance the catalyst
for change and a better future.
It’s going to be an interesting journey.

A model for change
‘Although we will never be able
to predict all potential shocks,
long-term planning should lead
to better business capabilities.’
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Rebuilding
the global
economy
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I

f the first half of this year has taught us
anything, it is that we cannot thrive
without the support of others. Our
current, unexpected global challenge
— one that grew from a health
emergency — shows starkly how
interlinked our world is and, just as clearly,
how our actions have ramifications beyond
our own bubbles.
That much has been clear from what I
have seen finance professionals do when
faced with an unexpected and global
challenge.
Members of the Association have risen
to the challenge of managing a rare
situation, while generously sharing what
they have learned in the process. Regional
advisory panels have met remotely to
ensure members’ safety, while contributing
knowledge and advice so that we can
understand specifically where our support
is most needed.
Our members have been kind enough to
spare time and make videos of what they
have been doing to manage the situations
many of our finance colleagues face. We
have been able to support free webinars, for
example, and our regional teams have
adapted their support depending on needs
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By Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA

in their part of the world. That has been a
huge effort and does not include the
significant change we made to allow those
taking our professional exams around the
world to do so safely.
The major benefit of a large organisation
— we are 650,000 members and students
strong — is that we can draw on more
resources to better help the people we
represent. When members of CIMA and the
American Institute of CPAs voted to come
together as the Association of International
Certified Professional Accountants, we
knew the weight of a larger organisation
would boost our advocacy efforts, build
influence for members, and extend
networks into even more businesses and
decision-making areas.
We could not have known how this
belief would be tested. Member responses
to the COVID-19 pandemic confirm they
understand why joining forces with global
colleagues in our interlinked world makes
us stronger.
Given the force of the economic impact
of COVID-19, which will play out for a long
time after the virus has been contained, I
am relieved that we have a strong body to
drive efforts to rebuild the global economy.

We will redouble our efforts to help
members find roles if they have been
unfortunate enough to lose their jobs. The
Association’s Global Career Hub provides a
huge number of opportunities, and we will
continue to ensure it features as many
vacancies as possible.
Last, but certainly not least, we would
not be able to help our members if it were
not for the formidable work being done by
colleagues at all levels of the Association.
COVID-19 has been a huge test for all of us,
and a particular challenge for a new
organisation. Thankfully, despite the
unexpected nature of that challenge, we
were well placed to change quickly and
meet it.
Our priority is to have a resilient
Association which supports you through
uncertain times — and on through to
better times. Let us hope those better times
are not too far away.
Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA,
is chief executive–Management
Accounting at the Association of
International Certified Professional
Accountants.
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House
music
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W

ith the closure of entertainment
venues across the world as a result
of the coronavirus, the music
sector has had to reinvent itself.
Digital disruption has come to an
industry whose business model before COVID-19
relied on in-person event ticket sales for around half
of an estimated $50 billion in total income globally.
From a live set by rapper Travis Scott performed
to 12 million virtual fans in the Fortnite video
game to London’s Royal Opera House’s free
programme of streamed broadcasts as part of
its #OurHouseToYourHouse series, music
performances will never be the same again.
The pandemic may just quicken an ongoing
migration to online streaming. The latest IFPI Global
Music Report showed a 22.9% increase in streaming
revenue to $11.4 billion for 2019, and
for the first time it accounted for more than half
(56.1%) of global recorded music revenue.
After a short-term hit to global revenues this
year, investment bank Goldman Sachs estimates
the music industry could be worth $131 billion by
2030, with Millennial and Gen Z listeners, and
smartphones driving the growth in streaming. The
big losers in all of this could be the artists, who
generate around 75% of their income from live
shows, the World Economic Forum estimates.
— By Oliver Rowe (Oliver.Rowe@aicpa-cima.com),
an FM magazine senior editor.
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With concert halls closed due to COVID-19,
a phone on a tripod livestreams National
Symphony Orchestra principal second violin
Marissa Regni playing on NSO@Home LIVE
from her home in Annandale, Virginia, in the US.

7 sectors

boosted by the
coronavirus
Some businesses are experiencing a demand surge due to the pandemic — and
could continue to grow well into the future.

PHOTO BY TORIN HALSEY/TIMES NEWS RECORD/REUTERS

By Anne Somanas

Cheryl Nix, a seventh-grade
science teacher at McNiel
Middle School in Wichita
Falls, Texas, connects with
her students using Google
Classroom.

A

Tourists wear virtual
reality (VR) headgear
to simulate the view
from a hot air balloon in
Hangzhou, China. VR is
projected to continue to
grow rapidly.

1. Remote working tools and
software
In the early months of the pandemic’s
spread, governments’ full or partial
lockdowns forced businesses to turn to
remote working apps and software to
maintain adequate levels of productivity.
Even as many other tech companies fell in
value, Zoom’s shares rose as the pandemic
spread. Microsoft said its conferencing
and collaboration software, Teams,
reached 75 million daily users in April,
compared with 20 million in November.
In China, Alibaba-owned DingTalk and
Tencent’s WeChat Work — two of the most
widely used workplace collaboration tools
— temporarily crashed on the first day
Chinese office workers began working
from home in February before ramping up
to handle demand.
The desire to have more operational
flexibility and contingency for disruption
will also drive businesses to rely more on
cloud and virtual office solutions.
Looking ahead: While many countries
have relaxed quarantine measures, this
sector could benefit even more in the long
run if businesses make the shift to
employing a mix of remote and in-office
workers. Drivers of adoption include
potential cost savings from renting a
smaller office and having access to a
greater pool of talent not bound by
geography.
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A man plays a game on a Nintendo
Switch during containment in
Courbevoie, France. Immersive gaming
is among the sectors seeing gains during
the coronavirus pandemic.

s countries grapple with the
human and economic costs
of COVID-19, the pandemic is
shifting the global landscape
in many ways. It has
catalysed new ways of doing things — the
way business works, communicates, and
markets products — changes that could be
here to stay.
For management accountants, it’s
crucial to know which sectors are
struggling and which ones might present
new opportunities from the crisis. There
are indications that the following
categories of businesses are worth
observing for trends that could impact
business operations and strategy in
countries around the world.

2. E-learning

PHOTO BY ALEX DRIEHAUS/NAPLES DAILY NEWS/USA TODAY/REUTERS

School and university closures have
impacted learners around the globe.
Readily available remote-learning
technologies meant many programmes
could be reformatted for online platforms.
Colleges shifted to distance learning, and
many teachers tried their hand at Google
Classroom or web apps like Seesaw for
students as young as kindergarten age.
Parents also made their first forays into
home-schooling.
Massive open online courses (MOOCs)
and webinars are also seeing renewed
interest amongst adults and business
owners as they seek resources on selfdevelopment or personal finance to
survive a downturn. Coursera offered
support by making its entire course
catalogue free for universities worldwide.
Bloomberg’s philanthropic arm in March
launched an online coaching programme
with Johns Hopkins University’s public
health school to provide mayors on the
frontlines of the coronavirus crisis with
technical advice virtually.
Looking ahead: The pandemic has
made online learning a necessity. In the
future, learners may use a combination of
on-site and off-site learning to meet their
needs, and educators that adapt to this
changing preference stand to benefit.
On-premise educators are evaluating their

value drivers and cost structure in light of
the potential continuation of virtual or
blended classroom and at-home learning.

3. Online entertainment
The online entertainment sector has
benefited from travel bans and socialdistancing measures. Online streaming
came to the rescue as sports venues and
movie theatres closed.
In China, average weekly app
downloads leapt 40% against 2019’s
average during the first half of February as
the entire country underwent isolation
measures, and traditional TV viewership
also surged, the World Economic Forum
noted. Netflix app downloads have also
risen in coronavirus-hit areas.
Social media influencers, immersive
games, and dating apps are also gaining
new groups of users as people look for
more ways to interact with the outside
world from home. In the first quarter this
year, the video-sharing app TikTok had 315
million new downloads, outperforming
WhatsApp, Instagram, and Facebook. It
now has more than 2 billion total installs.
Looking ahead: Short-run growth is
likely due to the demand surge; the trend
already began prior to the pandemic and
will continue in the long run. (See “House
Music” on page 8 for a look at disruptions
and trends in the concert business.)

4. Virtual reality (VR) and virtual tech
Growth possibilities were already on the
horizon for VR, but they could get a boost
with so many people looking to improve
the quality of their stay-at-home time. Use
of VR could also rise from those who offer
virtual experiences such as museums, art
galleries, and historic sites — the
Guggenheim Museum, the Sistine Chapel,
and the Great Wall of China have joined
those offering virtual experiences. Real
estate companies are also expanding virtual
tours due to the coronavirus.
Work that currently has to be carried out
on-site, such as supervision of
construction, mining, and repairing power
plants, could also possibly be shifted to
virtual, while VR tools like Oculus Quest,
PlayStation VR, or HTC Vive, and iQIYI’s
newly launched Qiyu 2Pro VR gaming
console could receive a boost. Industry
experts are also touting VR as a solution to
some cancelled events.
Looking ahead: The consumer VR
hardware and software market could nearly
triple over three years, to more than $16
billion by 2022, up from $6.2 billion in 2019,
according to a Statista projection.

5. Virtual healthcare
The global outbreak has made every country
painfully aware of the limits of its own
healthcare system. Potential lies in virtual

A Xenex LightStrike Germ-Zapping robot uses pulsed xenon ultraviolet light to disinfect a room at NCH Baker Hospital Downtown
in Naples, Florida, in the US. Robotics is increasingly being used in various medical applications.
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Amazon’s first full-size Go Grocery opened in February in Seattle. Customers scan an app to enter the store, and purchased items
are charged to an Amazon account when they leave the store.
and a greater proliferation of cashierless
supermarkets like Amazon Go. The global
voice- and speech-recognition market is
expected to top $18.8 billion by 2025.
Walmart has already launched voiceactivated grocery shopping, which became
more relevant during the pandemic.
Robotic medicine is also on the rise,
with many hospitals increasing robotic
capabilities. At a converted sports centre in
Wuhan, China, the city where the virus
spread began, the field hospital used robots
to deliver all kinds of services, from patient
screening and monitoring, to delivering
food and medicine. In South Korea, robots
were deployed to disinfect Daegu city;
Antwork, part of Japanese industrial drone
maker group Terra Drone, flew medical
samples and quarantine materials to
China.
Looking ahead: Short-term demand for
readily available products is expected, but it
will take some time for producers to
develop new technologies and products.
Xenex, a California-based company that
makes full-spectrum UV germicidal robots,
expects its disinfecting robots to be in great
demand.

6. Contactless technology

7. Electronic transfers

To reduce the probability of spreading the
coronavirus, no-contact practices have
been championed — and that creates room
for innovation and creativity in products
that support no-contact.
These could range from automatic
sanitisers to voice-activated technologies

Notes and coins carry germs, and this crisis
has made people more aware that hard
cash can be a vehicle for pathogens. The
pandemic has led some countries to take
measures to protect people from physical
exposure to cash, even quarantining
money. At the peak of its outbreak, China

FM-MAGAZINE.COM

isolated, disinfected, and burned bank
notes from infected provinces. The South
Korea central bank superheated banknotes
to get rid of the coronavirus, while Thai
banks also temporarily suspended foreign
money exchange booths nationwide due to
COVID-19 fears.
Now fintech solutions to avoid the use
of notes and coins altogether are seeing
more use. The pandemic could be a catalyst
to move populations closer to a cashless
society. New technologies could also
reduce the cost of handling money for
banks.
Looking ahead: Short-run demand
growth is expected to accelerate the
transition from paper to paperless in the
long run; once people get used to paperless,
it will be hard to go back.

From novel to mainstream
In every crisis there will be unexpected
beneficiaries and companies rushing in to
seize what they perceive as new
opportunities. The longer organisations
and end consumers operate and live
differently, the more likely these changes
will become mainstream. ■

Anne Somanas is a freelance journalist
based in Thailand. To comment on this
article or to suggest an idea for
another article, contact Alexis See Tho,
an FM magazine associate editor, at
Alexis.SeeTho@aicpa-cima.com.
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healthcare services, especially portable,
artificial intelligence-reliant medical
devices and apps that will make individual
healthcare and diagnosis more immediate
and accessible to the general public.
There is demand for virtual care
providers such as Teladoc Health in the US,
or Xuhui Central Hospital in Shanghai, now
licensed by the Chinese government as a
“cloud hospital”. After its January launch,
Alibaba reported that its health platform
received 3,000 requests per hour, while
Tencent’s WeDoctor said it had serviced 1.5
million consultations by the end of
February.
Also, in the US, VirtualHealth, the
provider of software-as-a-service care
management platform HELIOS, deployed
in March complete end-to-end capabilities
for identifying and managing suspected
and confirmed cases of COVID-19.
Looking ahead: Long-term growth is
possible if governments shift their focus to
investing more into preparing for the next
pandemic event. There could also be
growth in hybrid sectors, such as the global
virtual reality healthcare market, which is
anticipated to reach $3.44 billion by 2027.
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The pandemic’s effects on
forecasting and budget
allocation

Finance leaders share four insights on
their tactics for navigating disruption.

A

t a time of heightened uncertainty, it can be
helpful to see what day-to-day strategies your
peers are using to keep afloat. A series of
webcasts this summer focused on how CFOs
and finance leaders can help their
organisations increase resiliency and jump-start growth in
the current environment and offered a view into tactics
being employed. The series included expert insights and
practical guidance from leaders at McKinsey & Company
as well as series hosts Oracle and the Association of
International Certified Professional Accountants (AICPA
and CIMA).
The first webcast in the series was in late May and outlined
the steps CFOs and finance organisations can take to build
financial resilience and prepare to return the business to scale
quickly. It covered areas including bolstering productivity,
reallocating resources, strengthening the balance sheet, and
communicating with external stakeholders.
During the broadcast, attendees were asked to submit
responses to six questions. Questions generated between 862 and
2,427 responses. Here’s a look at some of the responses, which

highlight how finance leaders are dealing with pandemic-related
disruptions.

Forecasting time horizon
The Association polled webcast participants to understand
the periods used to model different scenarios and found
that the ranges have shortened considerably from previous
three-to-five-year forecasts. Respondents were allowed to
select all time frames for which they forecast. The majority of
the respondents now forecast for the next 12 months, with
forecasting for the next six months and for the next three
months being the next most common. Only 6% of all responses
indicated forecasts using five-year horizons.

The pace of modelling
Participants were also asked about the pace at which they are
trying to predict outcomes and flag early warning signs, and that
too has sped up significantly. About 17% are running continuous
or daily scenarios, with 26% running weekly, 33% running
monthly, and the remaining 24% running ad hoc scenarios. See
the graphic “The Pace of Modelling” for full results.

The pace of modelling
How frequently are you re-running your models with new information as part of rolling forecasts?

33%

26%

24%

Monthly

Weekly

Ad hoc

14%

3%

Continuously

Daily
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Tech investment
Webcast participants were asked where they were investing in digital-enablement
technologies needed to power financial planning and analysis (FP&A) and boost finance
resiliency for the road ahead. Improving and implementing decision support and
analytics received 513 votes (871 people participated in the survey). This was followed by
investing in automating transaction processing with 353 votes, including procureto-pay and order-to-cash cycles, freeing finance to focus on more strategic activities.
See the graphic “Tech Investment” for full results.

Resources
“Agile Finance: Reimagining the
Customer Experience”, the fifth
webcast in the Agile Finance
Reimagined series, will take place on 12
and 13 August. AICPA members can
visit the AICPA Store at tinyurl.com/
ydfv3eum, and CIMA members can visit
the CGMA Store at tinyurl.com/yaxf6dlv
to register for free.

Tech investment
What technologies are you considering implementing in finance and accounting to increase your finance resiliency?

30%

21%

20%

Improving and
implementing decision
support and analytics

Automation of transaction
processing, including
procure-to-pay and
order-to-cash cycles

Automation of month-end
close and reporting

17%

12%

Automation of record
to report in FP&A and
forecasting/modelling
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Automation of workforce
planning/human capital
management

Note: The percentages in the chart
denote percentage of total responses,
rather than percentage of respondents
who selected a given item. Participants
could select any number of items.

Budget allocation

To comment on this article or to suggest
an idea for another article, contact
Kim Nilsen, publisher of FM magazine,
at Kim.Nilsen@aicpa-cima.com.

The Association polled webcast participants to understand the top three areas they
were focused on when reviewing resource allocation initiatives. Operating costs got an
overwhelming 663 votes (871 people participated in the survey), making it by far the top
area of focus. Cash on hand, receivables, and payables were getting scrutiny from 448
respondents, and head count from 446 respondents. See the graphic “Budget
Allocation” for full results.

More on Agile Finance
The Agile Finance Reimagined series is free to anyone and offers CPE/CPD. The webcasts
broadcast between May and August are archived and available to view on AICPA TV or
to listen to via the Go Beyond Disruption podcast. To read the white paper from the May
session, Agile Finance Reimagined: Building Finance Resiliency and Returning the Business
to Scale, and to listen to the discussion, go to tinyurl.com/y97rmpv7. ■

Budget allocation
When analysing reallocation of resources, what were the top three areas of focus for review?

27%

18%

18%

Operating costs

Cash on hand,
receivables, and payables

Head count

15%

14%

4%

Capital projects

IT investment

R&D investment

2%

2%

Shareholder equity
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Didn’t review

Note: The percentages in the chart
denote percentage of total responses,
rather than percentage of respondents
who selected a given item. Participants
could select up to three items.
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Top 5 Excel functions
you might not know
Our Excel MVP unveils a fistful of functions that pack
a real punch.
By Liam Bastick, FCMA, CGMA
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S

o, it went something like this …
Editor: “I’d like you to write an article about the
top five Excel functions accountants need to know.”
Me: “Hmm, the most common ones include
SUM, IF, SUMIF, SUMIFS, or SUMPRODUCT;
VLOOKUP (yuck!) or INDEX(MATCH); OFFSET; MOD; and one
of MAX and MIN — that will be a riveting read …”
Editor: “How about five powerful functions they should be
using?”
Me: “That might be some of the new functions such as
XLOOKUP, SORT, UNIQUE, FILTER, and SEQUENCE … I have
written a lot about these recently, and besides, those are
available only on Office 365, not Excel 2019, or Excel 2013, or
Excel 2010, or …”
Editor: “OK, I get the point. How about the top five
functions you should be using that have been around for a
while and are accessible to standard Excel users?”
Me: “Good idea!”
There you have it. Dear reader, I present the top five
functions that are available right now (and have been for some
time) that you might not be using.
These are not necessarily your usual suspects, in
alphabetical order.

Comparison of SUBTOTAL and AGGREGATE integer values

AGGREGATE options

1. AGGREGATE
You could argue this is the most complicated Excel function of
all time. AGGREGATE began life in Excel 2010. For those who
desire greater sesquipedalian loquaciousness (look it up), its
syntax may give even more comfort, as it has two forms:
1. Reference: AGGREGATE(function_number, options, ref1,
[ref2], …).
2. Array: AGGREGATE(function_number, options, array,
[optional_argument]),
where:
y function_number denotes the function that you
wish to use. Similar to the SUBTOTAL function,
function_number allocates integer values to various
Excel functions, as shown in the screenshot “Comparison
of SUBTOTAL and AGGREGATE Integer Values”.
y options specifies which values may be ignored when
applying the chosen function to the range. If the options
parameter is omitted, the AGGREGATE function
assumes that options is set to zero (0). The options
argument can take any of the values shown in the
screenshot “AGGREGATE Options”.
y ref1 is the first numeric argument for the function when
using the Reference syntax.
y ref2, ... is optional. Numerical arguments may number
two through 253 for the function when using the
Reference syntax.
y array is an array, array formula, or reference to a range
of cells when using the Array syntax.
y optional_argument is a second argument required
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

AGGREGATE functions

if using the LARGE, SMALL, PERCENTILE.INC,
QUARTILE.INC, PERCENTILE.EXC, or QUARTILE.
EXC function when using the Array syntax (see the
screenshot “AGGREGATE Functions”).
As already mentioned, AGGREGATE is analogous to an
extension of the SUBTOTAL function insofar that it uses the
same function_number arguments, adding another eight.
SUBTOTAL allows you to use the 11 functions including/
excluding hidden rows, which results in 22 combinations.
However, AGGREGATE goes further and takes the 19 functions
and allows for eight alternatives for each, which results in 152
combinations — and that’s not even considering the Reference
or Array syntax approaches!
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It just all sounds, well, tremendously complicated. The
example Excel file with the online version of this article helps
demystify. It is available at tinyurl.com/tlz6j9o.
In practice, it’s not that bad. This is because, since this
function was created, screen tips will appear as you type in
order to nudge you in the right direction. For example, let’s
say you wanted the third-largest number in the screenshot
“Example List”:
From inspection, the third-largest value is the amount in
cell A2 (the value “5”), but if you use the usual formula for this
=LARGE(A2:A10,3), you will get the value #REF!, as this is the
first error that Excel comes across as it works down the list.
This is where you can use AGGREGATE to ignore these
errors. Look at the screenshot “Selecting AGGREGATE
Functions” to see what happens when you type in
=AGGREGATE(.
By typing “14” or selecting “14 - LARGE” from the pop-up
list, you now know you are on the right track. After typing a
comma, Excel then continues to help you, as shown in the
screenshot “Selecting AGGREGATE Options”.
Again, by either typing a number or pointing and clicking,
an appropriate choice may be made. I want to ignore errors,
so I need to choose “2”, “3”, “6”, or “7”, depending upon what
else should be ignored. I will choose “6” — ignore error values
only and then type another comma so that the screen tips keep
coming thick and fast, as shown in the top screenshot in the
image “Selecting Array and the ‘k’ Screen”:
Now, Excel is seeking the references for evaluation. It
appears to be possible that this can be in the form of a list (the
array) or else discrete cell references and/or values. In this
example, I will enter the range and type another comma, as
shown in the bottom screenshot in the image “Selecting Array
and the ‘k’ Screen”.
Now, Excel appears to be looking for the other argument
for LARGE() or else another reference. This is not correct. The
screen tip does not update automatically. The syntax required
is now just as it would be if we had typed in the underlying
function, ie, =LARGE(array, k). In this instance, this syntax
always requires the fourth value to be k, the integer denoting
the kth-largest item in the list.

Selecting AGGREGATE options
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In this example, I will just type the value “3” and close
brackets. Therefore, we arrive at the following formula:
=AGGREGATE(14,6,A2:A10,3)
This generates the correct answer “5”. The formula might
look counterintuitive, but Excel has helped us every step of the
way. As my oft-misquoted English teacher always used to say,

Example list

Selecting AGGREGATE functions

Selecting array and the ‘k’ screen

Dates in top row

Dates in General format

practice makes perfect. Please see the Excel file available with
the online version of this article at tinyurl.com/tlz6j9o for
more examples.
To summarise, like SUBTOTAL, the AGGREGATE
function is designed for columns of data (vertical ranges),
not for rows of data (horizontal ranges). For example,
when you subtotal a horizontal range using option 1, such
as AGGREGATE(1, 1, ref1), hiding a column does not affect the
aggregate sum value, although hiding a row in vertical range
does affect the aggregate.
If a second ref argument is required but not provided,
AGGREGATE returns a #VALUE! error.
If one or more of the references are three-dimensional
references, AGGREGATE, like above, returns a #VALUE! error.

2. EOMONTH
Dates are very important to accountants and should not just
be hard-coded into a spreadsheet. We often need them to vary.
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

We tend to work with month end dates, and this is where this
function becomes invaluable. We usually run dates across one
of the top rows in an Excel worksheet as part of a time series
analysis, as shown in the screenshot “Dates in Top Row”.
In this example, a monthly model has been constructed
starting in July 2020. The dates in cells J5 onwards are
formatted to show only the month and year. However, if I were
to format the cell as General instead (Ctrl+1), note that the
Sample (circled in red) would be displayed as shown in the
screenshot “Dates in General Format”.
In other words, 31 July 2020 is no more than a number:
44,043. Microsoft Excel for Windows supports what is called
the 1900 date system. This means that 1 January 1900 is
considered to be day 1 by Excel, 2 January 1900 is day 2, and so
on.
Clearly, dates are not as easy to manipulate as you might
think. Extracting the day, month, or even the year from any
given date is not straightforward because the date is really a
number known as a serial number.
Extracting a day, month, or year requires using the
following three functions:
y DAY(serial_number) gives the day in the date (for example,
DAY(31-Jul-20) = 31).
y MONTH(serial_number) gives the month in the date (for
example, MONTH(31-Jul-20) = 7).
y YEAR(serial_number) gives the year in the date (for
example, YEAR(31-Jul-20) = 2020).
It is just as awkward the other way around. If the day,
month, and year are already known, the date can be calculated
using the following function:
DATE(year, month, day) (for example, DATE(2020,7,32) = 1
August 2020, etc.).
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Did you catch the function calculates the 32nd day of
July as 1 August? Since dates are nothing more than serial
numbers, they behave just like formatted numbers in Excel, for
example, 31-Jul-20 + 128 = 6-Dec-2020.
This is all great, but time series still cause us problems.
If we want to have the month end date in each column, we
cannot simply take the previous month’s date and add a
constant to it, since the number of days in a month varies.
Fortunately, this is where EOMONTH comes in:
EOMONTH(specified_date, number_of_months)
The “End Of Month” (EOMONTH) function therefore
calculates the end of the month as the number_of_months
after the specified_date. For example:
y EOMONTH(31-Jul-20,0) = 31-Jul-20.
y EOMONTH(3-Apr-05,2) = 30-Jun-05.
y EOMONTH(29-Feb-08,-12) = 28-Feb-07.
Although the examples use typed-in dates, for it to work
in Excel, it is best to have the specified_date either as a cell
reference to a date or else use the DATE function to ensure
that Excel understands it is a date (otherwise the formula may
calculate it as #VALUE!).
In some instances (for example, appraisal of large-scale
capital infrastructure projects), the dates may need to be for
the same day of the month (for example, the 15th) rather than
for the month end. A function similar to EOMONTH, EDATE
can be used instead:

FORMULATEXT = No circular reference

3. FORMULATEXT
New to Excel 2013, this is one of the most used functions by
my team. It’s a really useful tool for documenting formulas,
as FORMULATEXT returns a formula as a text string. People
have been writing User-Defined Functions (UDFs) for years to
replicate this functionality.
In fact, if you have ever downloaded one of my example
workbooks, the chances are you have analysed a formula
described using the FORMULATEXT function as shown in the
screenshot “FORMULATEXT Example”.
The expressions in cells G8 and G9 are both provided by
the FORMULATEXT function. For example, the formula in cell
G8 is:
=FORMULATEXT(E8).
The FORMULATEXT function employs the following
syntax to operate:
FORMULATEXT(reference)

EDATE(specified_date, number_of_months).
The “Equivalent day” (EDATE) function therefore calculates
the date that is the indicated number_of_months before or
after the specified_date. For example:
y EDATE(15-Jul-20,2) = 15-Sep-20.
y EDATE(3-Apr-05,-2) = 3-Feb-05.
y EDATE(29-Feb-28,-12) = 28-Feb-27.
If an equivalent date cannot be found (as in the last
example), month end is used instead.

It has the following argument:

y reference: This is required and represents a cell or a

reference to a range of cells.

It should be further noted that:

y The FORMULATEXT function returns what is displayed in

the formula bar if you select the referenced cell.

y The reference argument can be to another worksheet or

workbook.

y If the reference argument is to another workbook that is

not open, FORMULATEXT returns the #N/A error.

y If the reference argument is to an entire row or column, or

FORMULATEXT example
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to a range or defined name containing more than one cell,
FORMULATEXT returns the value in the upper leftmost
cell of the row, column, or range.
y In the following cases, FORMULATEXT also returns the
#N/A error:
o The cell used as the reference argument does not
contain a formula.
o The formula in the cell is longer than 8,192 characters.
o The formula cannot be displayed in the worksheet, for
example, due to worksheet protection.
y Invalid data types used as inputs will produce the
#VALUE! error.
y Entering a reference to the cell in which you are
entering the function as the argument will not result
in a circular reference warning. FORMULATEXT will
successfully return the formula as text in the cell,
as shown in the screenshot “FORMULATEXT = No
Circular Reference”.

FORMULATEXT
is a really
useful tool for
documenting
formulas, as it
returns a formula
as a text string.

N value conversions

4. N

The N function returns a value converted
to a number. It has only one argument:
N(value)
The value argument is required and
represents the value you want converted.
N converts values on the basis shown in
the screenshot “N Value Conversions”.
Usually, you don’t need to use
the N function in a formula because
Excel automatically converts values
as necessary. Microsoft states that this
function is provided for compatibility
with other spreadsheet programs.
However, I disagree: I use this function
all the time. Let me explain.
Counters are often used in financial
modelling (eg, the top screenshot in the
composite image “Counter Examples”).
It’s not a good idea to type these
numbers in and/or use AutoFill. This
is because if an end user wishes to
extend the sequence, they might take
the first cell (D2) and drag it across.
Unfortunately, in this scenario, you
would get what is shown at the bottom
of the “Counter Examples” screenshot.
Oops. Therefore, we should use a
formula in cell D2 such as =C2+1. That’s
all well and good, until someone types
something in cell C2, as shown in the
bottom screenshot of the composite
image “VALUE Errors”.
The problem is cell C2 now contains
text, and you cannot add one (1) to text.
However, you add N to the formula, as
shown in the screenshot “N Function at
Work”.
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

Counter examples

VALUE errors

N function at work
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TEXTJOIN vs. CONCAT

The N function ignores the text in cell C2. That’s exactly
what we require. I use counters in my financial models all the
time — and, therefore, I use the N function all the time, too.

5. TEXTJOIN

The TEXTJOIN function combines the text from multiple
ranges and/or text strings and includes a delimiter to be
specified between each text value to be combined. If the
delimiter is an empty text string, this function will effectively
concatenate the ranges similar to the CONCAT function. Its
syntax is:
TEXTJOIN(delimiter, ignore_empty, text1, [text2], …)
where:

y delimiter is a text string (which may be empty) with

characters contained within inverted commas (double
quotes). If a number is supplied, it will be treated as text.
y ignore_empty ignores empty cells if TRUE or the argument
is unspecified (ie, is blank).
y text1 is a text item to be joined.
y text2 (onwards) are additional items to be joined up to
a maximum of 252 arguments. If the resulting string
contains more than 32,767 characters, TEXTJOIN returns
the #VALUE! error.

Liam Bastick, FCMA, CGMA, FCA, is director of SumProduct,
a global consultancy specialising in Excel training. He is also
an Excel MVP (as appointed by Microsoft) and author of
Introduction to Financial Modelling. Send ideas for future
Excel-related articles to him at liam.bastick@sumproduct.
com. To comment on this article or to suggest an idea for
another article, contact Jeff Drew, an FM magazine senior
editor, at Jeff.Drew@aicpa-cima.com.
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The TEXTJOIN function
combines the text from
multiple ranges and/or text
strings and includes a
delimiter to be specified
between each text value to
be combined.

TEXTJOIN is more powerful than CONCAT. To highlight
this, consider examples in the screenshot “TEXTJOIN vs.
CONCAT”.

Here, in the formulas on rows 53 and 54, empty cells in a
contiguous range may be ignored, and delimiters only need to
be specified once. It’s a great way to create lists for reporting,
for example. ■

Resources
Check out Excel courses such as Advanced Excel: Practical
Applications for Accounting Professionals and others at
cpd.cimaglobal.com or aicpastore.com.

P ODC A S T S
Do you wonder about the best way
to build your personal brand? Are
you hoping to assume a leadership
role but unsure about how to
become a better leader? Listen to
insights from a global collection of
finance leaders and other experts
in the FM magazine podcast.

Stream episodes at
fm-magazine.com/podcast
or subscribe on Apple Podcasts
or Google Play.
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Managing
cross-cultural
diversity in
finance
Adaptability across a broad range of
stakeholders is an important success
factor for leaders.
By Jean-Philippe Gauvrit
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W

hen I started my first regional role as CFO with
telecom Nokia in Shanghai in 2001,
headquarters’ expectations and mandate were
clear: Beyond the finance deliverables, my
assignment was to build relationships
between a Western-cultured organisation and the teams from
Asian countries, especially China; to build teams that share the
corporate culture; transfer expertise; and grow selected local
talents.
I was expected to be the person educating and federating
people, to be an expert on the region, and to be the point of
contact for headquarters. I was the central link of a one-to-many
relationship between headquarters and countries.
International practices have become more homogeneous,
with the development of norms, modes of interaction, and
trainings often of Western influence (IAS, IFRS, FCPA, MBAs),

and technical expertise has significantly
increased across all countries. This
evolution enabled task offshoring in
emerging countries or in the rising
superpowers of India and China.
Cultural differences seemed to lessen
as common languages were used and
unified attitudes were formed, especially
on culturally sensitive topics. This unity
helped in creating team spirit, fostering
collective expertise, and facilitating
interactions with headquarters. With
time, it becomes second nature to
integrate cultural differences, build
teams, and adapt to changes.
However, the business environment
and the finance function also changed
considerably. Change has become
permanent. We often focus on the
technological dimension of
transformation, but the nature of
organisational transformation is firstly
cultural. The changes we are witnessing
involve several distinct shifts taking
place:
even if not fully embraced by regional,
Chinese, Indian, or Islamic sensitivities.
But in the same period, the business
environment has considerably changed.
The multicultural reality has become
more complex, not limited just to country
cultural relations. Behind the illusions of
globalisation, as a multicultural CFO, I
have witnessed a multiplication and a
fragmentation of cultural and identity
problems, shaped by complexity.
Developing effective cross-cultural
relationships is essential for today’s
finance professionals. At a time when
transformation is becoming a critical part
of the CFO responsibilities, cross-cultural
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

challenges can affect team performance
and derail transformation programmes if
not properly managed.

A changing world
In the last ten years, finance has
witnessed major changes in the labour
market, fostered by the rise of global
education, travel opportunities, and
technological development. Pools of
qualified local talent in finance and
management have emerged across the
globe.
In that time, teams’ performances have
improved, people have become more
autonomous, and the level of knowledge

In the identity of finance
Robotic process automation, blockchain,
artificial intelligence, the evolution of
enterprise resource planning (ERP), and
digitisation have all helped improve team
efficiency and effectiveness and provided
new horizons in all finance functions. But
team reorganisations and the
redefinitions of roles, set-ups, and careers
have created individual and collective
identity questions.
Task offshoring, the subcontracting of
ERP/IT, and remote working have
increased agility and standardisation and
lowered cost baselines. But they have also
opened up greater cross-cultural
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interaction. Role handover to these new
structures may become more complex if
cultural factors are neglected, and
operational efficiency between teams can
be affected. Interactions outside of the
company — with customers, suppliers, etc.
— are increased in all directions, creating
more potential cross-cultural volatility.

In working culture
Lack of coordination and communication
introduces another risk factor that can
seriously impact finance deliverables,
because there is now very limited slack in
processes and deadlines to react — for
instance, in reporting.

In generational culture
Digital native generations seek purpose
and show different career and life
aspirations, cognitive approaches, and
attitudes toward relationships and work. A
cross-generational gap driven by
technology and education is growing,
challenging but not yet replacing
traditional social and management codes.
Factoring in cultural values and beliefs
is crucial to properly addressing these
multiple cultural shifts. Cultural values
help connect transformation to local
environments and are the compass
helping people to navigate the new
environment. This is especially precious
when everything else is perceived as
unstable.

Resources
Articles
“Watch for These Signs to Spot Your
Rising Stars”, FM magazine, June 2019,
tinyurl.com/t8v7orx
“3 Priorities for Building Future
Finance Leaders”, FM magazine, 25
March 2019, tinyurl.com/qknrv6p
“Defining and Developing Employee
Value Proposition”, FM magazine, 14
November 2018, tinyurl.com/tbuf8o9
Podcasts
“Leadership Skills in an AI World”,
FM magazine, 16 October 2019,
tinyurl.com/t9gj6zt
“Driving Ethical Behaviour in a Global
Organisation”, FM magazine, 21 August
2019, tinyurl.com/wwlo26p
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Roadblocks to cooperation

Build an identity

Ignored or mismanaged, cultural
specificities can become obstacles
through resistance, misinterpretation,
hesitations, and delays; they can weaken
a group dynamic by blurring the
common vision or creating discord.
Negative effects will be more frequent
when people are under pressure, when
tensions appear in relations, when
critical management decisions are being
made that affect a particular geography
or a social group, when important posts
are to be filled, when management is at a
distance, or when teams are large and
heterogeneous.
In Asia a “yes” can mean a “no”, while
“no” or “impossible” may not even exist
in the local business language. People
may not publicly express an opinion or
raise questions. In some countries
people will not admit to having
problems, so as to not lose face; or they
can overcommit today and withdraw
tomorrow. Very importantly, the
influence of senior people — even those
outside of line management and of the
group as a social entity — prevails.
The time dimension differs from one
place to another — for example, a
longer-term view tends to be taken in
China, whereas things are more
dynamic and cyclical in India — as well
as the logic used to address problems.
Historical and cultural incompatibilities
are in some cases still very much
present. And emotional intelligence
does not have the same resonance
everywhere.
The new generation of
communication tools, social media, and
long-standing business interactions may
create an illusion of an almost perfect
cultural alignment. But the reality can be
different. Not all cross-cultural
challenges are negative, but some can
affect team performance and derail
transformation programmes if not
properly managed.

Create a common identity and way to
operate as a team. This does not mean
bypassing local cultures and practices.
Create a specific togetherness accepted
by all, which will complement but not
supersede cultural specificities and will
not be under one dominant culture.
To build this common identity, safe
spaces of expression are required — in
meetings, through mentoring
programmes, and in workshops, where
anyone can meet the other and be
exposed to differences and, ultimately,
co-create. It is critical to define objectives
and common principles of interaction,
set the pace for collective action, and
frame interactions. Be clear about what
cannot be compromised or tolerated.
Leadership team workshops — twice a
year if possible — are a great forum to
work on these topics. Address specific
issues in a one-to-one mode only and
what may concern the group publicly.

Take action
If you ignore this tension, you might
well fail. For those seeking to harness
the positive potential of cross-cultural
diversity and avoid the pitfalls, the
following suggestions based on
proven experience are offered. These
can be valid in most cross-cultural
contexts, especially in periods of
transformation.

Encourage collaboration and
empowerment
For the massive transformation
programme at Nokia, people from
different countries and teams were
mixed together in working groups to
define the common way to proceed and
to cascade it down to their perimeter.
Given the complexity and diversity of
the region, a top-down approach would
have failed.
Build a solid and diverse leadership
team with people convinced by the
common cross-cultural project. This will
help collective learning, and the
organisation will build a collective
emotional intelligence.
In complex environments, other
organisations yours may encounter
— for example, offshored shared-service
centres or corporate teams — will bring
their own cultural challenge. Whenever
possible take the initiative, break the
silo, include them in your team
meetings, take their viewpoints into
consideration, associate their people to
your activities, and encourage your team
members to proactively interact in as
many ways as possible.

Offer support
Tools, processes, and task organisation
are critical parts of transformation. But
the social and human dimension is what
will make it a success or a failure. You

Should companies of a certain size have a chief diversity officer?
One of the central questions about addressing diversity and
inclusion in the workplace revolves around structure. Who
should lead such initiatives, and where should that person,
department, or committee sit within an organisation. FM put
that question to Laura Morgan Roberts, Ph.D., a professor at
the University of Virginia’s Darden School of Business in the
US and an editor of the recent book Race, Work, and
Leadership: New Perspectives on the Black Experience. She
has studied race in the workplace extensively. Here’s what
Morgan Roberts said:
If diversity is a priority, then someone needs to lead the
initiative. Otherwise, everything around diversity and
inclusion is going to be driven by a band of good-intentioned
volunteers who are doing this work above and beyond
whatever they have on their plate for their day job. And if
they’re a person of colour, they already feel they have to prove
themselves or work twice as hard to get the same credit and
recognition.
We hear black leaders talk about how they’re often
designated as a cultural ambassador within their
organisation, and this becomes an extra role and extra
set of responsibilities, which is wonderful if it’s

acknowledged and rewarded. But when it’s not
acknowledged, when it’s not rewarded, and in some
cases, even penalised, that individual is then viewed as an
agitator and people are uncomfortable with the role that
that person is playing. Black leaders often feel they have
to pick [between] being a diversity champion or promoting
[their] own career success and advancement.
By contrast, the chief diversity officer becomes a thought
leader in this space, a chief strategist who’s working directly
with the highest levels of leadership in the organisation, who
helps to alleviate some of that burden such that people who
are already on the margins do not have to lead the charge on
their own shoulders in their volunteer effort to promote more
inclusion. …
Incidentally, several [organisations] over the past decade
have eliminated the positions of chief diversity officer, I think
declaring victory prematurely. And we’re seeing that now.
To hear more of Morgan Roberts’s discussion on race and
diversity in the workplace, listen to the podcast “Recognizing
and Rooting Out Racism: Advice for Leaders,” available at
tinyurl.com/y9hspg4t.
— By Neil Amato, an FM magazine senior editor.

need to progress on both sides in
parallel, making sure that all the teams
are properly equipped for change. The
impacts of transformation may be
perceived in different ways depending
on countries and cultures.
Collecting regular feedback from
employees and line managers through
surveys will help; supporting and
coaching line managers will be decisive.
Creating a transformation team, even a
virtual one, can help in that respect,
providing local support for the multiple
activities being undertaken by various
people. Lead a monthly session with line
managers under pressure from the
transformation process to better
understand the local perspective and
find ways to support them.

Alcatel-Lucent local finance
professionals were given opportunities
to join the group corporate controlling
team. It benefited their career
development and networking, but it
also helped bring attention to the
region’s specificities. Offer multiple
opportunities for engagement to
people across your team.
Cross-cultural issues are not specific
to finance. Other functions face similar
issues. They can bring useful ideas; your
HR team can support you as well.
Regularly exchange cross-cultural ideas
with other senior leaders, and seek ideas
both from within your company and
from outside, such as from professional
bodies.

Promote rotation and experience
sharing

Even with experience, you cannot
pretend to understand all the cultural
aspects; your own biases will alter your

Expose your people to diversity. At Nokia
several professionals regularly rotate in
short-term assignments across
countries. We created “hit squads”
composed of volunteers from different
countries and finance teams that
support other teams remotely or on-site
on case-by-case topics.
Engage your team members in
global activities when possible. At
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

Listen

judgement. To counter that, spend time
with your people in one-to-one open
conversations with no pre-set agenda
and in collective sessions. Encourage
them to contribute to the group.
Identify local talent whom you trust,
who can coach you, and who can guide
you on local cultural specificities.
Develop relationships with them and
ask for feedback and
recommendations. This can help you
appreciate the different approaches to
problems or relations. Do not bring
your own solution.
Reading reports is not enough. You
need to meet people, experience the
cultural fact, challenge your own biases
in the field, interact with people in
their context, and get a sense of it. The
best way is to be passionate and
curious, observe, listen, experiment,
learn, and — last but not least — be
humble. ■

Jean-Philippe Gauvrit has held several senior leadership positions in finance and
management and spent most of the past 20 years in the Asia-Pacific region (APAC),
based in Shanghai and Singapore. As the regional CFO for Nokia and previously for
Alcatel-Lucent in APAC, he led multicultural teams based in more than 15 countries.
To comment on this article or to suggest an idea for another article, contact Drew
Adamek, an FM magazine senior editor, at Andrew.Adamek@aicpa-cima.com.
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Taking over from a boss
who has failed

Researching before taking a job and fully assessing the issues
created by a predecessor can ease the transition.
By Rhymer Rigby

A

mple advice is available on
how to step into big shoes and
take over from someone who
did a great job. But how should
you behave if the person
you’re taking over from was none of these
things? How do you follow a failure, and
how do you reduce the risk of becoming
one yourself?

Start before you get the job
If you are brought in to clean up a mess,
you need to talk about it frankly during the
interview. Ideally, you need to know what
the problems were, what the solution
looks like, what resources you will have to
sort out the problems, and what sort of
timescale you have.

Look at what happened to your
predecessor
Did they have the wrong experience or
skills? Were they not given the right
resources or the freedom to make
decisions? Was the job not what they
thought it would be? Was it cultural, or
was it personal — did they clash with
their boss? Try to understand the context
of the problems and what you would
bring to the role that is different from
what they brought.

Ask around
Do you know anyone who can give you the
real story of what happened or is prepared
to have an informal chat? What’s the
industry buzz? Are there any rumours? It’s
worth looking at their predecessor, too. If
it’s a job where nobody lasts longer than six
months, then chances are the role is the
problem. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t
take it, but you might say, “I’m interested in
the role, but I think these parts of the job
spec could be changed in order to make the
desired outcomes more achievable.”
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Position yourself as a ‘new broom’
Make it clear that you represent a clean
break and that things are going to change.
Talk to those you have to work with
— your team, those above you, customers,
suppliers, and other stakeholders. Now
that you are here, you want harmonious,
efficient relationships. Don’t dwell on past
problems. Instead, say that you know
things may have been difficult and ask for
their input and help with making changes.

Be patient
The temptation is to move quickly. There’s
a mess, and it’s not yours. Hesitate and it
may become yours. But you also need to
remember that people have had a rough
ride. Take some time to plan, get those
around on board, and ensure that you can
start delivering improvements that will
boost morale.

Document problems
Once you get your feet under the desk, you
may discover that things were worse than
you’d been told. If this is the case, you
must let those above you know. If they’re
much worse, you may even need to
renegotiate your remit. Here you should
expect the support of your company — but
you probably shouldn’t expect people to
thank you for finding more problems.

Support and assess your team
If you’re managing a team, chances are
they will be demoralised and disengaged.
Again, you need to stress to them that this
is a new start. Give them goals and explain
that you are there to support them, that
you are all working together, and that you
are invested in their careers and their
success. That’s the nice bit. The nasty bit is
that problematic people often recruit in
their own image. If you have people on
your team who either do not buy into your

vision or have become so disengaged they
are beyond saving, you need to part ways
with them — and you need to do it as
quickly as possible. Afterwards, make it
clear to those who remain that you have
their backs.

Resist the urge to bash your
predecessor
This is quite a balancing act. On one hand,
you must acknowledge that there were
problems and that changes must be made.
On the other hand, you shouldn’t criticise
the person who had your job before,
tempting as it might be. The best strategy
here is to depersonalise it and look
forward, not back. So, rather than saying,
“Sarah ruined all our supplier
relationships”, you might say, “Our
supplier relationships have suffered, and
we all need to work hard to rebuild them.”
However, if others want to vent, you
should let them. After all, they worked
under your predecessor and have had to
deal with the fallout. It’s cathartic for
them.

Remember that many failures can be
complicated
Failure is rarely entirely one person’s
fault. But there’s a fine line between
understanding what went on and getting
drawn into it. You are better off leaving
the past behind. Again, look to the future
and focus on the positive changes that
you can make. ■
Rhymer Rigby is an FM magazine
contributor and author of The Careerist:
Over 100 Ways to Get Ahead at Work. To
comment on this article or to suggest an
idea for another article, contact Neil
Amato, an FM magazine senior editor,
at Neil.Amato@aicpa-cima.com.
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Get the
feedback
you need
at work
Constructive criticism can help further
your career — if you know how to take it.
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By Megan Hart

T

here are many benefits of
learning to embrace feedback
about your work. The right
feedback can make you more
confident in your strengths
and alert you to weaknesses you weren’t
aware of.
Asking for and receiving feedback,
though, can feel intimidating. Fortunately,
it’s possible to make the process feel more
productive and less personal. Try these tips
for soliciting feedback and accepting it
more readily:

Do a self-audit
Before you seek feedback from others,
begin with a self-audit, said James Warn,
Ph.D., a psychologist and researcher with
the School of Business, Canberra, at the
University of New South Wales in
Australia.
Check with your supervisor or your
company’s human resources department
to see if your organisation has any

self-assessment tools available. You may
also be able to use tools from accredited
coaching websites, Warn said.
During a self-audit, consider your
strengths, values, and motivations, Warn
suggested. Then reflect on areas in which
you’ve struggled and on times when you’ve
been surprised by an outcome, whether
good or bad.
“Next, assess how well your skillset
enables you to recognise and perform
within the environment of your
organisation,” Warn said.
Beginning with a self-evaluation can
make the process of receiving feedback
more productive. If you have an idea of
your weaknesses going into a performance
discussion, you’re also less likely to be
caught off-guard when receiving
constructive criticism, Warn said.

Be sure to listen
Receiving constructive criticism can
sometimes make people feel attacked or

emotional. That’s why it’s important to
look at feedback as a learning tool, said
Paul Arab, CPA, CGMA, vice-president of
audit and advisory services at Home
Federal Bank of Tennessee in the US.
“Most people want to help you,” he said.
If your initial reaction is to get
defensive, focus on listening first, Arab
suggested. Perhaps schedule a follow-up
meeting to ask questions or further discuss
the feedback you received. That will give
you the opportunity to digest the
information to avoid responding in a way
you may later regret.
“A little time and separation from the
initial comments will go a long way,” he
said.

Ask questions
If you don’t understand your colleague’s
recommendations, or if their feedback isn’t
specific enough, go back and ask questions,
said Susan Peppercorn, an executive and
career coach based in the US.

Sometimes others focus on your
weaknesses when giving you
feedback, but it’s also important
to discuss your strengths.
If you disagree with the criticism, it’s
also all right to bring it up with the person
who gave the feedback. Just be sure the
conversation has a purpose beyond fixing
your bruised ego, she said.
“It’s appropriate to challenge your
manager when you know that the facts are
on your side,” Peppercorn said.
An example might be a situation in
which your supervisor claims you didn’t
meet quarterly expectations, when in fact
you know you grew the business by 15%,
she said.
If something like this happens,
Peppercorn recommended clarifying
matters with your supervisor. During such
conversations, “have your data, know your
objective, [and] be unemotional and very
clear”, she said.
If your disagreement comes down to a
matter of opinion, however, Peppercorn
recommended keeping it to yourself.
Consider whether the long-term
relationship with your supervisor is more
important than getting the final word, she
said.

Look for feedback often
Getting feedback just once a year during
performance reviews isn’t enough, said

Phillip Joubert, senior manager of business
services and advisory for BDO in South
Africa.
“It must be a continuous, never-ending
process, as learning is a never-ending
process,” he said.
Asking for feedback regularly can help
open lines of communication between
you and your colleagues. They’ll become
more comfortable giving honest feedback,
and you’ll become more comfortable
receiving it, Arab said.

Consider the source
Unfortunately, factors other than your
performance can sometimes affect the
feedback others give you.
When it comes to receiving
constructive criticism, it’s important to
consider the source, Joubert said. If you
know in advance of a feedback session that
a particular supervisor or colleague is
notoriously prickly, it might be easier to
avoid taking their criticisms personally.
“At the same time, you must be open for
criticism and see it as an opportunity to
learn from mistakes,” he said.
Sometimes others focus on your
weaknesses when giving you feedback, but
it’s also important to discuss your
strengths. Ask the other person what he or
she considers to be your assets, so you can
work on building those, too, Peppercorn
suggested.

Written might work better
Receiving feedback can be especially
intimidating for introverts, who typically
require more time to process information
internally. If that applies to you, consider
asking for written feedback.
“I think it’s a valid method for most
professional situations,” said Ellen Bard, a
British registered psychologist, writer, and
speaker currently based in Thailand.
When asking for written feedback, it
can be helpful to give your colleague
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a deadline and ask a few specific
performance-related questions, Bard said.
Once you’ve had time to process your
thoughts, it can be beneficial to follow up
with a face-to-face discussion, she added.

Make changes
According to Bard, author of This Is for You:
A Creative Toolkit for Better Self-Care,
simply receiving feedback isn’t enough.
“It’s no good if you just stick it in a
drawer,” she said.
Bard recommended all employees have
a development plan that’s updated at least
quarterly. Comments received during
feedback sessions should be incorporated
into this plan.
Take time to reflect on the feedback you
receive, Warn said. You might even want to
write your thoughts down in a reflection
journal.
“Once you have recounted the episode
in your journal, you could assess how the
feedback fits in with your own selfassessment,” he said, suggesting that you
ask yourself if you’ve learned anything
new about yourself.

Thank your colleagues
We all know feedback can be tough to take,
but it can also be challenging to give, Bard
said. That’s why it’s important to thank
your colleagues for their input, even if it
wasn’t exactly something you wanted to
hear.
Offering to reciprocate can also go a
long way.
“Proactively share a few positives
someone did on a project and one thing
they can develop after each big project you
do,” Bard recommended. “The discipline of
giving feedback will help you when getting
feedback and vice versa.”
While receiving feedback can be hard,
the way you do it can say a lot about you to
your supervisor or colleagues.
“Taking feedback graciously is a skill,
and one that can often be looked upon
favourably as a sign of emotional
intelligence in the workplace,” Bard said. ■

Megan Hart is a freelance writer
based in the US. To comment on this
article or to suggest an idea for
another article, contact Courtney
Vien, an FM magazine senior editor,
at Courtney.Vien@aicpa-cima.com.
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Ashleigh Lopia, ACMA, CGMA,
a Gen Y management accountant,
says she looks for positions that
will help her develop soft skills
along with her technical skills.

Generations
Y and Z:
What do they want?
Understanding the needs of younger finance professionals in the
workplace can help companies recruit and retain the best.

D

uring 2019, FM set out to talk
with Gen Y (Millennial) and
Gen Z management
accountants about their goals,
work preferences, and
priorities and to get a sense of how
employers could best retain and develop
workers in those generational cohorts. We
did so with data from the Deloitte Global
Millennial Survey 2019 in hand. The annual
survey showed two groups that were at
once ambitious professionally and
concerned about issues including climate
change and business having a positive
impact on society.
Deloitte’s 2020 report — not
unexpectedly — shows a changed picture.
The report is based on two sets of surveys,
one done in autumn and winter, the other,
a “pulse” survey on a smaller scale, carried
out in the midst of the COVID-19
pandemic. Previously seen concerns about
the environment and income inequality
remained and were joined by worries
about health care and disease prevention.
In general, the pandemic seemed to have
lessened stress levels among Gen Y
(Millennial) and Gen Z workers, a
surprising finding when the survey noted
that only a third of Millennials and 38% of
Gen Z reported that their employment/

By Oliver Rowe
income status had been unaffected by the
pandemic.
And the 2020 survey results showed
continued erosion in Gen Y (Millennial) and
Gen Z views of business. “In the primary
survey, barely half of Millennials (51%) said
business is a force for good, down from 76%
just three years ago and 55% last year,” the
report states. “Five months later — while
offering flattering opinions of companies’
pandemic response — only 41% of
Millennials (and 43% of Gen Zs) in pulse
countries agreed that business in general
around the world was having a positive
impact on wider society.”
The report states that job loyalty
increases as businesses address employee
needs, ranging from diversity and
inclusion to sustainability and reskilling.
Jennifer Sturch, ACMA, CGMA, global
business services finance lead for the UK
and Ireland at fast-food restaurant chain
McDonald’s, suggested that the ambitions
and expectations of younger employees
are similar to earlier generations of
workers.
Sturch, who is based in Birmingham in
the UK and is part of the earlier Gen X, said:
“People more clearly understand and
articulate their need to feel that the job has
a clear purpose that’s aligned to their

values.” She added that younger workers
want an element of flexibility to fit work
with the rest of their lives.
“A career is no longer linear. It’s a lot
more haphazard and directional, [and]
there is an element of obviously them
wanting to make sure they can learn and
grow and satisfy that need in a job,” she
added.

Building skills
According to the 2019 Deloitte survey,
members of Gen Y (Millennials) don’t
believe they have all the right skills and
knowledge to succeed in today’s workplace
— 70% said they have only some or few of
the skills needed.
Ashleigh Lopia, ACMA, CGMA, a
Manchester, UK-based Gen Y management
accountant, has developed a career at
Network Rail, the public body that oversees
the railway infrastructure in England,
Wales, and Scotland. Her current local
operations manager role within its north
west and central region is coupled with
managing Network Rail’s 2019 finance
graduate group.
Lopia is looking to build on the change
management skills gained from the
professional CIMA qualification in order to
work more efficiently in her current role.
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But she also plans to develop softer skills
— which she sees as essential as she
advances her career. She said: “I think it’s so
important to focus on these as early on in
your career as you can.”
She added: “I’m a great believer that as a
management accountant, you should be
able to pick up the technical aspects of a
role as a matter of course — it’s the softer
skills that will set you apart from the
competition and also help you to work
with, encourage, and empower those
around you.”
However, Lopia doesn’t want to
establish herself in a narrow role. “I look for
positions that will add to my experience of
the industry as a whole and which might
provide a stepping stone further down the
line — whether that’s a sideways move that
will give me even more experience, or a
promotion,” she said.
After finance roles in consultancy and
with a pilot training company, Harry
Hubble, ACMA, CGMA, is currently finance
manager at Oxford-based biotech
healthcare company Osler Diagnostics,
where he has implemented a new
enterprise resource planning system.
Firmly in the Gen Z age category of
those starting out professionally, and
achieving CIMA membership in 2019 when
he was just 20, Hubble regards maximising
development opportunities as key.
In an early role — at consultancy
Newton Europe — Hubble had a
development manager who was trained as
a mentor, as well as having a line manager.
Both concentrated on his development,
which he found highly valuable.
And gaining useful feedback has been a
determining factor in whether he chose to
stay in a role. “That may be something of
[the] new generation [Z]. … We are so keen
on feedback and on learning and growth,”
he explained. “We all want to be successful.
We all want to get to a certain stage
whatever that may be, and we recognise
that the only way you are going to get there
is by self-improvement.”
He added: “I want someone to be
pushing me. I want someone to be
challenging me and to learn from.”
Often employers can underestimate the
value of the younger people they have and
fail to pay them accordingly, Hubble
suggested.
“People in my generation … hate feeling
that the reason they are paid less than
someone else is because of their age. … If
you are doing the same job, you should be
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Harry Hubble, ACMA, CGMA,
who achieved CIMA membership
at age 20 in 2019, says getting
feedback is important to his
cohort, Generation Z.

on the same money.
“Salary to me is actually very
unimportant. I think it’s the training, the
education, the investment in that respect.”
Employer-paid professional
qualification training is important, as is
taking other courses, said Hubble, who has
completed a coaching course and an
eight-week online fintech certificate
course at Oxford Saïd Business School.

Flexible working
The widespread global shift into virtual
work to slow the spread of COVID-19 has
only increased the importance of
employers’ fully embracing new
approaches less focused on physical
presence in the office. The ability to work
flexibly “should be the default” for
employees, Hubble said. Flexibility has not
only been simply a preference during the
pandemic, “but a requirement of
continuing to operate”, he said. He pointed
to the potential cost savings on premises,

and increased employee wellbeing and
productivity as a direct result of this
flexibility. “I’ll be really surprised if
businesses expect — or even want — to go
fully back to previous policies around
this,” he said. Deloitte’s 2020 report bears
this out. Sixty-four per cent of Gen Y
(Millennial) and 60% of Gen Z respondents
said they would like the option to work
remotely more frequently after the
COVID-19 disruption has ended. The
survey also showed a sizable interest
among both groups in videoconferencing
instead of traveling for work.
Lopia also rates highly companies that
embrace flexible working, as well as those
that emphasise the importance of mental
health and wellbeing and promote
objectives such as diverse interview panels
and shared parental leave after the birth or
adoption of a child. “Not only is technology
changing, but people are changing, too —
it’s so important for companies to recognise
this and act on it,” she said.

Jennifer Sturch, ACMA, CGMA, global business
services finance lead for the UK and Ireland at
fast-food restaurant chain McDonald’s, says
younger workers seek purpose and flexibility.

“A fast-growing bigger business for me is
where I want to be,” Hubble said.
Healthcare businesses’ contribution to
the public good is also a factor that makes
him want to stay within the sector.
While acknowledging that people have
different goals, Hubble rejects the need to
stay in a role for a minimum period. He
said: “In the new world … if you are not
learning, then move on. A good employer
will recognise the learning that you have
developed from the companies rather
than penalise you for moving around.”
He suggested that financial planning
and analysis and management
accounting roles are the most interesting,
as they give the biggest grounding for
moving into other finance roles. He also
highlighted as important data
visualisation and coding skills to analyse
large amounts of data.
Sturch said people still want to
establish human connections when
joining a business. They want a workplace
“that enables them to create friendships,
establish social activities and interactions
along the way”. Employers need to
consider this in order to attract the best
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

talent, she said. Additionally, she said
McDonald’s is looking at how much risk
is attached to different types of decisions
— to encourage junior employees to have
the opportunity to make decisions in a
low-risk environment.

Advice for employers
Lopia gives the following advice for
employers seeking to make their business
attractive to young, talented finance
professionals.

Embrace change
Embrace the changing world, in terms of
technology and people. This includes
having diverse interview and recruitment
panels to avoid unconscious biases. This
reflects well on the company, encourages
people to apply, and can lead to diverse
teams, which bring with them a range of
experiences and ideas and, ultimately,
can lead to better outcomes.

Develop talent
Practise succession planning and make
sure that it is tailored to the person who is
being developed for particular roles,
taking into account their strengths,

development needs, previous experience,
and aspirations beyond those roles.
Companies also need to look at their
promotion policies and how they support
new and experienced line managers.
Some people are excellent people
managers, some are technical experts,
and some lie in between the two and need
a different kind of development.

Emphasise opportunities
Promote exciting opportunities for
management accountants. Many
companies don’t do a fantastic job of
publicising the range of experiences that
management accountants can have. It’s
also important for companies to have
cohesive communications strategies for
recruitment and for this to be consistent
across departments. ■

Oliver Rowe is an FM magazine senior
editor. To comment on this article or to
suggest an idea for another article,
contact him at Oliver.Rowe@
aicpa-cima.com.
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Future plans
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A case study in

bribery
violations
Ericsson’s mistakes can serve as warnings for others.
By Malia Politzer

N

o company wants to make
international headlines due to
corruption charges.
But that’s the position the
multinational telecom giant
Ericsson found itself in late last year, when
it agreed to pay the second-largest fine in
the history of US Foreign Corrupt Practices
Act (FCPA) enforcement actions.
Ericsson’s mistakes were extremely
costly to the company, both in terms of
reputational damage and finances: In total,
the company paid more than $1 billion in
combined fines to the US Securities and
Exchange Commission (SEC) and the US
Department of Justice (DOJ) to resolve the
long-standing FCPA investigation.
It also makes an excellent case study for
finance professionals of what to guard
against.
While the Ericsson CFO was not
implicated in the crimes, the top financial
officer still has responsibility for
corruption that took place under their
watch, according to Allison Borgatti, an
attorney with the Philadelphia-based law
firm of Archer & Greiner, where she is a
member of the firm’s White Collar Defense

and Corporate Compliance Group.
“The bottom line is that by being the CFO
at the senior level of management of an
organisation, you have the duty and the
responsibility to implement the appropriate
programmes to ensure that your company
is effective in implementing these protocols
to prevent these types of bribes and payoffs
from taking place,” she said.

The crime
Under the FCPA, it’s illegal for US
businesses and individuals to pay bribes to
foreign officials in exchange for business.
The Ericsson FCPA violations were
global in scope, involving millions of
dollars of bribes to public officials via
company offices in China, Djibouti,
Indonesia, Kuwait, and Vietnam, according
to US authorities.
From 2000 to 2016, US prosecutors
believe, Ericsson and its subsidiaries
engaged in large-scale bribery schemes to
secure lucrative telecommunications
contracts from state-owned customers,
according to a DOJ press release. The
company’s corruption violations were
systemic and implicated high-level
executives, the DOJ said.
“Through slush funds, bribes, gifts, and

graft, Ericsson conducted telecom business
with the guiding principle that ‘money
talks’,” US Attorney Geoffrey Berman of the
Southern District of New York said in the
press release. The “guilty plea and
surrender of over a billion dollars in
combined penalties should communicate
clearly to all corporate actors that doing
business this way will not be tolerated”.
(See details of the charges against Ericsson
in the sidebar, “The Scheme”.)
Ericsson declined to comment for this
article. But in a 2019 press release
announcing the resolution of the FCPA
case, Ericsson President and CEO Börje
Ekholm said he was “upset by these past
failings”, and that the settlement showed
that “we have not always met our standards
in doing business the right way”.
“This episode shows the importance of
fact-based decision-making and a culture
that supports speaking up and confronting
issues,” Ekholm said in the release. “We
have worked tirelessly to implement a
robust compliance programme. This work
will never stop.” However, that effort came
too late to save Ericsson money on the
penalties. Tom Fox, a lawyer in Houston
who focuses on compliance issues, said,
“Cooperating with the government and
fixing the problems can give companies
huge discounts, but Ericsson didn’t
self-disclose, so that was off the table. They
didn’t get full credit for cooperation, and
they got no credit for remediation.”
The DOJ has recently been cracking
down on companies that have failed to

produce documents related to FCPA
investigations in a timely way, according to
an analysis of the Ericsson resolution by
the law firm Skadden. In fact, Ericsson was
the fifth company in 2019 that received
only partial credit due in part to a failure to
produce materials in a timely matter,

according to Skadden.
“Ericsson’s business is a high-risk
model, and they should have put
procedures into place and invested in a
compliance programme long ago to
prevent, mitigate, and detect this kind of
behaviour,” said Jessica Tillipman, assistant

The scheme
Here’s a summary of Ericsson’s US Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA)
violations, as outlined by the US Department of Justice (DOJ):
y In Djibouti, an Ericsson subsidiary directed nearly $2.1 million in bribes
to high-ranking government officials in order to secure a $23 million
telecom contract with a state-owned company. To pull off the scheme, the
subsidiary entered into a fake contract with a sham consulting company,
and then approved fake invoices to conceal the bribes, according to the
DOJ. Additionally, a due diligence report written by an Ericsson employee
failed to report that the owner of the sham consulting company was
married to a high-ranking government official.
y In China, between 2000 and 2016, an Ericsson subsidiary diverted tens of
millions of dollars to consultants and service providers, some of which
was used to pay for gifts, travel, and entertainment for Chinese officials, in
order to win business from Chinese state-owned customers. To create the
slush fund — which subsidiaries allegedly used to continue payments to
third parties, allowing them to circumvent Ericsson’s compliance policies
— the Ericsson subsidiary created sham contracts, paying a third party
$31.5 million for services that were never performed.
y In Vietnam, between 2012 and 2015, an Ericsson subsidiary paid a
consulting company more than $4.8 million to create an off-the-books
slush fund in order to pay third parties who wouldn’t have passed
Ericsson’s due diligence process.
y In Indonesia, between 2012 and 2015, an Ericsson subsidiary made
approximately $45 million in payments to a consulting company in order
to create off-the-books slush funds, and concealed the payments on
Ericsson’s books and records.
y In Kuwait, between 2011 and 2013, an Ericsson subsidiary concealed a
$450,000 payment to a consulting company by creating a sham contract
and approved invoices for services never performed.
y And finally, an Ericsson subsidiary, Ericsson Egypt LTD, pleaded guilty
to a one-count criminal information charge for conspiracy to violate the
anti-bribery provisions of the FCPA for paying over $2 million in bribes to
public officials in order to win a $20 million contract.
Not only did Ericsson neglect to self-disclose the corruption, it failed to disclose
materials to the DOJ related to the corruption allegations in a “timely manner” and
also did not take adequate disciplinary measures on employees involved in the
misconduct, according to federal prosecutors. Companies that cooperate with FCPA
investigations can qualify for “discounts” on fines, according to Tom Fox, a Houstonbased lawyer who has more than 34 years of experience advising companies on
compliance issues, and the founder of a network of compliance podcasts. Those
reductions can be significant: up to 25% of the total fine for remediating; up to 50%
for remediation and full cooperation with the investigation; and up to 100% for
self-disclosure, remediation, and full cooperation, according to Fox.
However, because it failed to “disclose allegations of corruption with respect to
two relevant matters” and did not disclose materials in a timely manner or take
adequate disciplinary measures with employees involved, Ericsson did not receive
a significant reduction in fines. The company only received a 15% discount under
the FCPA Corporate Enforcement Policy for its actions, according to the DOJ.
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dean and professorial lecturer in law at The
George Washington University Law School.
“Instead they had a paper programme that
no one bothered to enforce.”

Learning from Ericsson’s mistakes
While prosecutors allege Ericsson’s
misdeeds were massive frauds in terms of
duration, scope, and geography, the
schemes used to perpetuate that fraud
were actually “relatively pedestrian” and
should have been preventable with better
leadership and internal controls, according
to Fox.
“There was a real lack of due diligence,
which points either to incompetence or to
an intentional act,” he said. “You have a
husband-wife couple that was not
disclosed in one office, and payments of $2
million for work that was never done in
another. These are things that controls
should have picked up on.”
Here are some of the key lessons that
CFOs and management accountants can
learn from the Ericsson enforcement
action:

Always have a second set of eyes
While it’s impossible for a CFO of a big
multinational to keep tabs on 100,000
employees in multiple locations, they can
still be legally responsible for ensuring that
their employees and subsidiaries behave
ethically and comply with anti-corruption
legislation.
“As a CFO, you can’t put your head in the
sand or engage in what we could say is
conscious indifference,” said Fox. “If you
don’t ask the right questions when you see
the red flag, in the eyes of US prosecutors,
that’s the same as being involved.”
That’s why Fox recommends that CFOs
and other finance executives who want to
avoid Ericsson’s mistakes keep an eye on
multimillion-dollar transactions by putting
controls in place to apply additional due
diligence to transactions over a certain
amount, and regularly ask regional
executives hard questions about how funds
are being used.
“The CFO is the big picture person, so
while they might not look into it
themselves, they should have in mind what
the five highest-risk transactions might be
and then direct management accountants
to investigate further,” he said. “That’s
where you’d get deep into the weeds, to look
at the contracts and make sure services
were delivered, that due diligence was
performed properly, and so on.”

The various Ericsson bribery schemes
involved the movement of hundreds of
millions of dollars. Given the vast sums
involved, the CFO or board members
should have been asking tough questions
to verify transactions were legitimate,
according to Philadelphia-based Jonathan
Marks, CPA/CFF, CGMA, firm practice
leader in global forensic, compliance, and
integrity services at global law firm Baker
Tilly Virchow Krause.
Fox said, “The most important lesson is
having a second set of eyes, meaning that
there is someone involved in oversight. You
had $45 million paid out in Indonesia —
that’s a lot of money. Why wasn’t someone
asking questions?”

Ensure your company has a good
whistle-blower programme
According to the DOJ complaint, Ericsson
executives were involved in corruption in
multiple locations. For example, in
Djibouti, one of the key Ericsson violations
flagged by the DOJ was due diligence that
failed to disclose a spousal relationship
between a vendor and a high-level public
official. This suggests managerial override,
according to Tillipman.

Resources
Article
“Fraud Red Flags for Third-Party
Intermediaries”, FM magazine, 6 May
2020, tinyurl.com/yccjg8fe
Report
“Developments in Anti-Bribery and
Corruption Enforcement”,
FVS Eye on Fraud, Spring 2019,
tinyurl.com/ybycwv9w
Website
CIMA ethics resources, anti-bribery,
tinyurl.com/y93der6o
FVS Section and CFF credential
For AICPA members, membership in
the Forensic and Valuation Services
(FVS) Section provides access to
specialized resources in the forensic
and valuation services discipline areas.
Visit the FVS Center at aicpa.org/FVS.
Members with a specialization in
financial forensics may be interested in
applying for the Certified in Financial
Forensics (CFF) credential. Information
is available at aicpa.org/CFF.
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“Falsifying due diligence to that degree
suggests a deliberate cover-up involving
multiple individuals — and possibly even
senior-level management,” she said.
“That’s where a whistle-blower programme
comes in.”
A good whistle-blower programme
should allow employees a direct line to the
company’s compliance programme, in case
upper-level management is tainted,
according to Tillipman. For it to be effective,
employees should receive training on how
the whistle-blower reporting protocol
works. It should also guarantee whistleblowers protection from retaliation. A good
whistle-blower programme is often the
only means that employees working under
tainted management have to report
corruption, according to Fox.
“If there is managerial override and
there is no internal reporting system, you
are really stuck,” Fox said. And while, at
least in theory, employees could go
directly to the SEC — realistically, it’s
unlikely that a local employee in an office
outside of the US would necessarily know
how to do that, he added.

Build a top-down culture of compliance
The fact that so many subsidiaries were
engaging in violations of the FCPA over
many years suggests a failure on the part of
Ericsson’s C-suite executives to create a
corporate culture of compliance within the
company (and its subsidiaries), according
to Borgatti.
“There are certain countries that most
auditors are aware of where payments to
government officials may be routine,” she
said. “And if you are doing business in
environments where this type of behaviour
is prevalent, you have to be inordinately
cautious at the ground level that your
employees are following the laws of the
United States.”
To ensure that all employees understand
their duties and obligations, Borgatti
suggests putting all employees through
in-depth compliance training — during
onboarding and then annually.
Another useful tool is regular outside
audits to test the compliance and internal
controls of subsidiaries located in higherrisk areas, according to Borgatti.
“There’s no boilerplate programme to be
in compliance with the FCPA,” she said.
“You need a customised compliance
programme based on the countries and
sectors you are working in, and you need to
verify that your employees understand it.”

Consider self-reporting violations and
address issues
Upon learning about an incident of
internal corruption, the CFO should
consider self-reporting to the SEC, DOJ, or
other relevant authorities, according to
Borgatti. Companies facing US charges that
self-disclose upon discovering incidents of
internal corruption, fully cooperate with
the authorities, and also show that they are
taking appropriate disciplinary action not
only qualify for a financial discount on
penalties but send a strong message that
corruption isn’t an acceptable internal
practice.
Not only did Ericsson fail to self-report,
it also failed to produce information in a
timely manner and to discipline those
involved.
But it’s not always a good idea to
self-report in every situation, as it can bring
public scrutiny and doesn’t always
guarantee discounts on fines, according to
US-based forensic accountants Howard
Scheck, CPA, J.D.; Greg Buchanan, CPA; and
Katy Creecy, CPA, who wrote “Uncovering
Bribes Hidden in Books and Records”,
Journal of Accountancy, October 2019,
tinyurl.com/uutn95w. Businesses should
make a decision about whether to
self-report after talking with legal counsel.

Weeding out misconduct, bad actors
Ericsson got caught in the crosshairs of
federal regulators — and paid dearly for its
failures. Its mistakes should serve as a
warning to other multinational companies
to take compliance seriously, to build
adequate controls into their operations,
and to comply with SEC investigations
— which includes dismissing employees
responsible for misconduct.
There’s a saying about fraud that “a bad
apple creates a bad bunch, which leads to a
bad crop”, according to Marks.
“In the Ericsson case, the only way to
change the corporate culture is to
eradicate the bad apples. You need to
dismiss them, to move them out,” he said.
“Regulatory bodies are paying much more
attention to this.” ■

Malia Politzer is a freelance writer
based in Spain. To comment on this
article or to suggest an idea for
another article, contact Drew Adamek,
an FM magazine senior editor, at
Andrew.Adamek@aicpa-cima.com.
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Translating the
UN’s Sustainable
Development Goals

Management accountants
have a practical role
in helping businesses
navigate the 17 UN SDGs.
By Oliver Rowe

FM-MAGAZINE.COM

August 2020 I FM MAGAZINE I 45

IMAGE BY LIANA MONICA BORDEI/ISTOCK

I

n September 2015 at the United Nations’
New York headquarters its member
states set out “a supremely ambitious
and transformational vision” — a plan
of action for “people, planet, and
prosperity” over the next 15 years.
A series of 17 Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) with their associated 169 targets
were agreed in hope of shifting the planet to a
“sustainable and resilient path” towards
2030. They were designed for all to embrace
them — governments, the private sector, and
civil society. The goals, which include
“Climate Action” and “Responsible
Consumption and Production”, range from
“No Poverty” (Goal 1) to “Affordable and Clean
Energy” (Goal 7) to “Peace, Justice, and Strong
Institutions” (Goal 16). Collaboration is also
important, with “Partnerships for the Goals”
being the final in the list (see the graphic,
“What Are the 17 Sustainable Development
Goals?”).
The SDGs were an “upgrade” from the UN’s
eight Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs), which launched in September 2000
with a 2015 target date. The SDGs sought to
achieve similar outcomes to the earlier goals
but by taking a fundamentally different
approach, said Ian Thomson, ACMA, CGMA,
professor of accounting and sustainability
and director of the Lloyds Banking Group
Centre for Responsible Business at the
University of Birmingham in the UK. He said:
“[The MDGs] would seem to be reasonably
successful, but they were also seen as

Management accountants’ role

A practical tool
One tool that can help organisations look at their vulnerabilities in the context of
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) is the Responsible Business Tracker
— created by Business in the Community (BITC), a UK membership organisation
for responsible businesses, in collaboration with Thomson and staff at the Lloyds
Banking Group Centre for Responsible Business.
BITC created a “responsible business map” (available at tinyurl.com/yax999o3),
which is underpinned by the SDGs and translates them into
business-friendly language. The circular, segmented “map” focuses on the two
broad areas of “healthy communities” and a “healthy environment”, as well as
“purposeful leaders” and “leadership at every level”, with the 17 separate SDGs
mapped to 15 sub areas.
The tracker allows BITC member companies to track their performance by
answering between 70 and 100 questions that are also mapped to the SDGs. The
tracker is both a measurement and improvement tool, said Anna Jakobsen, BITC’s
director of strategy and products. “Some questions in the tracker [relate] to the
manager’s role, and some … are more sector- or business model-specific, and
then there are some questions that companies can choose to do more in-depth
exploration of if they are highly material to their business,” she said.
The rationale behind the tracker, she said, is that participating companies can
identify the areas where they can have the highest impact and make the most
meaningful contribution to the SDGs. Their answers are backed up by evidence
such as businesses’ annual report and accounts, sustainability reports, or simply
data points.
BITC then works with companies to improve their performance. “Crucially …
[companies] use that individual report to map out actions that they need to
take to reach that higher level of maturity and performance,” Jakobsen said.
A 2019 pilot involving 64 companies was scaled up, with 94 large and
medium-size businesses taking part earlier this year. “We’ve also received
feedback that the process itself is really useful for flagging and raising the
importance and relevance of responsible business to functions outside the CSR
[corporate social responsibility] function that tends to fill in the survey. They’ve
used it also as an internal engagement tool,” Jakobsen said.
The data will be used to understand participating companies’ resilience and
how they were able to change and respond to the coronavirus challenge.
BITC published in May its Responsible Business Tracker 2019/20 Insights Report:
An Opportunity to Build Back Better (available at tinyurl.com/ycvkoxsd). It revealed
that 33% of participants have only limited knowledge of the SDGs and only 50% are
considering how climate change will affect their ability to deliver core products
and services. On digital transformation, the report found that 53% have identified
opportunities to use digital transformation to advance their responsible business
strategy.

particularly driven in silos.” They fit well
with existing initiatives such as the UN
World Food Programme, but “the world’s
problems are not neatly partitioned into
programmes” and instead intersect, he
explained. The MDGs failed to capture the
“more holistic view of what was actually
going on”, he added.
And while conceived in a
pre-coronavirus crisis era, the SDGs
continue to be relevant. However, the
pandemic may have changed the main
direction of approach to the goals — from
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a focus on preventing climate change (Goal
13) to the importance of communities
(Goal 11), Thomson suggested.
According to Thomson, the SDGs are
deliberately aspirational but provide a
checklist for reasonable or responsible
practice by governments, business, and
other organisations. However, what is
difficult is the translation from “things
which are designed for international
treaties, international governments … into
different contexts, different institutions,
businesses, communities, regions”.

Thomson sees management
accountants, with their ability to ask
questions across the business, as
“translators” for the SDGs — they can
take evidence from different disciplines
and sources and coordinate them into
sustainable scorecards, key performance
indicators (KPIs), or investment
appraisal tools, for example (see the
sidebar, “A Practical Tool”).
He said: “The tools of management
accounting are actually … easily
transferrable into the SDG space.” SDGs are
a natural evolution of management
accounting in moving from “the
one-dimensional costing to the triplebottom line to the balanced scorecard to
the strategic scorecard”.
In relation to the SDGs, management
accountants are also able to identify “some
of the negative unintentional
consequences of decisions where the
consequences fall outside the things
which are measured”, Thomson said.
He also welcomed how the SDGs have
led to new, “sustainable developmentmanagement accounting hybrids”, such as
water accounting, biodiversity accounting,
natural gas accounting, and carbon
accounting.
Paul Druckman is chair of the World
Benchmarking Alliance, an Amsterdambased not-for-profit organisation that
works to incentivise and accelerate
companies’ efforts towards achieving the
SDGs. He said that reporting on the SDGs
and embedding them in businesses has
largely focused on risk, which in itself can
cause a problem. “The danger is that [the
SDGs] are not embedded in [the] strategy of
a business, and [they] are seen as
something you need to overcome rather
than something you need to use and be
part of the whole business process.”
Businesses, Druckman said, need to
take a holistic view of the SDGs — “not SDG
by SDG”, but by looking overall at what the
SDGs are trying to achieve.

Integrated reporting and the SDGs
Carol Adams, Ph.D., a chartered accountant
and professor of accounting at Durham
University Business School in the UK, was
the lead author of the Sustainable
Development Goals Disclosure (SDGD)
Recommendations (available at tinyurl.com/
yam9mcj2) in January with Druckman and
Russell Picot, both honorary professors at
the business school.
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Adams suggested that corporate
reporting on SDGs should be mandatory
and that the goals can be addressed
through Integrated Reporting, but that IR
“is only part of the story”.
She said that integrated thinking can
work “more neatly” for small businesses
than for larger organisations, which can
have functional silos.
“The key reporting frameworks that a
lot of large organisations are using are the
GRI [Global Reporting Initiative] Standards
and the TCFD [Task Force on Climaterelated Financial Disclosures]
recommendations. … You have to combine
both a value-creation approach for the
organisation and think about impact on
achievement of the SDGs,” Adams said.
The SDG recommendations help in
doing this, she said. “They cover
disclosures on strategy, management
approach, and governance oversight. They
are designed to ensure boards have the
right information on sustainable
development risks, opportunities, and
performance to make decisions. That is the
domain of management accountants,”
Adams explained.
“The way business is done needs to
change to achieve the SDGs, and strategy
disclosures are critical in getting
organisations to start to think about that,”
she added.
FM-MAGAZINE.COM
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“The strategic report does require
organisations to look at risks, but they
are not looking at sustainable
development risks to the extent that
they should. [In their] plans to mitigate
them, they are not doing any scenario
analysis over them other than perhaps
climate change,” she said.
Druckman said the SDGs “are not
indicators for a business, but that
doesn’t mean a business can ignore
them — quite the opposite. … It is a
board-level conversation which needs
to be supported by real KPIs”. The
management accountant’s role is in
producing and controlling the systems,
data, and reports used by management
to support its decision-making, he said.
“[Management accountants] provide
the substance to know whether [the
SDGs] are being achieved.”
Druckman highlighted the ethical
dimension of the SDGs for accountants.
“[The] accounting profession has a
duty to make sure that what we do is in
the public interest. A lot of that is
thought of as ethics, but it is more than
ethics,” he said. While increasing the
overall wellbeing of a company is in
harmony with taking a holistic view of
the SDGs, “where it can come out of
harmony is if doing the right thing
leads to lack of profitability and that’s

the choice and there is a conflict there”.
He added: “What we must ensure is that
hurdles [to achieving the SDGs] don’t
turn into barriers.” ■

Resources
Articles
“A Look at the Natural Capital
Protocol”, FM magazine, February
2020, tinyurl.com/yddtv2x8
“Why Businesses Should Engage With
the SDGs”, FM magazine, 9 May 2018,
tinyurl.com/yc9vlbtf
“Stewardship of a $1 Billion Budget”,
FM magazine, 1 May 2017,
tinyurl.com/yargjkv5
CGMA report
Creating a Sustainable Future: The Role
of the Accountant in Implementing the
Sustainable Development Goals,
tinyurl.com/yabpeo3c
Oliver Rowe is an FM magazine senior
editor. To comment on this article or
to suggest an idea for another article,
contact him at Oliver.Rowe@
aicpa-cima.com.
August 2020 I FM MAGAZINE I 47

IMAGE BY IRINA NAZAROVA/ISTOCK

1

17

16

Goal 1: No poverty
Goal 2: Zero hunger
Goal 3: Good health and wellbeing
Goal 4: Quality education
Goal 5: Gender equality
Goal 6: Clean water and sanitation
Goal 7: Affordable and clean energy
Goal 8: Decent work and economic growth
Goal 9: Industry, innovation, and infrastructure
Goal 10: Reduced inequalities
Goal 11: Sustainable cities and communities
Goal 12: Responsible consumption and production
Goal 13: Climate action
Goal 14: Life below water
Goal 15: Life on land
Goal 16: Peace, justice, and strong institutions
Goal 17: Partnerships for the goals
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Exceptional Costs, Exceptional Challenges

IMA research published earlier this year
— “Exceptional Costs, Exceptional
Challenges”, available at tinyurl.com/
ybqjsa2w — revealed that total restructuring
costs for all FTSE 100 businesses (including
exceptional and nonexceptional costs)
increased to £8.2 billion last year, up 30%
from £6.3 billion the year before. The
research also showed that exceptional
restructuring costs were the most
frequently recorded type of exceptional cost
by FTSE 100 businesses last year.
Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA, chief
executive–Management Accounting at the

C

S

Association of International Certified
Professional Accountants, said: “Resilience
is key. Businesses are having to adapt to a
range of tough new challenges in the form
of [the] rise of e-commerce, the shift to
sustainable business models, and growing
regulatory scrutiny.” This would be
accentuated by the impact of the
coronavirus and Brexit, he added.
The report highlighted the role that CFOs
and finance directors play in navigating
restructuring — as corporate stewards steering
a company towards sustainable growth whilst
delivering long-term value to shareholders.

Call for research proposals

IMA has launched a call for research proposals on two broad topics relating to
technology developments and climate-change reporting. The broad topics are:
y The links between management accounting concerns and practices and
contemporary developments in technology (eg, big data, blockchain, social
media, and artificial intelligence).
y The links between management accounting concerns and practices and
contemporary developments in climate-change reporting and sustainability.
The first stage of the call offers up to £7,500 of seed corn funding to early-career
researchers and experienced researchers looking to conduct feasibility studies.
Applications close on 28 August.
The second stage offers up to £30,000 to experienced researchers, with a deadline
of 13 November.
For more information, visit tinyurl.com/yaw93a7p or email research@aicpa-cima.com.

2020 CIMA Council elections
Newly elected members

Re-elected members

he following members have been
elected for their first term as
members of Council, to serve from the
close of the Annual General Meeting on
3 June 2020 until the close of the
Annual General Meeting in 2023:
Chrishan Mendis — North West
England and North Wales (EC6)
Ciu Yan — North West England and
North Wales (EC6)

The following members have been
re-elected to serve for another term on
Council from the close of the Annual
General Meeting on 3 June 2020 until the
close of the Annual General Meeting in
2023:
Sarah Ghosh — Central Southern
England constituency (EC11)
Jannette Watson — South East England
constituency (EC12)
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The following member has been
re-elected to serve for another term on
Council from the close of the Annual
General Meeting on 3 June 2020 until the
close of the Annual General Meeting in
2022:
Mustafa Muchhala — Central Southern
England constituency (EC11)

Evolve and
transform your
team’s skills.
Grow your
organisation.

In times of unprecedented change
and risk, let our team of expert
consultants help your organisation
plan a learning strategy or
intervention for your finance team
to make sure they are FUTURE ready.
Only 10% of CFOs say their finance teams have the
skills they need to support the organisations’ digital
ambitions.
Fifty-four percent of employees would spend more
time learning if specific courses were recommended
by their manager.

How can we help?
Trusted by over 5,000 organisations worldwide,
we have over 3,000 innovative learning and training
resources from podcasts, short courses, videos,
online certificate programmes, online workshops
and much more.
Choose from a wide range of technical, business,
people and leadership content, including:
Finance Transformation Programme
Data Analytics Series
Robotic Process Automation Certificates
CIMA On Demand
CGMA Essentials
Future Finance Business Partnering
Not sure what learning or training your staff need?
We can help you carry out a full strategic skills
gap analysis and help your organisation develop
a finance competency development framework
through to advising on suitable learning content for
your LMS or build your own personal learning site.

For more information,

Visit cloud.e2.aicpa-cima.com/cima.
*According to LinkedIn’s 2020 Workplace Learning Report
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Circular
economy
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lobal population growth
and Earth’s finite
resources are realities
forcing governments
and businesses to
rethink the “take-make-dispose”
linear approach to manufacturing,
where items are thrown away at the
end of their life cycle. In the circular
economy model, products and
materials are made to last longer and
kept in use longer. Companies from
IKEA to Coca-Cola are going back to
their drawing boards to design
products that can be repaired,
reused, remanufactured, or recycled
instead of ending up in landfills.

A pullover
weaved with
fibre made
from recycled
plastic bottles.

Islamic Finance:
A different
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global business
Uncover a world of possibilities in a trillion-dollar
industry. Learn more about the award-winning
CIMA Islamic Finance qualifications.
®
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