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THE VIEW FROM THE PRESIDENT

NICK JACKSON, FCMA, CGMA

I

n June this year, CIMA was one
of a number of organisations
from a wide range of sectors to
call on UK Prime Minister Boris
Johnson to put the UN’s
Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) at the heart of his COVID-19
recovery plans.
CIMA has also shown its
commitment to sustainability by
signing up to the UN Global
Compact (available at
unglobalcompact.org) — because
it is the right thing to do.
That is why I am highlighting
responsible financial leadership
during my presidential year, my
point being, how can it not benefit
everyone? It is the ethical thing to
do. We have finite resources
which will benefit more of us
longer if we recognise that we are
one part of a complex ecosystem
and are mindful of the impact we
have within that.
A 2017 report from The
Business and Sustainable
Development Commission
showed that, if implemented,
the SDGs could create at least $12
trillion in business opportunities
in just 60 market hotspots by
2030, and the commission
estimated this could be two to three times
greater across the whole global economy.
(See the commission’s report at
tinyurl.com/betterbusiness-betterworld.)
To that end, in February, the Association of
International Certified Professional Accountants, the
unified voice of CIMA and the AICPA, was also a
co-signatory of an open letter, calling for accountancy
professionals to make sustainability and the fight
against climate change central to their work.
The Association’s president and CEO, Barry
Melancon, CPA, CGMA, FCMA, said that the global
risks faced today, particularly environment-related
risks, “are pushing our profession to expand its remit”.
Ensuring that we are running our organisations
responsibly and for the long term is non-negotiable if
we want them to thrive. We owe it not just to our
employees, but to those who feed our supply chains,

who directly benefit from our
products and services, or who
depend on our success for their
own wellbeing.
These are all areas where
management accountants at
every level have a key role to play,
from proposing the business case
for pursuing appropriate SDGs to
board-level alignment of
sustainability initiatives with
corporate activities.
The SDGs are ambitious in
their scope — they apply to all
countries and make no
distinction between developed
and developing economies. They
are also the responsibility of
organisations of all kinds, of all
sizes, and in all sectors.
Businesses have a particularly
critical role to play in driving the
global change and societal
improvement that the UN is
demanding. Business has the
global influence and economic
power needed to make the
difference where it matters most
— in the communities where
people live and work.
COVID-19, no respecter of
status or company size, showed
us very starkly how
interdependent our global lives are. It also showed
extremely clearly why working in concert matters.
Widening corporate focus to a broader base of
stakeholders means that finance leaders can also
become the face of positive and much-needed change.
Being in the vanguard of these necessary changes to
the way we do business is also critical for finance
professionals themselves as they move from their
back-office functions to sit alongside the executive
leadership team.
It is not just business that needs to transform, but
also the finance professionals who are driving that
process. Change requires buy-in from all those
affected. If stakeholders can be convinced there is
tangible benefit for them, they are likely to be more
actively engaged.
In my view, it is this change which is very hard to
argue against.

Leading on
responsible finance
‘Widening corporate focus to a
broader base of stakeholders
means that finance leaders can
also become the face of positive
and much-needed change.’
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Time for a
business
model rethink

P

ractically nothing is
untouched by the pandemic.
Significant resets are
occurring in every sphere of
life: hospitality, work and
leisure, travel and holidays, and business
and entertainment. Decision-making that
used to take weeks and months is now
happening in days. McKinsey and Co.
estimates that in the US alone,
e-commerce penetration achieved ten
years’ growth in just three months.
Other trends, in customer behaviour,
habits, preferences, and buying, are also
being impacted and changed. Some of
these changes will be permanent and the
others might shift back, but finance
leaders should be asking some key
questions: Can my organisation continue
in the post-pandemic world as it was
pre-pandemic without changing and
adapting to the new normal? How does my
business model change? And how will
value be defined and delivered, created,
and captured in this post-pandemic world?
(The Association’s Agile Finance Reimagined
webcast and whitepaper series — available
at tinyurl.com/y97rmpv7 — shares
practical guidance and addresses many of
these questions.)
This crisis, like every other in the past,
has exposed weaknesses in
organisations, but it has also opened new
doors and fresh prospects. Finance
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By Ash Noah, CPA, FCMA, CGMA

leaders have an unprecedented
opportunity to rise to this challenge and
truly engage in value partnering by
enabling their organisations to explore
these new avenues and extract value
from them. Despite being busy with
ensuring that the workforce is safe,
supply chain links remain unbroken, the
current business continues to survive,
and cash and liquidity are adequate for
continuing operations, CFOs and finance
leaders must address the imperative to
reimagine their business model.
The CGMA Business Model Framework
(guide available at tinyurl.com/yyn4pf75)
is a powerful framework to deploy to
overcome the current crisis and address
the disruption — while making the right
investment decisions to generate value
and long-term success for your
organisation. The framework shows how
your organisation defines, creates,
delivers, and captures value for, with, and
to its key stakeholders in a consistent and
coherent manner.
The framework also helps answer
several key underlying questions around
value creation. The main questions that
need to be reconsidered and addressed
that will help CFOs and their businesses
rethink and reimagine are:
Defining Value: What are the needs of
the stakeholders, especially now? It is an
opportunity to consider the changes and

the value proposition being delivered to
the customer. Health and safety and
contactless options are now being
assigned value, while just a few months
ago they might not have been.
Regarding Creating Value, the
question every organisation needs to
consider is: How are resources being
procured currently? And how are these
turned into products or services that
customers desire now? One would have
to consider how customer desires have
changed and adjust accordingly.
The key question to be asked around
Delivering Value is: How is value
delivered, and how can technology help
deliver value? Enterprises that have
delivered value using technology and
introduced new ways of serving the
customer are reaping significant benefits.
And finally, the way Value Capture
occurs needs to be revisited. Digital
capability enables value to be captured in
new ways that enable “pay as you use”
and measuring usage with metrics and
measures that previously were not
possible.
Ash Noah, CPA, FCMA, CGMA, is
managing director–Learning,
Education, and Development at the
Association of International Certified
Professional Accountants.
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Cricket takes a
coronavirus
hit

England’s Ollie Pope, in action
in the third test between
England and the West Indies
at Emirates Old Trafford in
Manchester, UK, in July, as
matches resumed behind closed
doors following the outbreak of
the coronavirus disease.

N
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ormally, it’s the weather that disrupts cricket, but this year it was something
more serious as the coronavirus took hold across the world.
The International Cricket Council (ICC) confirmed in early August that
the T20 World Cup destined for Australia in October and November would
be postponed until 2022, with India hosting the 2021 tournament as
planned. The shorter format of the T20 game — 120 balls for each team — has globally
brought in huge crowds and extra revenue since it began in 2003.
This was one of many sporting postponements or cancellations in a period that
saw the 2020 Tokyo Olympic Games postponed to 2021.
Meanwhile, the ICC’s Women’s World Cup, which was planned for New Zealand in
February, is now due to take place there in early 2022, according to the BBC.
However, COVID-19 did not stop a test series — albeit shortened to three matches
— between England and the West Indies in the UK in July. Play took place without
crowds and with the players living in a bio-secure environment designed to limit the
virus’s spread.
Cricket has grown into a big business with the IPL (Indian Premier League) generating revenues of $614 million in 2019 — an estimated 32% of global cricket revenues,
according to The Cricketer. And while the English Cricket Board announced a record
annual turnover of £228 million ($284.7 million) for 2019–2020, it and many other
country governing bodies are bracing themselves for what could be a big financial hit
this coming year.
— By Oliver Rowe (Oliver.Rowe@aicpa-cima.com), an FM magazine senior editor.
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Making strategic
planning relevant
in an uncertain
world
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Plans that are overly optimistic or
lack financial fundamentals rarely
stand the test of time. Seeking clarity
and adopting flexibility can help
organisations plan better.
By David A. J. Axson

A

global economic shutdown, unemployment rates
rising fivefold in two months, unprecedented
government economic stimulus, budgets trashed,
earnings guidance withdrawn. How can strategy still
be relevant in such an uncertain and volatile world?
Surely, carefully crafted long-term plans have little value
anymore? However, before discarding strategy completely, let’s
delve deeper. Maybe the problem is not strategic planning itself
but how the technique is used. As renowned strategic thinker
and Harvard Business School professor Michael Porter
commented: “‘Strategy’ is a word that gets used in so many ways
with so many meanings that it can end up being meaningless.”
In times of uncertainty, clarity becomes increasingly
important, and strategic planning can be a powerful tool for
bringing focus to an organisation by anticipating alternative
scenarios and evaluating how an organisation should respond.
A recent poll showed that organisations remain split on how
exactly to change strategy, if at all (see the graphic, “COVID-19’s
Effect on Strategic Planning”).
Two major flaws in many strategic plans are that they (1) are
overly optimistic and (2) lack a sound financial basis.
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Of course, risk is not always bad.
Building resilience into strategy
also allows organisations to take
advantage of the positive as well
as mitigate the negative.
Examples of strategic
resilience
As leaders look forward from a
turbulent 2020, the value of
understanding the resilience of
strategies is clear.

Technology evolution

Netflix moved from disrupting one
business model (and putting the final
nail in the coffin of Blockbuster) with
its home DVD delivery service to
establishing itself as the dominant
player in the streaming market. Its
core strategy of providing access to
entertainment content by subscription
remained unchanged.

Market differentiation

Vanguard grew its assets under
management from less than $56
billion in 1990 to over $6.2 trillion in
January 2020 with a three-pronged
strategy based on market-leading
index funds, low costs, and investor
ownership of the company.

Product evolution

American Express introduced its first
charge card in 1958 largely as a
defence against Diners Club, which
threatened Amex’s dominant position
in the traveller’s cheque market. With
subsequent introductions of the Gold
Card (1966) and Platinum Card (1984),
the company developed a dominant
position in the premium card segment
while also mitigating the decline of
the market for traveller’s cheques.
The challenge now is to remain
relevant in a cardless world.
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Frequently, strategies are based on
unrealistic assumptions and may be
wrong. All too often, strategic plans
confidently project huge unmet customer
demand, unprecedented market growth
potential, numerous sources of
competitive advantage, unparalleled
leadership team skills, flawless execution
capabilities, and either weak,
incompetent, obsolete, or nonexistent
competitors.
Second, strategies often lack financial
credibility by failing to adequately address
risk and uncertainty in projections for
growth, profitability, and capital
requirements or, worse, lack any numbers
at all.
As organisations look to adapt to the
new realities of doing business, two
attributes will increasingly hallmark
effective strategies: strategic resilience and
financial realism.

Strategic resilience
The best strategies remain valid over time
and are capable of adapting to everchanging market realities (see the sidebar,
“Examples of Strategic Resilience”). All too
often, strategies represent an aspirational
view of an organisation’s vision
unencumbered by reality. There is nothing
wrong with such exercises; they encourage
inspiration, innovation, and imagination.
However, they are rarely executable.
Effective strategic planning takes visionary
thinking and translates it into a framework
for action. In a 2002 book, Larry Bossidy,

former CEO of Honeywell, described
strategy as “a road map lightly filled in”.
Strategies provide guidance, but they also
need to allow for flexibility to adapt.
A key element of strategic resilience is
the incorporation of scenarios. Taking
time to test the validity of strategies under
different views of the future increases
confidence and accelerates an
organisation’s ability to adapt in times of
disruption, uncertainty, and volatility. One
unfortunate result of the COVID-19
pandemic is that it brought into sharp
focus a scenario that many had been
discussing (but not acting upon) of
reducing the reliance on China for medical
equipment. Between 2010 and 2019, US
imports of medical equipment from China
rose 75%, according to US foreign trade
data. Despite numerous calls for change,
short-term economic benefits appeared to
outweigh longer-term strategic risks.
Effective scenario planning can help by
evaluating the implications of different
situations in the short and long term.
Modelling the impact of variability
means that strategies can accommodate a
re-prioritisation of tactics and actions to
reflect changing circumstances and also
adapt to changes in the pace of execution
to take advantage of favourable trends or
mitigate unfavourable ones. These two
capabilities add resilience to strategy and
provide management with flexibility to
adapt as needed. Perhaps most important,
such strategies can increase the
confidence of major stakeholders such as
investors, business partners, employees,
and regulators.

Financial realism
The range of financial projections in
strategic plans varies widely. Some look
more like long-term budgets with detailed
profit and loss accounts and balance
sheets, while others are unencumbered by
any numbers at all. The former provides
the illusion of credibility, but it’s a mirage.
An organisation’s predictive ability is
simply not good enough to provide
detailed financial projections over even
very short periods. The latter reflects
naivety or maybe arrogance that cool ideas
alone are sufficient to enlist investors or
secure funding for internal strategic
projects. Credible strategies need to
provide perspective on the potential
investments required and likely returns
that could be delivered but should do so in
a rational and risk-weighted manner with

COVID-19’s effect on strategic planning
How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your organisation’s strategic plan?

41%
24%
Our strategy remains valid,
but we are updating it in
response to the pandemic.

We are crafting a new
strategy that reflects
the new realities for
our business.

17%

18%

We are not focusing
on strategy until the
long-term effects
become clearer.

Our strategy has
not changed.

Source: Nonscientific poll of 475 CGMA Advantage email newsletter readers, July 2020.
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most important elements are that each
projection needs to be described in the
context of potential risks and
uncertainties. A single forecast number
implies accuracy where little exists, so
clearly identifying risk factors and their
possible financial impact adds to the
confidence stakeholders will have in the
resilience of the strategy.
Of course, risk is not always bad.
Building resilience into strategy also
allows organisations to take advantage of
the positive as well as mitigate the
negative. April 2000 was not a great time to
be a dot-com company. An unprecedented
five-year, fourfold increase in the value of
the NASDAQ market in the US came to a
crashing stop. By October 2002, the market
had given up all its prior gains, and the
landscape was littered with failed
businesses. Yet one company navigated
the chaos and emerged stronger, recording
its first profit in 2001. Today, Amazon
employs over 800,000 employees and is
worth more than $1.5 trillion.

The payoff
Strategic planning is not dead. By
connecting strategic resilience to financial
realism, leaders can continuously assess

portfolio choices and operational realities
in the light of changing circumstances
and ensure actions are tied to positive
financial outcomes. Through a blended
process of innovative thinking, rational
planning, and realistic financial
modelling, organisations can create a
living strategy that adapts to change while
staying true to the mission and goals that
make the organisation unique. In today’s
uncertain world, strategy:
y Increases flexibility rather than
reduces it.
y Simplifies planning by sharpening
focus.
y Remains relevant in bad times as
well as good. ■

Consultant and author David A. J.
Axson is a retired partner from
Accenture, a co-founder of The Hackett
Group, and former head of corporate
planning at Bank of America. 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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clearly stated assumptions and confidence
levels.
Financial realism is important because
executing strategy requires investment.
Sustained success demands that
companies master the financial basics that
provide the fuel for strategy execution.
They should:
y Craft a compelling story to justify
strategic projects and investments.
y Establish key financial measures of
strategic success.
y Demonstrate and then execute on a
credible path to profitability.
y Manage cash flows to ensure liquidity
and solvency while pursuing growth.
Financial representation of a strategy is
not an exact science, but it should provide
a coherent financial story to accompany
the strategic story. Assuming that the
strategy embodies the attributes of
resilience described earlier, the financial
elements will include revenue
expectations based upon market size,
growth potential, and expected market
share; margin expectations based upon
projected startup and operating expenses;
and capital investment needs and cash
flows over a reasonable timeframe,
typically five to ten years. However, the
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Effective
communication for
strategic planning

Even the best-designed plan might fail if employees
don’t understand how to align with it.
By Mohammad Khalid, ACMA, CGMA

S

trategic planning meetings in
organisations are often an
ivory tower exercise. While the
top management discusses
crucial issues impacting the
future of the organisation, many
employees are left feeling disconnected.
This inability to effectively
communicate strategic plans for aligning
all employees’ actions is a fundamental
reason organisations lose control during
the implementation of many otherwise
excellent strategic plans. Difficulties with
maintaining effective communication on
strategy may include:
y A high need for cross-functional
communication across varying levels
in the organisation.
y Significant time gaps between
strategic planning sessions.
y Absence of accountability and
planning for communication.
y Reluctance to share information.

Tips for effective strategic
communication
When handled correctly, though,
communications can assist in strategic
planning instead of hindering progress.

Develop a communication plan with
clear accountability
Specific members of the strategic
management team should be clearly
responsible and accountable for decisions
on communication within the team and
across the organisation, including external
stakeholders.
An assessment of information
requirements of key stakeholders should
be carried out. Based on this, a

communication plan needs to be prepared
and implemented. Clear analysis of the
information needs of various stakeholders
allows relevant information to go to the
right person at the right time whilst
avoiding information overload and
confusion.
Key stakeholders for a strategic
management plan would quite often
include the top management and the
board as well as the senior management
involved in the implementation of the
plan. In addition, other members of the
organisation who may be affected directly
or indirectly need to be kept informed and
have their expectations managed.

Define and select appropriate
communication policies
A clearly articulated communication
policy would guide the organisation and
its employees in selecting an appropriate
approach to communication. The policy
might vary widely depending on a
particular company’s needs.
For instance, the board may have a
policy of communicating on a need-toknow basis. This approach may be adopted
on the premise that too much information
can create confusion and sometimes even
apprehension among employees.
Therefore, highly controlled and specific
sharing of information would be more
desirable.
Alternatively, the board may take an
approach that greater transparency is
useful in motivating employees. Wellinformed employees can contribute better.
Free flow of information is likely to
improve alignment and teamwork. Such a
policy would promote early and full
October 2020 I FM MAGAZINE I 15

disclosure on the basis that the advantages
of transparency will outweigh the
disadvantages listed earlier. If more
communication is considered desirable,
then the board should be willing to invest
in better communication frameworks and
platforms.

Improve information management
through appropriate design for
storage and access of information
Communication is a double-edged sword.
While continuous sharing of the strategic
plan can ensure everyone in the entire

Resources
AICPA members
MBAexpress: Strategy for Success,
tinyurl.com/y5hj6wje
CIMA members
Strategic Business Management:
From Planning to Performance,
tinyurl.com/y48ysowf
MBAexpress: Strategy for Success,
tinyurl.com/yyug6awh

organisation is aligned with the objectives
and plans, early release of information can
sometimes lead to unnecessary confusion
and stress across the organisation.
Particularly when people do not have
access to all the information, this can lead
to speculation and rumours.
Modern technology platforms (see the
sidebar “Technology Solutions: Shared
Platforms Enable Updates”) allow for
varying levels of access depending on the
communication policy on transparency
versus confidentiality discussed earlier.
Keep these things in mind while
designing the storage of and access to
information:

Where information is located and how
access is controlled
Information needs to be collected and
stored in a structure or design that
makes it easy to navigate through large
amounts of information. This requires a
suitable design of the site or drive with
users following an appropriate naming
convention. Otherwise, people may
claim ignorance of information that is
available or may accidentally access and
use old and outdated information. To
avoid these issues, the following should

be carefully considered while
implementing shared data and
information platforms:
y Information storage structure;
y Naming convention for headings,
folders, and files; and
y Convention for version control.
These protocols should be shared with
the teams in meetings as well as placed on
a shared location for easy access to team
members should they require it.
Access to information can be controlled
through access controls available in many
applications. Access to drives can also be
similarly controlled. The access can be
read-only or read-and-write. In cases that
include the ability to write, it would be
advantageous for the team to know how to
use the audit trail to track changes made
and by whom.

Updating and dissemination of
information
The major updates of information related
to the strategic planning and review
process happen after meetings, and this
may involve publishing the meeting
minutes on a shared platform. The
minutes may also be circulated by email to
the team.

Communication and strategies during the COVID-19 crisis
Effective strategic communication has taken on added
importance during the coronavirus pandemic, which has left
customers, employees, shareholders, and others wondering
what steps organisations will take to respond to the crisis.
In many cases, the disruption led to a need for changes in
strategy almost overnight. Many companies pivoted away
from delivering some of their traditional goods and services
to accommodate changing consumer needs in an
environment where access to worksites was limited for many.
Meanwhile, many employees wondered about their job
security as well as whether and when they might be
permitted to work from home — or be required to return to
the workplace. And shareholders wondered about the effects
the economic fallout would have on the companies in which
they had invested.
As in any situation, it was important during the pandemic
to tailor messaging to the requirements of specific
stakeholders. While employees may have needed to know
about the dos and don’ts of travel, shareholders perhaps
needed to be informed about the short-term and long-term
financial impact on their investment. This is not to suggest
that employees do not need to be informed about the
financial impact, but to emphasise that the information
required needs to be tailored to specific stakeholders.
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An example of an effective centralised team for
responding to the coronavirus pandemic is Australian Prime
Minister Scott Morrison’s National Cabinet. The National
Cabinet includes the prime minister and all state and
territory premiers and chief ministers. This centralised team
forged a bipartisan response to the crisis and emerged with
consistent policies and messaging across the country for
combating the pandemic in a rapidly changing environment
where there was significant lack of information to begin with.
The results have been so promising that the prime
minister announced in May that the National Cabinet will
continue beyond the current crisis, according to news
reports.
Google, meanwhile, had CEO Sundar Pichai communicate
strategic plans directly to employees during the pandemic. A
26 May email to employees, for example, described the
company’s plans for opening offices as well as a $1,000
allowance the company planned to provide each employee to
pay for necessary equipment and office furniture to enable
continued work from home.
And Unilever CEO Alan Jope used a feature article on the
company website in March to inform employees of the
company’s travel restrictions and requirements for
employees experiencing cold or flu-like symptoms.

Technology solutions: Shared platforms enable updates
One way of sharing the strategic plan with the organisation
and providing for more continuous communication is by
putting the plan, implementation details, and controls on a
shared platform.
This allows for a continuous stream of information that
provides several significant advantages:
y Visibility of progress to all key stakeholders leads to
better alignment. This is important because often one
team finishes work and then waits for necessary inputs
from others, resulting in delays. Continuous sharing
allows effective team communication in situations
where timely collaborations are essential. This enables
early responses and faster progression of work.
y An idea that has occurred today does not need to
wait for the next strategic review to be considered.
Rapid review significantly increases the possibility of

In addition, the strategic plan and
progress documents will need to be
updated. Such updates should usually
trigger a notification to all team members,
if appropriately set up for it.

Address concerns around sharing
information
As noted earlier, managers are often
reluctant to report poor results or bad
news early. This could be due to concerns
about being branded a failure or as
someone who is letting the team down.
The greater scrutiny that transparency
affords can make some managers feel
vulnerable and not want to disclose too
much. In addition, they might worry that
failure attributed to them could lead to a
reduction or even a loss of bonuses or
other incentives.
The attitude towards sharing
information can be influenced by some of
the following considerations:
An appreciation of the role of failure
in improving performance: Failure in
most organisations is seen as
unacceptable. This contributes to the
vulnerabilities that managers experience
when required to operate in an
environment of continuous disclosure
and transparency.
People will make mistakes, and things
may not always work out as intended.
However, failure is but a steppingstone
to success. It offers an opportunity to
learn and grow. Many a successful career
is built on learning from early failures.
Performance measures, the performance
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

early intervention and resolution. Continuous updates
afford an early opportunity for peers to challenge each
other in a positive way, providing time and opportunity
to develop creative solutions, leading to superior
performance.
y Early detection of adverse trends could help in
creating an earlier response, reducing risks, and
improving the chance of success.
y If appropriate policy measures are in place, the
chances of gaming the system are reduced.
Spaced-out reviews and lack of regular information
give management the chance to massage data and
present it in a way that does not reflect badly on them.
y Last but not least, efficiency is improved with the
use of platforms that allow multiple people to work
collaboratively on a single document at the same time.

management process, and policies
designed by HR should reflect this. They
should accommodate the realisation of
certain risks in the process of running a
business and not resort to punitive
measures against individuals.
Designing an appropriate financial
incentive system — individual vs.
team: Implementing a strategy is rarely an
individual effort. The success or failure of
a strategic plan can rarely be attributed
entirely to an individual and is generally
ascribed to the team. Oftentimes the
leadership team is incentivised through
individual performance bonuses for
delivering a strategy. This might make it
harder to enlist the support of the rest of
the team and the organisation.
Management may consider group
incentives to address this issue and aim to
reward all who are involved directly or
indirectly with the strategy. Group
incentives make it easier to obtain broader
support for the strategic management
effort.
The management should also develop
a framework for how the group incentive
is shared amongst the members of the
team delivering the strategy and other
members of the company. There could be
guidelines for assessment of individual
contributions to the process of strategic
plan implementation. Sharing of group
incentives should be determined based on
these guidelines. An example of that could
be that the level of incentive within the
team may vary with the recipient’s place in
the hierarchy.

Incorporating motivational rewards:
Consideration should be given both to
financial and nonfinancial rewards. A
little bit of appreciation can go a long way
in building enthusiasm in an
organisation.

Delivering on the plan
The policy of the organisation towards
failure management will determine the
culture of transparency and accountability
of the team. The stronger the team
communication, the more control it will
have over the successful implementation
of the strategic plans. (See the sidebar
“Communication and Strategies During
the COVID-19 Crisis”.)
In the words of business strategy expert
Michael Porter, “The essence of strategy is
choosing what not to do.” So, it would be
hugely beneficial if the top management
does not complete strategic planning
meetings before developing a clear and
accountable communication plan. ■

Mohammad Khalid, ACMA, CGMA, CA,
is an independent consultant based in
Australia, who provides management,
planning, budgeting, accounting, and
control-related services to startups
and SMEs. To comment on this article
or to suggest an idea for another
article, contact Ken Tysiac, FM
magazine’s editorial director, at
Kenneth.Tysiac@aicpa-cima.com.
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What you can learn from

businesses that
do agile right
Case studies show that agile strategies can be applied to
running a business and innovating at the same time.
By Sabine Vollmer

T

echnological advances,
globalisation, climate change,
and, not least, the coronavirus
pandemic make for a world of
rapid changes and
uncertainties. One way for businesses to
keep up is to become agile.
Steve Berez is a partner at global
consulting firm Bain & Company and a
senior leader in the consultancy’s agile
practice. He and his colleagues Darrell
Rigby and Sarah Elk co-authored Doing
Agile Right: Transformation Without Chaos
to dispel myths and misconceptions about
agile business methods. The book is based
on hundreds of case studies from around
the world and across industries and
dozens of third-party research reports.
In an interview with FM, Berez outlined
the commonalities he and his co-authors
found among companies that successfully
used agile methods.
The book is based on experiences at lots
of companies. Can you summarise
those experiences?
Berez: Companies we’ve seen be most
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successful with agile have agile leadership
teams. Those leadership teams understood
their job is to build an agile business
system.
That agile business system does three
things: It runs the business reliably and
efficiently, making sure operations that
need to be consistent are consistent. It
changes the business or innovates rapidly
and effectively. Then it harmonises those
two objectives. So, the agile leadership
team is thinking about doing all of those
things.
What’s an agile system? What’s part of
that system?
Berez: Every business has what we think
of as an operating system, the way that it
functions. That includes things like the
strategy that it follows, the leadership and
culture, the talent engine, and the business
processes.
For each of those dimensions, this
system can be static. Static strategy is very
detailed and planned far in advance. Or it
could be at the other end of the spectrum —
chaotic. That means plans are

uncoordinated and undisciplined.
In the middle is an agile strategy with
adaptive road maps. The idea is that you
don’t need a detailed map for your entire
journey, but it is important to develop a
map to your nearest milestone, something
that’s more clearly in your sights. Once you
get there, you can select your next
milestone and map your route to it. This
way your map is constantly evolving as
you are learning the best routes along the
way.
What does that mean for the finance
function? How is an agile CFO different
from a traditional CFO?
Berez: What we find is that in many
traditional large businesses, there’s an
emphasis by the CFO on running the
business — the control and reliability
— but not as much on effectively changing
the business. For example, the core
processes of generating financial reports,
paying invoices, controlling the spending
of the company — those things are all high
on the minds of many CFOs, and they do
them very effectively. In the process of
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doing those things effectively, they
sometimes slow down innovation. For
example, they fund projects for long
periods, and they require detailed specifics
on what a project is going to do and the
features and functions of the way it’s
going to work.
They get a lot of control out of doing
that, and it might feel like that’s a better
use of the shareholders’ money. The
problem is that a lot of projects end up not
really generating the value that was
promised, because they’re not flexible
enough to take into account what’s
learned along the way.
A CFO in an agile business or a CFO
practising agile principles will work more
like a venture capitalist, funding projects
for short periods, understanding how
those projects are producing results, and
then doubling down on the bets that are
giving better results and cutting back on
those that aren’t.
On the mindset side, this is something
we want all leaders to be exhibiting. It
would be things like trusting people and
empowering people at the frontline to do
the right thing. That is, to believe the
people closest to the customer, the
information, or the data are going to be
able to make better decisions than much
more senior people further removed from
those things. Or the idea that it’s OK to
take smart risks in the service of learning
as opposed to ensuring that a product or
an idea is perfect before it’s rolled out.
But a CFO also has a role in assuring
that the parts of the business system or
the operating system they control are able
to support agile teams and the funding
model — the way the budgeting is done.
I suspect it’s important to keep a
balance between the agile and the
traditional if you want the finance
function to function. How do you do
that as a CFO?
Berez: Balance is really one of the core
principles that’s required. For example, I
was working with a large airline last year
that was changing the way it did funding
of its technology projects. Historically, it
funded large projects for multiple years.
Even when those projects weren’t
generating the value promised, they
would just continue going.
They moved to a model where teams
would be funded around different themes
— for example, improving the check-in
process or improving the efficiency of
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turning around airplanes at the gate.
There would be specific business
outcomes that each of those teams were
looking to achieve. The CFO was able to
monitor those outcomes on a quarterly
basis and adjust funding accordingly.
That provided the flexibility of being
able to make those changes, but at the
same time, there still were budgets,
controls, and processes for hiring people
and so forth that allowed the control side
to work. That’s the balance I’m talking
about.
Which performance indicators or goals
measure agile leadership?
Berez: An important part of measuring
agile teams is thinking about specific
business metrics that are going to achieve
the value the company wants.
For example, we worked with a
healthcare company that was trying to
improve the number of people going to
high-quality, cost-effective doctors. There
wasn’t a single team that could really fully
achieve that objective, but there was a
team that was responsible for creating a
directory and rating physicians. There was
another team responsible for the app
which a consumer would use to find a
physician. Then there was another team
responsible for setting up the incentives
of the way that healthcare plans were
designed. As each team made progress
toward its team objective, the enterprise
objective would be realised.
The way they set up the metrics for
each of the teams was to optimise the
things they were able to control. For
example, the team that helped a patient
pick a doctor using an app would be
measured by the percentage of the time
the consumer made a decision to see a
high-quality, low-cost physician.
In a more traditional model, you might
just be measuring things like the average
medical cost or average administrative
cost, which isn’t of much help in guiding
the activity of individual teams.
How do you monitor whether you have
that balance right on an ongoing basis,
that you’re going in the right direction?
Berez: An agile system is set up very well
to monitor and adapt. You’re constantly
looking at the way you’re doing things and
improving them. CFOs look at the results
that they’re getting from the different
teams and see if they’re achieving those
results. If they’re not, they look at the

underlying reasons. Are we perhaps not
funding the right projects? Are we not
taking enough risks? Are we not giving the
teams the resources they need to succeed?
In addition to measuring business
outcomes, they might be surveying teams
to understand whether they’re getting
what they need. They might be doing
external surveys of the market to
understand why customers are behaving
the way they are. All those things together
will provide the information to decide
whether the system is in balance or
whether there is some part that isn’t
working the way it ought to and needs to
be refined.
What does that look like, an agile CFO
working within an agile C-suite, and
how does that differ from a traditional
setup?
Berez: Individual leaders can still make
progress toward agile goals, but they’ll
definitely work most effectively as part of
an overall agile leadership team.
Agile leadership itself functions as an
agile team, though not as much as a
conventional agile team, because the agile
leadership team in the C-suite is
responsible for a number of different
things. Each C-suite member, of course, is
responsible for his/her own function. The
CFO is responsible directly for the
financial organisation.
As a leadership team, they are also
responsible for building the agile
business system that I was describing
before. As they work together as a team,
they’re able to help each other. The CFO
can help the other members with the
financial metrics, to let them know
whether their functions are operating
well. The CIO can provide some of the
data and some of the technology
capability for the tools to track the value.
The chief marketing officer can help the
other leadership team members
understand the external customers better
and ensure that their functions are
supporting those external customers in
the best way possible.
An important aspect of what each
leadership team needs to do is create a list
of the priority opportunities for the
business. Those are the initiatives that the
team will undertake to make
improvements in the business. Initiatives
should be prioritised based on the
business value and how quickly they can
be achieved.

You don’t have to be a big company to
do this?
Berez: Any size company can do this.
The size of the company just impacts
the scope of what the leadership team
works on.
Did you see anything surprising,
anything you didn’t expect to result
from an agile system, from agile
leadership?
Berez: The agile leaders enjoy their
jobs far more than they used to.
Previously, they were spending all
sorts of time in meetings that felt very
unproductive, where decisions might
be made one day and questioned
another day, where they found
themselves spending a lot of time in
reviews and they weren’t necessarily
creating a lot of value for the business.
When they moved to this agile
model, they could spend much more
time on the things that only they
could do, most importantly around
business strategy, around building
this agile operating system that
helped improve the business. They
spent less time micromanaging and
directing their teams. They were
doing higher-value work and finding
it more fulfilling.
They were doing things that were
having greater impact on a daily basis
than they used to when their job
involved much more mundane and
routine work.
Can you do agile wrong?
Berez: There are a number of
companies that, when they take on
this agile journey, opt for an approach
that could best be summarised as,
“Let’s have you folks do agile.” The
senior team comes up with a grand
plan to make the company agile, and

Resources
Whitepaper and video series
“Agile Finance Reimagined”,
tinyurl.com/2020Agile

they go through all sorts of detailed
project plans. They set up a project
office to administer all of this, and
they dictate that all of these teams be
set up and that people start working in
agile ways.
This is exactly the opposite of agile
behaviour. The leadership team is not
listening to customers. They’re not
testing things on a small basis,
improving them, and only then scaling
them up and rolling them out.
As CFOs and other executives

embark on this journey, we would want
them to start with smaller pilots,
demonstrate value, get energy in the
organisation around that value, and
then scale up as the demand grows. ■

Sabine Vollmer is an FM magazine
senior editor. To comment on this
article or to suggest an idea for
another article, contact her at
Sabine.Vollmer@aicpa-cima.com.
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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
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Apple Podcasts or
Google Podcasts.

Report
Agile Finance Unleashed: The Key Traits
of Digital Finance Leaders,
tinyurl.com/y968gxrv
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Directing change
management
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in automation projects
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Roche’s director of finance and operations
in Hong Kong shares the pharmaceutical giant’s
challenges during its RPA journey and how it has
worked to overcome them.
By Teresa Leung

T

he human side of change remains the
most challenging element in managing
any digital transformation. Employees
tend to focus more on their day-to-day
tasks and less on taking a broad view of the
entire enterprise. That focus, along with resistance to
change, often results in slow technology adoption,
internal bottlenecks, and low return on investment.
At Roche’s Asia Pacific innovation hub in Hong
Kong, the leaders of its finance and operations team
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faced myriad challenges in its robotic process
automation (RPA) implementation that began in
2018. One of the largest pharmaceutical companies in
the world, the Swiss-headquartered company
discovered that automating some of its processes
proved to be more difficult than expected, and the
challenges were mainly people-related.
This article explores the people aspect in Roche
Hong Kong’s RPA project. Tin Ha, CPA (Australia), the
director of finance and operations overseeing the RPA
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‘We want employees to see
having automated processes
… as the new way of working.’
Tin Ha, CPA (Australia), the director of finance and operations overseeing
Roche Hong Kong’s RPA project

project, shares the challenges he faced and
strategies employed to battle those
challenges that will serve to be useful for
companies on the same journey.

Introducing RPA
Roche Hong Kong’s RPA project began in
mid-2018 as part of a company-wide
digital transformation to free employees
from repetitive tasks and allow them to
focus on value-added work. The Hong
Kong team decided to build a cloud-based
robot named AIDA.
The finance and operations team that
Ha oversees is one of the few functions
driving RPA adoption and the company’s
digital transformation, because the
function has many repetitive processes.
RPA was one of the technologies that
Roche implemented to build AIDA, he said.
The robot is also equipped with
capabilities including natural language
processing, text-based chatbot, and image
recognition.
Accessible via smartphones and
laptops, AIDA as of July was processing
multiple tasks including daily sales
reconciliation between multiple channels,
monthly payroll, supply chain inbound
documents, purchase request
preparations, and others for multiple
functions within the company.
Before AIDA, employees had to handle
various processes manually. For instance,
employees manually checked for
differences between data in the enterprise
resource planning system and those in the
various channels and resolved the issues,
Ha said.
Now AIDA handles those duties, saving
many employee hours. The robot also
reads contracts, validates prices, and
automates the processing of orders from
customers.
As Roche Hong Kong automates
repetitive processes, the company sees its
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RPA implementation as a journey rather
than a project that has clear start and end
dates, Ha noted.
“We want employees to see having
automated processes — which will also
eventually become autonomous — as the
new way of working,” he said. “This change
in mindset is an important part of the RPA
journey, where employees develop a new
set of capabilities for the future.”
The company had anticipated
employee resistance even before
implementation because each person sees
the values brought by changes differently,
Ha said.
“Employees wondered whether RPA
would replace their jobs,” he said. “Even
those who were less sceptical doubted
what opportunities the technology could
offer.”
Though there is now a lot more traction
and commitment to the RPA journey,
resistance was strong at the initial stage
because the company did not sufficiently
focus on these three areas: communicating
a context and a narrative, breaking down
silos, and enabling enterprise thinking.
These issues are all people-related, he
said, adding that the company tackled
them with different solutions while
understanding that it needs to take a
long-term view for change to happen.

Communicating a context and a
narrative
Ha said that RPA adoption was slower than
expected in the office, and one key piece

of evidence of this is the amount of time
opened up by RPA. Although Roche has
seen RPA save time, the amount is half
what the company had anticipated, he
said, adding that RPA had freed up 2.5
full-time equivalents (FTEs) of workload
in the preceding 16 months in the Hong
Kong office of 120 people. (An FTE is a
unit that indicates the workload of a
full-time employee where an FTE of 1.0 is
equivalent to the workload of one
full-timer.)
“That is an aggregate number. We still
haven’t gained enough support from
individual employees,” he added.
And behind the slow adoption are the
low levels of employee motivation and
commitment at the beginning, he said.
“We have a ‘fail fast and learn fast’
culture, and we don’t come across many
technical problems,” Ha noted. “However,
we didn’t do a good enough job
communicating the context of this RPA
journey to motivate people to participate
and be committed to the project.”
If employees are not motivated, they
would not see RPA as a new way of
working — having a human-robot
partnership to unleash humans’ creative
and innovative strengths — which is
Roche’s intended outcome and is more
important than the amount of time that a
technology has freed up, he added.
What can increase employee
motivation? Roche management soon
recognised the need to provide a narrative
to help employees see the types of talent
they can become during this
transformation and to show that the
organisation would help staff develop
additional skills required for their new
roles.
“For instance, people lack intrinsic
motivation because they see that the
automation of the processes they handle
today will result in them being out of
work,” Ha said. “If an organisation
understands this and starts to identify the
capabilities people have and how their
capabilities could contribute to the
delivery of certain outcomes and not just

some numbers such as time savings,
people may step out of their comfort
zones and bring value to the table after
solid training and coaching.”
Still, some people might stay
unmotivated and choose to leave the
company. Ha said employers should focus
on candidates’ mindset when hiring
replacements.
“You don’t want to hire people who are
competent but incompatible with your
company’s culture and hope to transform
them after they’re hired,” he said.

Breaking down silos
While some teams may be more excited
about RPA, it is not enough to have just
part of the organisation engaged, Ha said.
“That’s because many processes in
today’s organisations are cross-functional.
However, people from various functions
have their different priorities and might
work in silos without a shared purpose or
common goal,” he pointed out.
According to Ha, it takes tremendous
leadership to remove internal bottlenecks.
Besides providing a vision, leaders have to
invest time to coach employees — a way to
help people to be successful in digital
transformation or any type of
transformation, he noted.
At the same time, leaders need to
become catalysts in transforming their
organisations, he added.
As Roche’s Asia Pacific innovation hub,
the management team in Hong Kong saw
the project as an opportunity to transform
the organisation by getting people to think
cross-functionally, Ha said.
One initiative was inviting technology
startups that developed solutions for the
company to work with the finance and
operations team in the Hong Kong office.
The experience of working alongside
entrepreneurs helped employees gain
exposure to a very different way of
working, Ha said. The exposure got
employees to start focusing more on the
intended outcomes of an initiative for all
teams involved rather than just the
quantifiable goals or requirements.

Enabling enterprise thinking
Another challenge was the lack of
enterprise thinking. Getting employees to
consider the whole enterprise rather than
focusing on their specific remit when
making decisions was not something that
the company could change overnight, he
said.
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“When employees only see the
functions to which they belong, they
remain in silos, missing out on valuable
opportunities to collaborate and develop
themselves,” Ha said.
In addition, employees in silos may
focus on the “tasks” required to be done
to automate processes, without
considering the intended outcomes of the
entire automation journey, he noted.
Without considering the entire
automation journey, employees might
overlook the need for some processes to
be completely redesigned, which is key to
achieving the intended outcomes, Ha
added.
Adopting a top-down approach may be
the simplest in this case, but it is not a
sustainable solution to promote a culture
of enterprise thinking, he said.
“The reason we have RPA and AIDA is to
decentralise decision-making and help
employees realise that they can make
changes and be leaders,” he explained.
“Employees who have dealt with repetitive
processes — rather than senior
management — know the nitty-gritty of
them and should be engaged in the
transformation journey.”
One of the possible solutions to this
challenge is servant leadership, he
suggested. “With servant leadership,
leaders’ roles are to empower individuals
and ensure information and resources
flow freely across internal boundaries to
maximise outcomes and optimise human
capital,” Ha said.
Roche Hong Kong also established
shared goals (instead of a function’s goals)
and introduced dynamic budget
allocation to encourage enterprise
thinking, he said. Instead of having a
forecast at the beginning of the year,
Roche Hong Kong now does event-driven
planning.
“We do forecast on an as-needed basis,”
he said. “Traditional once-a-year target
setting where people spend a lot of time
debating specific baseline numbers is
disconnected from the reality of a
dynamic market.”
Having adopted event-driven planning,
Roche Hong Kong expects that teams will
focus on enterprise-level elements such
as strategies and how to quickly respond
to market dynamics in 90-day cycles. This
will help the company to come up with
the right actions and deliver value to
patients and the society as a
pharmaceutical company.

Challenges reflect existing
problems
Asked if the human-related challenges
that Roche Hong Kong experienced are
avoidable, Ha said companies could face
similar issues, but the magnitude of the
issues varies from one organisation to
another. Organisations need to assess
their culture, structure, strategy, and staff
mindset to know what to expect before
any RPA implementation, he advised.
In addition, leaders need to provide a
clear context and a narrative to get people
excited about a transformation journey, he
said.
“If these are done, you will have some
first movers who will champion the
transformation and encourage many
others to become committed,” Ha noted.
“If any organisation has similar
human-related challenges, remember that
they might not be anything new,” he said.
“They reflect your company’s culture and
the mindset that had existed even before
the technology implementation.” ■
Teresa Leung is a freelance writer
based in Hong Kong. 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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9 September 2019, tinyurl.com/y4tdsc7j
AICPA members
Digital Mindset Pack — Automation
Focus, tinyurl.com/yxaab4uf
Robotic Process Automation
Fundamentals for Accounting &
Finance Professionals Certificate
Program, tinyurl.com/y2atwge9
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Robotic Process Automation
Fundamentals for Accounting &
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Robotic Process Automation
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Surviving your first
100 days as a new CFO
amidst the pandemic
Finance leaders can follow five steps to build credibility
and meet high expectations in the first months on the job.
By Luke O’Neill
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F

inance professionals reaching
for their first-time CFO job face
a trial by fire.
New CFOs used to have a
grace period, but the pandemic
has heightened a need to make an impact
early. Once on the job, first-time CFOs need
to build credibility quickly, executive
recruiters and senior CFOs suggest.
Many boards and executive managers
expect CFOs to have an international
perspective to foster global growth,
according to executive recruiters
interviewed by Deloitte. They want a CFO
who’s a good communicator, has a vision,
can lead and collaborate, and can turn
data into strategy. And they want quick
results.
Rowan Wilkie, the Melbourne-based
CFO of global software company LiveTiles,
said that during the pandemic, CFOs need
to get comfortable making decisions at an
incredible speed, because indecision and
inaction may have worse consequences
than some mistakes.
“You’ve got to be directionally right, but
choose speed over precision,” he said.
Small teams of senior executives from
different functions — ideally chaired by the
CEO — help structure issues and responses,
Wilkie said. To make important decisions,
these teams should use quality data from a
range of internal and external sources.
“Once that’s in place, be ruthless with
your time and resources by triaging risks
and opportunities,” he added. “Do the
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important stuff well, get used to ditching
nice-to-do things.”

5 focus areas for first-time CFOs
Here is more advice from senior CFOs to
help you in the initial 100 days as a
first-time CFO:

Prioritise cash
This is the advice of Fabien Dawidowicz,
the CFO of Spendesk, a French tech startup
that gives CFOs and finance teams more
visibility over company spending. “You
may be in a newly funded company with a
lot of cash in the bank account, which
gives you more time to deep-dive into
other subjects. But if cash is tighter, this
absolutely needs to be your chief focus.
That’s the main financial priority. You can’t
do anything without cash. You can’t pay
employees or suppliers — nothing.”
But the virus may impact revenues
significantly, making it necessary to track
cash flow and to forecast at different
rhythms.
“In some cases, it could be day-to-day,”
Dawidowicz said. “If one or two clients
can’t pay and that would severely impact
your cash, for instance. At the very least,
this would be a time to talk to your own
suppliers to see if you can change your
frequency of expense payments.”

Deliver business as usual
When you become a first-time CFO, you’re
now the custodian of core competencies.

“There are certain compliance-related
functions, such as closing the books on
time, getting meaningful reports out to
management, making sure that financial
statements are in compliance with GAAP,
meeting regulatory requirements, and
making sure you pass the audit,” said Anna
Brunelle, CPA (inactive), former CFO of
Kinestral Technologies, a US company that
develops software-enabled tinting
windows.
“If the fundamentals are operating well,
everyone takes them for granted, but if
they are operating poorly, they’re a
constant pain point,” Brunelle said. “To be
successful, you have to have the wheels on
the bus — it’s not the glamorous part of the
job, but without that foundation, you can’t
be a successful CFO.”
Wilkie echoes Brunelle’s advice on
getting meaningful reports to
management. “If you don’t do that, and if
there are question marks about the
accuracy of information, or about multiple
versions of reports or numbers, you will
end up in a credibility cycle and you end
up chasing your tail,” he said.

Walk, listen, and talk
Mitsu Doshi, ACMA, CGMA, is the Asia
Pacific CFO of foodpanda, a mobile food
delivery platform with a presence in more
than 240 cities worldwide. She advises
new CFOs to observe, listen, and actively
engage and interact with multiple
stakeholders in their first 100 days.

“Invest time in understanding your
business, your organisation’s culture, and
the people who run your business,” she
said. “It’s equally important to understand
the values and the vision of the business,
the board, and the investors.”
Dawidowicz also believes an
understanding of company culture is key
to shaping pandemic-related decisions.
“Especially with topics like budget cuts,
you have to be clear with employees about
what’s happening and what kinds of effort
you’re going to make in the future to avoid
further issues,” he said. “From my own
experience, transparency is key.”
Also, it’s important to try to find
solutions with team managers. From time
to time, they need to be able to operate
with a lower budget, he said.

Craft the company’s story
Brunelle said stepping into the CFO role
requires a transition to a storyteller role.
“You’re focused on what the company
will become over the next few years,” she
said. “Or, if you’re in a public company,
you’re … sharing your strategy with
analysts, sharing quarterly financial
results, answering questions, speaking at
conferences, and guiding the stock market
on future projections.”
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Doshi agrees. “Aim to build a business
where you can tell a story that not only
contains elements of growth and wealth
creation but also says that we proactively
protect our businesses from the risks that
come with the changing business
landscapes.”

Act with integrity
When Wilkie and LiveTiles’ CEO returned
from a US investor roadshow in early
March, markets had started to become
volatile. After speaking with major global
investors and other large tech firms, it
became clear that the coronavirus would
spread around the world and a recession
was likely.
On 2 March, he and the CEO talked on
the phone, Wilkie said. In the next six
weeks, headcount was cut 25% by
accelerating acquisition integration and
consolidating functions. As a result, cash
burn decreased by nearly 90% in the
quarter to 30 June.
The early stage of the pandemic was a
challenging time. He said that making
good people redundant has a profound
and lasting impact, and it’s terrible for
everyone involved. “So, you’ve firstly got to
treat people as well as possible in that
process and have broad buy-in from your

leaders, otherwise your culture and the
objectives of the programme can be
undermined.” ■
Luke O’Neill is a freelance writer based
in Australia. To comment on this article
or to suggest an idea for another
article, contact Sabine Vollmer, an
FM magazine senior editor, at
Sabine.Vollmer@aicpa-cima.com.

Resources
Reports
Understanding and Communicating
Value Creation: The CFO and Finance
Function Role in Value Creation and
Understanding Value Creation,
tinyurl.com/yyk24afs
Agile Finance Reimagined:
Whitepaper and Video Series,
tinyurl.com/y97rmpv7
Videos
“The Evolving Role of the CFO”,
tinyurl.com/y3ng98h4
“The Evolving Role of the CFO:
The Sequel”, tinyurl.com/y6frj9qa
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Becoming a sustainable
leader

Sustainability makes business
sense. Finance leaders can
strengthen financial performance
by improving the community and
the environment.
By Raju Venkataraman, FCMA, CGMA
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utomation. Digitisation. Trade wars. Climate change. And
now the coronavirus pandemic. To excel, in fact even to
survive, there is a need for a new kind of organisational
leadership regardless of the setting — for-profit, not-forprofit, private, public, or government.
We need to fundamentally rethink established norms in areas such as
transport, food supply chains, healthcare, education, data management,
and infrastructure. Businesses need to rethink how they operate — from
channel delivery, sales and marketing, pricing and procurement, and
supply chains to workforce management and cybersecurity.

For companies, that means leading in a
way that:
y Benefits the larger community and
the environment, while maintaining
and improving financial performance
(known as PPP, or the triple bottom
line of people, planet, and profit);
and
y Tackles the business challenges
of today and tomorrow and
simultaneously makes the long-term
sustainability of our world a top
priority.
I call this sustainability-oriented
leadership or sustainable leadership.
Leaders of accounting professions
worldwide have urged accountants and
finance professionals to put sustainability
and the fight against climate change at the
forefront of their work (see “Accounting
Profession Leaders Call for Action Against
Climate Change”, Journal of Accountancy,
25 February 2020, tinyurl.com/y3c6et97).
Also, multiple studies have shown
sustainable leadership can harness
wide-ranging business opportunities and
has become an important consideration
in business strategy. The top business
benefits are improved talent recruitment
and retention and higher staff
engagement; improved brand reputation
and increased ability to meet consumer
demand; and better financial
performance.

Steps towards sustainable
leadership
Investors, customers, and other
stakeholders have shown a growing desire
to connect a company’s financial
performance to its social and
environmental impact. Analysts now
regularly incorporate environmental,
social, and corporate governance (ESG)
factors into investment analysis.
An ethically centred approach to
customers, employees, and the world at
large is increasingly seen as an indicator
that a company is a good long-term
investment. In January 2020, BlackRock’s
CEO Larry Fink further endorsed
sustainable business performance by
indicating that the world’s largest asset
manager would incorporate ESG into its
investment decision-making. Hence
finance teams need to appreciate the
impact of sustainability on key financial
decisions like mergers and acquisitions,
capital allocation, and capital raising.
Sustainability is also influencing
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corporate governance, as shareholders
pay closer attention to resolutions that tie
social and environmental performance to
issues such as compensation and the
qualifications of board members.
Credit-rating agencies, such as Moody’s
and Standard & Poor’s, now want to know
about companies’ sustainability practices.
Last year, the Governance &
Accountability Institute reported that the
percentage of S&P 500 companies
preparing sustainability reports increased
from just under 20% to 86% between 2011
and 2018.
Leading CFOs and other market-facing
executives have become more familiar
with their companies’ most vital ESG
issues, and some may go as far as having a
hand in shaping the company’s ESG
strategy. Here are initial steps CFOs can
take towards sustainable leadership:
1. A logical first step in driving
sustainability efforts is to look for
initiatives that can drive an
environmental benefit while at the
same time improving a company’s
cost structure and operational
efficiency. CFOs have the ability and
occasion to head up these endeavours.
Finance leaders will also need to
prepare for hard questions from
stakeholders and need to demonstrate
a heightened commitment to ESG
performance.
2. Identify major risks, including climate
change, that will affect the long-term
sustainability of the organisation and
the steps needed to manage these risks.
3. The finance team will need to start
analysing data such as water and
energy use, emissions output,
employee transportation,
telecommuting, virtual conferencing,
and supply and distribution chain
policies and practices — anything that
contributes to the company’s
environmental and social impact.
4. Rather than merely ticking the ESG
boxes in the annual report, the CFO
and finance team can play an active
role in partnering with the business to
identify which key performance
indicators (KPIs) should be monitored
to understand and influence the
impact the organisation is having in
specific areas of sustainability. What
data and evidence should be collected
to this end? How deeply should we
consider the “so what” of those KPIs
and how to determine the actions to

take? How does the performance
management system encourage and
measure achievement of those actions
and KPIs? Is there some emerging
trend or concern to take into account?
5. CFOs and their teams will need to keep
up with new and impending
environmental and social regulation
in all of their business locations and
pay attention to how such regulations
may affect things such as management
and statutory reporting as well as the
supply and distribution chain. From
time to time, this may extend to
locations where the company may not
directly have business operations, but
its suppliers or customers may be
located there.
6. CFOs and their teams will need to
incorporate ESG-related factors when
they do the competitive scan, to learn
more. Similarly, listening carefully and
with discernment to the voices of
external stakeholders can yield new
insights. External stakeholders often
are able to offer new and innovative
ideas about what knowledge and skills
a company has to offer, and they are
unencumbered by assumptions about
its business model. By doing this, a
company may be able to unearth
low-cost, high-impact possibilities to
serve the community at large,
leveraging existing internal resources.
Since the coronavirus pandemic
began, ESG factors have become even
more important to highlight the need to
do well by society and to mitigate
business risk in the medium to long term.
Savvy CFOs and their finance teams
will proactively advocate responsible
behaviour and transparent reporting on
the one hand and on the other will
anticipate the growing imperative to
become more involved in sustainability
issues that affect the organisation’s
finances and maybe survival. ■
Raju Venkataraman, FCMA, CGMA, was
CFO and head of strategy and business
development for Disney in Southeast
Asia before he became a leadership
coach and corporate trainer who offers
his services globally. He lives in
Singapore. To comment on this article
or to suggest an idea for another
article, contact Sabine Vollmer, an
FM magazine senior editor, at
Sabine.Vollmer@aicpa-cima.com.
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Financial crime
during a recession:
Key lessons for
finance leaders

revious economic downturns
coincided with increases in
financial crime and fraud, and
it seems history is repeating itself
now as the COVID-19 pandemic
wreaks havoc with economies
worldwide.
The warning signs are out there.
In July, UK Finance, a banking and
finance industry trade group based
in London, released a study of the
top ten COVID-19-related scams that
included COVID-19 financial support
scams, health equipment frauds, and
fake government emails. The US
Treasury’s Financial Crimes
Enforcement Network has issued
multiple warnings about
coronavirus-related crime and
frauds in recent months.
Now is the time to start ensuring your organisation
has safeguards in place, said Tim Langton, a UK-based
senior risk and compliance executive for Ethics Works
Ltd. and a board member at the Institute of Business
Ethics.
“Financial crime is one of those risks you cannot
take your eye off,” Langton said. “Previous experience
has shown us that financial crime is increased not just
during a recession but also in the aftermath.”
Here are some key actions organisations can take
right now to mitigate the impacts of financial crime.

Internet fraud is one major risk,
and the past few months saw a rise
in phishing and spoofing attacks.
Organisations also need to be
aware of employee fraud, with many
people around the world facing
increased financial pressures, said
Sudheera Senaratne, ACMA, CGMA,
regional counter fraud adviser for
South Asia at the British Council in
Sri Lanka.
“For some it is about survival,”
Senaratne said. “The threshold of
what a normal person considers
unethical conduct might be lowered
during this time.”
Whilst some forms of fraud such
as inflating expenses may be well
understood, other forms can be
more subtle. This includes overly
enthusiastic forecasts with employees presenting
inaccurate reports of the company’s financial health
— particularly relevant in downturns when
businesses may be merging or changing structures.
While inaccurate reporting may be done with the best
of intentions, finance leaders have a duty to ensure
stakeholders receive accurate information.
Other key areas to be aware of are money
laundering and terrorist financing, Senaratne said.
“We can definitely envisage an increase in attempts by
criminals to use organisations of all kinds throughout
the world as vehicles for illicit activity,” he said.
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The risks posed by financial
crime are greater than ever;
here’s how to protect your
organisation.

Understand different fraud schemes
There is no one type of financial crime, and
organisations need to be cognisant of the many risks
posed to businesses.
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By
Bryony Clear Hill

Understand your risk profile
Not all organisations face equal financial crime
threats, nor do they require the same mitigation

plans. CFOs and finance leaders in larger
organisations need to understand the specific risks
to their business while smaller businesses may turn
to external accountants for advice.
Langton suggests beginning a risk assessment by
working through these questions:
y What size is our organisation?
y What fraud prevention resources do we have
available to deploy?
y Do we have an understanding of our fraud risk
and financial crime risk up to now?
y How is the pandemic changing our risk profile?
Another key aspect for finance managers to
consider is the regulatory environment. Much like
the financial crash of the late 2000s, the pandemic is
causing a major shift in the risk landscape and also
in regulation. “What that means for a CFO is you
have to turn up your horizon scanning capability,”
Langton said.
Finance leaders must also consider whether
existing controls to prevent financial crimes work in
today’s environment. Changing working patterns,
such as increased remote working, may create
opportunities for criminals to exploit weak spots.
“Procedures and controls that were in place
pre-COVID might not be relevant or applicable going
forward because the ways of working and managing
organisations have changed,” Senaratne said.

Get the basics in place
When it comes to minimising risk, key measures to
have in place include a board-approved anti-fraud
policy with buy-ins from senior management and a
fraud champion at the board level, Senaratne said.
It is vital to ensure that employees and external
parties have clear ways to confidentially report
concerns.
Additional measures to mitigate risk may include
re-examining authorisations for expenditures and
requiring finance professionals to oversee
forecasting and sign off on financial reports. The
commitment management accountants have to
integrity and objectivity under the CIMA Code of
Ethics and the AICPA Code of Professional Conduct
makes them well placed to be involved in evaluating
these processes.
Financial crime has become increasingly
sophisticated as technology has advanced, and
organisations must ensure they are not being left
behind.
“If you don’t have AI and machine learning in
your processes, you are becoming more exposed by
the minute,” Langton said. He advised CFOs to spend
time with their chief information officers and
security specialists to understand the organisation’s
capabilities and potential weaknesses.
Smaller organisations may rely on individuals to
spot changes in behaviours and patterns that may
indicate something is amiss.
“People with experience will become experts in
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

recognising changes in data and transaction
patterns,” Senaratne said. “Letting go of a person
with this expertise is a huge nonfinancial cost and
increases the fraud risk to the organisation which
leaders must mitigate.”

Preventing fraud saves money
Many organisations will be looking closely at
budgets right now, but reducing compliance
spending may open the organisation up to huge risk.
Companies lose on average 7.15% of their annual
expenditure to fraud, according to a 2019 UK study
by Crowe and the University of Portsmouth. Fraud
prevention is money well spent, Senaratne said.
“Only a small fraction of fraud happening is
detected or reported. If you dedicate more resources
to detecting and preventing fraud, this can save a lot
going forwards,” he said. n

‘For some it is
about survival.
The threshold
of what a
normal person
considers
unethical
conduct might
be lowered
during this
time.’
Sudheera Senaratne,
ACMA, CGMA,
regional counter
fraud adviser for
South Asia at the
British Council in
Sri Lanka

Bryony Clear Hill is the associate manager–Ethics
Awareness for CIMA and is based in the UK.
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.

Resources
Article
“International COVID-19 Fraud Reporting
Resources”, FM magazine, 30 April 2020,
tinyurl.com/y6pwhhgv
CIMA resources
CIMA Code of Ethics, tinyurl.com/y36gnvca
CIMA fraud and corruption resources,
tinyurl.com/yxqvwpm8
AICPA resources
AICPA Code of Professional Conduct,
tinyurl.com/y9vvhkfc
AICPA COVID-19 forensic services resources,
tinyurl.com/y4xxrhez
FVS Section and ABV credential
For AICPA members, membership in the Forensic
and Valuation Services (FVS) Section provides
access to specialised resources in the forensic
and valuation services discipline areas. Visit
the FVS Center at aicpa.org/FVS. Individuals with
a specialisation in business valuation
forensics may be interested in applying for the
Accredited in Business Valuation (ABV) credential.
Information is available at aicpa.org/ABV.
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Why culture reporting’s
importance is on the rise
Culture can be hard to measure, but it’s something stakeholders — including
investors and employees — want to hear about more.
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By Neil Amato

R

egulatory requirements place
plenty of demands on
company reporting, especially
for listed companies. But no
matter the type of
organisation, it is becoming increasingly
important to report not just on the hard
data of revenue and expenses but also on
less tangible items such as organisational
culture. Culture in this instance can be
defined as the environment created for
employees and customers through values,
traditions, and interactions.
Stakeholders are continuing to seek
information that goes beyond the balance
sheet or performance in the capital
markets. An EY report from 2019, Does
Corporate Reporting Need a Culture Shock?,
says of the changing demands on
corporate reporting: “Today, there is a
significant reporting disconnect that
requires closing.”
The report found that more than
three-quarters of finance leaders surveyed
said that investors increasingly want more
insight into company culture, but only
37% of large organisations, defined as
companies with annual revenue of $10
billion or more, report quantifiable key
performance indicators (KPIs) in this area.
A much greater percentage of large
organisations, according to EY, report on
environmental and corporate social
responsibility (59%) and purpose and
vision (63%).
Regulators, investors, and others are
demanding more of such culture
information. Some examples:
y The UK Financial Reporting Council
earlier this year released guidance for
companies on reporting of workforce
metrics that include culture. Included
in this is “how the desired culture is
being driven from the top”, according
to the regulator’s January report. Such
measurements include employee
engagement, retention and turnover,
and other measures that might vary
among companies.
y State Street Global Advisors’ 2019
proxy letter urged boards to get
serious about articulating their
companies’ culture and about
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monitoring it. “[F]lawed corporate
culture has resulted in high-profile
cases of excessive risk-taking or
unethical behaviours that negatively
impact long-term performance,” State
Street’s letter said.
When one of the world’s largest asset
managers says culture matters, companies
are bound to listen — and not just the ones
that suddenly need to repair their image
because of a reputational hit.
Organisations should present tangible
evidence that they have a culture worth
emulating — or at least are taking steps to
fix a culture that has been dented by any
number of negative events. This helps
them stay relevant and appealing to future
employees, maintain the engagement of
the current workforce, and remain trusted
and valuable in the eyes of customers,
investors, and other stakeholders.
Proactive organisations have already
seen the value of sharing culture-related
information with their workforce and the
public.

A way to track progress
Unilever is one of the earliest proponents
of corporate culture as something that
mattered for employees. Related to its
workforce, the company’s 2019 annual
report shares goals for diversity of
management, hiring workers with
disabilities, and more. Ideas for supporting
Unilever’s stated goals to be “purpose-led
and future-fit” came from employees in 80
countries, and 17,000 employees voted on
the ideas that should be implemented.
The company goes beyond simple
engagement numbers, such as the
percentage of employees who respond to
its annual internal survey, UniVoice. While
the company reported receiving higher
engagement scores on several fronts, half
of employees said in the annual survey
that Unilever’s competitors are faster in
responding to market changes. It also
shared that one-third of employees were
doubtful anything would change in the
company as a result of their survey
feedback.
“Our employee surveys tell us that
Unilever people tend to have a sense of

personal purpose and believe they can live
their purpose at work — helping them to
go the extra mile,” the annual report said.
“While most employees think we have the
right strategy in place to win, they also
want to see faster action and decisionmaking across the business. Our people
would also like a continued push towards
diversity, particularly at the most senior
levels.”

Culture: A talent magnet
Regency Centers, a US real estate
investment trust that owns more than 400
shopping centres, is one company that has
improved its reporting on culture over the
years. Regency has published corporate
responsibility reports for the past two
years, documents that detail the
company’s approach to talent
management, including listing goals for
employee engagement and training hours.
For example, the company wants to
maintain a goal of employees receiving 22
hours of training each year. In 2018,
employees had more than 24 hours of
training on average. Regency’s report also
highlights regional and national
recognition for its employee engagement.
And the report lists goals and actual results
for employee turnover, the gender makeup
of its workforce and board, and other
information.
The company allows employees up to
52 hours of annual paid time to do
volunteer work, for instance. Younger
generations have said that working for
companies that “make a difference” is
something that matters to them. Giving
time for employees to devote to a cause
they care about certainly qualifies.
Regency’s leadership is aware of the
critical nature of strong culture.
“Regency’s unique culture attracts,
retains, and engages talented people,” its
2018 corporate responsibility report said.
Regency monitors employee engagement
annually through a formal survey and
other methods.
Potential employees look fondly on
companies that have demonstrated a fair
and ethical approach to business, said
Izabela Probert, ACMA, CGMA, the
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‘For organisations to make culture
an asset, they need to involve
employees at all levels.’
Izabela Probert, ACMA, CGMA, of UK consulting firm Viimi Ltd.

programme manager of UK consulting
firm Viimi Ltd. Such organisations attract a
wider pool of candidates, and when more
candidates want to be associated with the
organisation, “you get the pick of the crop”,
she said. “Those people are positively
motivated to spread the message because
they believe in the company, and that’s
why they want to be part of it.”

Standing out in information sharing
Organisations can measure and
communicate culture in numerous ways.
One metric shared on an annual basis by
military technology, weapons, and
aerospace company Northrop Grumman is
the diversity of its executives. The
company’s 2018 corporate responsibility
report, released in 2019, said that the
number of women in executive roles
increased from 16% to 33% and that the
representation of people of colour grew
from 11% to 18% in one year.
Northrop Grumman’s corporate
responsibility page conveys information
on diversity, carbon emissions, and
numerous other topics, but it’s clear the
page itself is designed to catch the eye of
future workers. At the top of the page is a
colour photo of smiling, parka-clad people
in a polar setting and the words “employee
volunteerism”. Before getting to report data
at the bottom of the page, visitors can learn
more about Northrop Grumman’s culture:
employee engagement, corporate
citizenship, and environmental
sustainability, including the company’s
2020 goals in that area. Then comes a
section for report links, then mention of
diversity initiatives, military veterans’
programmes, and ethics and values.
Information in corporate responsibility
reports can keep the current workforce
aware and engaged. Organisations that
communicate about financial performance
and nonfinancial initiatives can have an
edge on competitors with less structured
communication, according to Probert. Also,
companies can build a strong culture by
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having a clear picture in the recruiting
process of what makes an ideal employee.
“For organisations to make culture an asset,
they need to involve employees at all
levels,” she said. “They want to make sure
they recruit the right people, into the right
positions, with the right mindset. I think
that’s where it kicks off.”
Probert, who has worked with
numerous global companies, including
Adidas and Lloyds Banking Group, said she
can tell plenty about an organisation’s
culture as soon as she walks into its office.
“Surroundings really matter,” she said,
adding that an office with the latest
equipment and features such as natural
light help make employees feel more
involved. “They don’t mind being at work
because their surroundings are promoting
a positive aspect of their day,” she said.
Culture is about more than
appearances, of course. A company that
emphasises transparency and continuous
internal reinforcement is exhibiting strong
culture, Probert said. Organisations should
keep working to build their reputations
and model behaviours that support the
culture they want to promote.

What info to give, and where to get it
To give stakeholders the culture insight
they are looking for, organisations should
focus first on shifting the culture of
finance itself so that the function better
supports transparency, and then focus on
turning the increasing volumes of data at
organisations’ disposal into trusted culture
reporting. EY cited three strategies
executives can adopt to help their
companies better report on culture:
y Identify the behaviours, values, and
beliefs that make up a culture. This
is not always easy, as it can vary by
company. “They’d all have a slightly
different variation of what they think
culture is,” Probert said. “Whatever
they promote is going to be based on
their own understanding of culture.”
y Understand what elements of culture

you should be measuring. For several
reasons, this can be difficult to pare
down from the list in the point above.
A wish list of ideal behaviours or
programmes might not be feasible
for measurement, depending on
where an organisation stands in its
implementation journey. “There’s so
many aspects to it,” Probert said. “It’s
quite a long list if you start thinking
about it.”
y Understand how these factors — such
as behaviours — affect business
performance and the quantifiable
measures that will be used to assess
and report on performance. For
example, a company with higher
employee engagement should
also have a lower rate of employee
departures, meaning the company
will spend less on hiring.
Investors and others with an eye on
companies today clearly are looking at
more than quarterly financial results.
Companies that understand this are
putting culture specifics front and centre,
on their website, in their public reports,
and elsewhere. The words of a Latin
American financial services company CFO
show how that focus has changed.
Ricardo Jaramillo, CFO of Grupo SURA
in Colombia, said in the EY report that
questions about financial performance are
now secondary.
“When I travel around the world with
the investor relations team, I increasingly
find that the initial conversations are
about culture,” Jaramillo said. “I was
surprised at first because we would
normally be used to questions around
areas such as financial performance.
Instead, people were asking about our
motivations and how long we have been
with the company. At the beginning, this
felt strange, but we now understand that
these stakeholders believe that people, at
the end of the day, are driving the results.
So, if you have good people and they are
committed, that is good for the long run.
That’s definitely a trend that we’re seeing
with investors.” ■

Neil Amato is an FM magazine senior
editor. To comment on this article or
to suggest an idea for another article,
contact him at Neil.Amato@
aicpa-cima.com.
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How to work with
a distracted boss
It’s not all bad if your manager seems to show you little attention.
Here is advice on how to manage the situation well.
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By Rhymer Rigby
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icromanagement is widely
and rightly regarded as one of
the deadly sins of
management. Having a boss
who constantly hovers over
you is demotivating, disempowering, and
anxiety-inducing. It can make you want to
leave your job. But what about the other
extreme — a distracted boss? How do you
deal with a manager who rarely gives you
attention and whose mind is usually on
other matters?

Focus on the positives
You are likely to have a huge amount of
latitude in your job. A distracted boss will
not be looking over your shoulder or
checking that you’ve ticked every box
— and this has implications for everything
from how you define your goals to how you
structure your time. Remember, too, that a
distracted boss probably won’t play
favourites, take credit for your work, or

blame others for their mistakes. They’ll just
be a bit absent — and this is by no means
all bad.

Is this a bad fit because of you or
because of the manager?
Some people like very little oversight —
and for them the distracted boss may be a
perfect fit. Others need feedback and
direction, and, for them, a middle-of-theroad boss may seem uninterested and
absent. Ask colleagues what they think,
then take their views on board and ask
yourself if you can adapt your own working
style to be a better fit with your boss’s.

Talk with your boss
Fortunately, this is an easy conversation to
have and the pitch is simple: You’d like a bit
more direction and feedback. However,
there are good and bad ways to approach it.
Bad: “You never pay the team any attention,
and we have no idea what you want.” Good:
“The team really wants to do their best for
you. We’d love a bit of direction here, and
more feedback would be great because you
know this area inside out.” These are good
rules generally. You make the problem
about what you need, not about the other
person’s failings, and then you ask for help.
It’s worth remembering that many
problems at work are problems because the
other person has no idea there is an issue.
Your boss might not even know they come
across as distracted.

Take the initiative by scheduling a
meeting
You might say to your boss, “Could we have
a one-to-one on the first Tuesday of every
month?” Numbers help here, so this works
even better if you are part of a team. You
might suggest a team meeting on Monday
mornings. If this approach fails, you may
just have to ambush your boss. Again, do
this carefully. Say, “I’d really like to chat
about my current project and thought we
could grab five minutes now.” If they make
excuses, say, “OK, can we agree a time that
works for you?” You might add that you
appreciate your boss is busy but that this is
very important to you.

Become more entrepreneurial
With a distracted boss, you can define your
own job. Take this further by embracing the
idea that you are CEO of your career.
Volunteer for projects and start your own
initiatives. Keep your boss aware to avoid
having to back out of the work if your boss
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

does not support it. Build your networks
and boost your visibility across the
business. A distracted boss is a great
example of a problem that is also an
opportunity.

Build other relationships
Here, you need to be careful. You don’t
want to be seen to be rejecting your boss
outright. But if you’re working on a
cross-departmental project, you might
suggest that, along with reporting to your
boss, you have a dotted line to the head of
the other department. You could ask for a
mentor or sponsor to look after your career
development, or you could ask for a
secondment to another part of the
business. Again, the idea is to broaden
those you are exposed to beyond your
immediate, distracted manager.

Take charge of recognition
Be proactive and document what you do.
There are two reasons for this. The first is
long-term. If and when your boss gets
around to giving you an annual appraisal,
you’ll have something to show them.
Second, you want to be telling your boss
(and others) what you’ve done. So if you
finish a project early and under budget,
email your boss, ideally cc’ing a couple of
other people. Similarly, if a client sends you
an email saying they love your work,
forward it. So as not to appear that you’re
blowing your own trumpet too much, you
should also draw attention to the work of
others. Say, “I just wanted you to know
what an amazing job Jenny did.”

Be alert for opportunities
A distracted boss is not a terrible thing in
the way that a micromanaging or bullying
boss is. But they will not motivate or
inspire you to deliver your best, nor are you
likely to rise with them (because they
probably won’t rise). So, give the situation
time and try to work around it and with
what you’ve got. But if your boss remains
distracted and this is holding you back, you
need another job with another boss. ■
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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The rise of
skills-based
promotion
Some organisations
are taking a different
approach to
advancement.
By Andrea Chipman

nature of employment and people’s
relationship to it.
“Many industries could benefit from
adopting this sort of approach, not just
finance,” said Glover. “Because the shift
has been evolutionary rather than
revolutionary, many companies have
missed it and are wondering why they are
struggling to retain talent.”
However, in order to implement a
skills-based promotion model effectively,
companies need to recognise how to
change their work culture to ensure buy-in
from those used to being rewarded for
tenure.

New realities
As the demographics of the workforce
change, and COVID-19 rearranges the
workplace, managers need to understand
that it is no longer enough to offer a high
salary. Employees and potential recruits
are looking for meaning and development
in their jobs.
“People research employers online in
the same way that they research a product,”
Glover said. “Companies need to have a
fairer approach.” That includes not just
salary but professional development,
promotions, and growth opportunities.
Naeem Arif co-owns a Birmingham,
UK-based retail business and consultancy
with family members, employing 23
people and managing a team of over 50,
including offshore members. His
experience leads him to take a holistic
view of the way skills fit into career
progression. Ultimately, in an
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s the world of work evolves
and the workplace changes,
some organisations are
turning to skills-based
promotion as one strategy to
keep high-achieving, high-quality
employees engaged and motivated.
Skills-based promotion systems are
being introduced in both the private and
public sectors. The UK Civil Service is
among those taking it up, with the
introduction in 2018 of Success Profiles, a
recruiting and promotion system that
takes into account ability, behaviours,
experience, strengths, and technical skills.
In contrast to a traditional tenure-based
system, which promotes workers based on
seniority within the organisation and
rewards them for their service, a skills- or
merit-based promotion is based on an
analysis of the employee’s performance.
Promotions based on seniority are a
more familiar approach to career
progression and can help companies avoid
potential charges of favouritism. However,
a skills-based promotion model can
ultimately be better for organisational
productivity, as employees are encouraged
to acquire new skills or hone existing ones,
while the improved transparency that can
come with it helps remove the danger of
unconscious bias, according to Lewis
Glover, then an HR systems consultant at
People First, a UK-based company that
produces applications for the human
resources sector. Another key advantage is
that it recognises what is important to
workers and accommodates the changing

Tech support
Companies can turn to technology to help build skills-based promotion systems.
In one such program, the People First software system, launched in 2017,
corporate clients provide their skills requirements, and employees build their own
detailed profiles into the software.
Employees can update their profiles regularly with new project experience and
skillsets, as well as use the system to compare their qualifications to those of
others on their team and sign up for further training programmes within their
organisation. An automated process provides HR managers with a percentage
score indicating a person’s suitability for a given role, and the company can get a
360-degree view of each individual’s attributes, professional qualifications, and
achievements.
“The system can empower people to take control of their own careers,” said
Lewis Glover, then an HR systems consultant at People First. “If you adopt this
system internally, you can allow people to align the values of the business to their
current profile. These systems can make intelligent suggestions about who is
ready for promotion.”
French company Clustree helps employees identify their skills and provides
recommendations about roles they could occupy and the skills they should develop
to make them better candidates for those jobs. Martin Boutges, head of product at
Clustree, describes the firm’s system as a “career coach powered by AI”.
“When we talk to a client, what we are seeing is that they have always tried to
do skills-based promotion — tenure-based was usually a proxy,” Boutges said.
UK-based accounting firm Page Kirk has used the “check-ins” feature of
People First’s system to keep up a regular dialogue with employees about
progress and development opportunities, said John Wallis, a partner at the firm.
“We’ve ensured we can fast-track the most suitable candidates for any vacancy
or role, irrespective of seniority,” Wallis said. “It has transformed our promotion
practice and ensured we have a constant injection of fresh talent and new
thinking.”
Having a clear vision of their prospects for progress and training within their
organisation also makes employees less likely to look elsewhere for the next step
in their career, Wallis said.

tap into the need for growth.
“It puts ownership on the employee
and their desire to be promoted, rather
than them saying, ‘I’ve been sitting in this
chair for ten years,’” Lipkin said. “I also
think when you are looking at skill- or
merit-based promotion, it really promotes
an opportunity for leadership or
management to step up in how they
motivate their employees.”
Linking promotion to skills creates an
environment that is dependent on
feedback and development, which in itself
encourages longer tenure, according to
Lipkin. The practice can also expose
organisations with leadership or
management teams that lack feedback and
development abilities.
“Feedback and coaching are skills that
can be trained,” Lipkin said. “If you are
making the switch, you need to make sure
you have the right people in the right
places providing the feedback and
coaching to help develop others.”
Implementing such systems also
makes recruitment and retention shared
tasks within a company, ensuring that it is
not just the job of HR to “guess what 600
people can do”, Glover said. Instead,
managers and team leaders can input the
abilities they require and the skills
candidates would need.
“That way, when you roll it out, it’s not
just a new scary system, but something the
wider business has input in,” Glover said.

Keep it simple
environment where many people will
work as contractors and have a variety of
educational backgrounds, it is most
important to understand how different
people can fit into an organisation rather
than mandating a specific background or
degree, he said.
“Some people are good at organising
people or motivating them,” Arif said. “For
me, it’s more about what you can do, what
are your skills, what are you great at, what
are you passionate about. I will promote
you based on performance, or I will put
you in a position where you are likely to
excel.”
As an example, he cites two employees
who are talented coders and programmers,
one with six years’ experience and the
other with nine. Neither wants to take the
next obvious step to a managerial or
client-facing role.
“If I made them managers, it would just
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destroy their confidence, and I would see a
reduction in their performance,” Arif said.
He does not think that pay grades and
promotion structures should always be
linked because of the need for this kind of
flexibility. Instead, they are rewarded with
increased salary and skills development
opportunities. “Taking someone out of a
role where they are doing great is actually a
negative thing.”

A level playing field
Nicole Lipkin, Psy.D., a Philadelphia-based
organisational psychologist and chief
executive of Equilibria Leadership
Consulting, a leadership and
organisational development firm, points
out that by levelling the playing field,
skills-based promotion gives all
employees a chance to excel, which
improves motivation at work. Unlike
tenure-based promotion, it is also likely to

In developing a skills culture,
organisations need to ensure that they do
not make the perfect the enemy of the
good. Many executives make the mistake
of spending time trying to develop a
system that is perfect for their company.
“They tend to overinvest and overthink it,
get into too much detail, and most of the
time it ends up being complex and hard to
use or [overly] technological,” said Martin
Boutges, head of product at Clustree, a
Paris-based human resources consultancy
that builds artificial intelligence to help
companies identify talent.
If HR departments want to collect
information on employees that they can
use to match skills to jobs, they need to
give them an incentive. Rather than
expecting staff to complete an online
profile in the hope that they “might show
up on the radar” of hiring managers,
Boutges said, it is more effective for the HR
department to ask employees to fill in

their skillset in exchange for receiving
notification of three positions for which
they may be eligible.
Changing an organisation’s promotion
culture requires a number of significant
shifts in corporate approach. It is a way of
making HR more transparent, which in
itself will have an impact on HR processes
and alter the way people work.
Practitioners need to ensure that they
introduce change in an incremental
manner and avoid looking for an overly
tailored solution.

“The culture shifts, and you are
triggering a part of people’s brains that
needs to change,” Lipkin said. “You need to
figure out who can come along and who
might struggle.” Understanding the
psychology around change resistance is
key, she said.
It is in the interest of organisations to
continue to reward loyalty. Indeed, one
thing that managers need to keep in mind
is the importance of retaining institutional
knowledge.
“Just because you are swapping culture

and systems, you don’t want to alienate
people or marginalise them,” Lipkin said.
“Really good employees that have been
around forever will also probably have very
valuable skills.” ■
Andrea Chipman is a freelance writer
based in the UK. 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.

Change management
One of the biggest mistakes to avoid is
trying to employ an automated skillsbased system before the company is
absolutely ready to do so (see the sidebar,
“Tech Support”). Smaller businesses and
those that have less-developed HR systems
are generally less able to make good use of
a more complex skills-based system.
When a workforce exceeds 100, most
companies are of sufficient scale to put
one in place, Glover said.
At the same time, organisations
switching will need to deal with workers
who have significant tenure and have been
waiting for an upward move for an
extended period. Helping these
individuals understand what they may
need to do to get a promotion will be a key
aspect in the process of bringing the
workforce on board.

Resources
Articles
“4 Tips for Managing a Remote
Workforce”, FM magazine, 29
November 2019, tinyurl.com/v9f7euk
“How to Manage High Achievers”,
FM magazine, 24 June 2019,
tinyurl.com/tlhtqbp
“Preparing the Next Generation of
CFOs”, FM magazine, June 2018,
tinyurl.com/r8yomgs
“7 Ways to Reduce Talent Turnover”,
FM magazine, 30 March 2017,
tinyurl.com/we2rtou
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Transform data with
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Excel Power Query

This tool allows you to eliminate tedious repetition when inputting CSV files.
By Liam Bastick, FCMA, CGMA
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xcel users often need to take and
transform data from commaseparated-value (CSV) files for
analysis. Fortunately, Excel has
a tool designed to assist with
this process — and it’s easy to use.
Power Query was first introduced as a
downloadable COM add-in with Excel 2010
and Excel 2013. It went native in Excel 2016
with its own grouping on the Data tab of
the Excel Ribbon.
You may notice that the group is named
Get & Transform Data, which was how
Microsoft rebranded the tool in 2016, as
shown in the top screenshot in the
composite image “From Get & Transform
Data to the Power Query Editor”. However,
when you input data, it still loads up the
Power Query Editor, as shown in the
bottom screenshot in the composite
image.
Whatever you prefer to call it (we’ll call
it Power Query in this article), this software
allows you to connect to data from a
variety of sources (eg, Excel files, internet
data, SAP business warehouses, Access
files, and other databases). You can then
manipulate that data, say, by removing
unnecessary data, additional spaces, and
unpivoting elements. Finally, you can load
the tailored version of the combined files
in such a way they may be used by Excel
(eg, Power Pivot) for further analysis.
Extract, transform, and load tools such as
Power Query are not the “sexy end” of the
business intelligence toolbox, but they are
absolutely essential.
Power Query provides plenty of useful
features for accountants, but this article
focuses on how easy it is to transform CSV
data.

From Get & Transform Data to the Power Query Editor

Selecting Text/CSV as source

Power Query dialog box

Getting started
For this example, we are going to use the
From Text/CSV option (in the Get &
Transform Data grouping of the Data
tab on the Excel Ribbon) and browse to
the location of a simple expense CSV
file. To follow along with this example,
go to the online version of this article at
tinyurl.com/yyzv2lkj and download the
Excel file with the sample data saved in
CSV format. If you are using Excel with
US date format, you will need to open
the CSV file and convert the dates using
the technique in the FM article at
tinyurl.com/yyh6lbow (or you can just
correct them by hand for this example).
Once you are ready, close the CSV file
(save as CSV, not as an Excel format),
FM-MAGAZINE.COM
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Power Query Editor screen

as it will be uploaded and the steps that
Power Query has taken automatically, as
shown in the screenshot “Power Query
Editor Screen”.
The source has been identified and
brought in. The syntax for this (displayed
in the formula bar) is:
= Table.TransformColumnTypes
(Source,{{“Column1”, type text},
{“Column2”, type text},
{“Column3”, type text},
{“Column4”, type text}}).

Selecting First Row as Headers

Deleting a step

create a new Excel workbook, and click
on Data > From Text/CSV, as shown in
the screenshot “Selecting Text/CSV as
Source”, before importing the CSV file.
This opens an intermediate dialog box,
which has been added to give the user the
option to decide whether Power Query
should make some assumptions about
data types, as shown in the screenshot
“Power Query Dialog Box”.
Next take the default option to allow
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Power Query to detect data types Based on
first 200 rows (more than enough for our
short example). We could just choose to
Load from this point (it always seems to be
the default option), but let’s choose to
Transform Data instead (there’s a great tip
with Power Query: When extracting
(getting) data, always click on the button
immediately to the left of Cancel).
At this point, the Power Query Editor
screen appears and shows the table of data

If the formula bar does not appear for
you, don’t worry: Simply go to the View tab
on the Ribbon and activate the Formula
Bar checkbox in the Layout section.
This is a simple example of what is
known as M code, which is the underlying
programming language of Power Query
(the calculation engine is known as the
Mashup Engine). It is essentially a list of
column names that shows in this instance
that all the fields have been assumed to be
text.
Try typing over the text: You will see
that you can’t. The data has been imported
as “read only”, and nothing you do will in
any way affect the source data. That’s good:
That will mean your friendly IT
administrator is more likely to assist you
with your Power Query tasks.
Also, notice the Power Query Editor
has tabs with different transformations
and a shortcut menu, accessible via
right-clicking the mouse. In moments, I
can promote the first row to the headers
by selecting the option on the Home tab
of the Ribbon, as shown in the screenshot
“Selecting First Row as Headers”.
Do you see how it is recording the steps
in the APPLIED STEPS section of the
Query Settings pane on the left?
Moreover, it actually has changed data
types a second time now that the text in
what was the top row has been promoted
(this is why it says Changed Type1).
However, it hasn’t guessed right (we
don’t want all the fields to be text), so let’s
remove this step by simply clicking on the
red X, as shown in the screenshot
“Deleting a Step”.
Simply click on the red X, and the last
step is deleted (be careful; this cannot be
undone). The step may also be moved or
renamed/annotated by right-clicking.
Now let’s assign the data types
manually on the Home tab, as follows (see
the screenshot “Assigning Data Type”):

Replace Values menu

Assigning Data Type

y For Name, keep it as Data Type: Text.
y For Date, select Data Type > Date, as

Replace Values dialog box

shown in the screenshot.

y For expense code, keep it as Data

Type: Text.

y For amount, select Data Type >

Currency.
I have deliberately made the currency
British pounds sterling (£), as this
character is not recognised for many
regional settings and may therefore cause
an error if you try to change the Data Type
to currency. If you encounter this issue,
you can right-click on the field and select
Replace Values…, as shown in the
screenshot “Replace Values Menu” (note
that the Data Type will need to be Text for
this search to work). Then you replace the
character £ with nothing (blank), as shown
in the screenshot “Replace Values Dialog
Box”.
Another way to deal with the currency
issue would be to split the field on the first
character. Go to Split Column > By
Number of Characters, as shown in the
screenshot “Splitting the Column”. In the
resulting dialog box, type 1 into the field
for Number of characters and then select
the first radio button for Once, all the way
to the left.
That’s the beauty of Power Query:
There’s more than one way to transform
your data.
The final step is to make the Name data
appear on each row. There is an option to
Fill Down, but in order to use this feature,
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

Splitting the column
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Replace Values dialog box

Fill Down path

Transformed data

That’s the
beauty of
Power Query:
There’s more
than one way
to transform
your data.
the Name cells that are to be populated
must be set to null first (they are currently
blank, which is not the same thing).
Therefore, you need to replace the blanks
with null first, as indicated in the
screenshot “Replace Values Dialog Box”.
Make sure you type null precisely. The
M language is case-sensitive and requires
precision (eg, no additional spaces). Once
you have replaced the blank cells with
null, you can then Fill Down, using the
shortcut menu once more, as shown in the
screenshot “Fill Down Path”.
Your data has been transformed, as
shown in the screenshot “Transformed
Data”.
You can Close & Load this data back
into Excel now, all cleaned up.
Power Query has recorded all of your
steps. If the source data were to be
updated, all you would need to do is click
Refresh All on the Data tab, and your
transformed report would be updated in a
heartbeat.
Say goodbye to tedious repetition when
importing and transforming data. ■

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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Pandemic tests cloud
computing’s safety
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The reliance on cloud computing and digital ways of working
during the pandemic has forced many organisations to deal
with their security risks.
By Joseph Radigan
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T

he abrupt stay-at-home orders and
lockdowns the COVID-19 pandemic
imposed starting in early 2020 all
but scattered most commercial activity to
the winds.
Companies and other organisations faced
unscheduled, real-world tests of their digital and cloud
computing applications’ reliability and security.
“We had about two days’ notice before we had to
have all employees leave the offices and pretty much
work from home,” said Kate May, CFO for Bohlin
Cywinski Jackson, an architectural firm with 140
employees spread among six US offices. Employees on
Windows PCs connect to the office via a virtual private
network (VPN), while staffers who use Macs connect to
the firm’s applications via a Citrix Systems network.
“A couple of days into it, our Citrix server crashed, and
of course, we had to get that fixed,” May said. The firm
also realised that not all employees had strong enough
internet bandwidth at home to support their activities.
As ways of working have shifted and businesses
worked through the issues, there have been
opportunities but also increased threats. The World
Economic Forum’s COVID-19 Risks Outlook found 50%
of risk experts from around the globe reported concern
about increased cyberattacks and data fraud due to a
“sustained shift in working patterns”.
Kopin Corp., a manufacturer of military components
with offices in the US and Asia and a subsidiary in
Europe, worked before the pandemic to raise its
cybersecurity vigilance. It hired a contractor in 2019 to
send employees fake emails and phishing messages
to teach them to better spot malware attacks. Kopin
CFO Richard Sneider said that since the onset of the
coronavirus lockdown, “We’re like everybody else; we’re
getting inundated with spam and fake emails.”
Before COVID-19, Kopin’s employees would have
all been in the office, which would have made it easier
for the company’s controller to verify a payment with the
accounts payable staff, Sneider said. But the COVID-19
lockdown has increased the difficulty of verifying
payments before they’re sent out.
Sneider recalled a March incident that underscored
how much effort fraudsters put into attempts to obtain
funds illicitly. An email from a European vendor with a
legitimate invoice was tampered with and the wiring
instructions were altered. Kopin has a standard policy to
verify payment instructions that come in via email with
a phone call to the supplier, and the policy has helped
it avoid routing payments to fraudulent accounts. Kopin
was able to later fix the illegitimate wiring instructions
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

Security on the balance sheet
“Cyber is all about protecting the entire asset base of the
company and managing risk appropriately — that is not
just a technology issue,” said Steve Durbin, managing
director of the Information Security Forum (ISF), an
independent, not-for-profit organisation headquartered
in London.
Data loss and breaches affect shareholder value and
the ability of the business to deliver on its strategic goals.
Cyber risk has reached the point of such material impact
on the company’s bottom line and financial stability that
CFOs must bring the rigour of running a firm’s finances to
cybersecurity initiatives.
“With the increase in the size and reach of the
enterprise landscape, third-party providers, IoT [internet of
things], cloud, and 5G technology all adding to the volume
and velocity of data creation and sharing, it has never been
more important to have a sound and robust cyber resilience
strategy that is appropriately funded, managed, and
monitored,” Durbin said.
Steve Livingston, cyber principal for Deloitte Risk
and Financial Advisory, discussed with FM the idea
of measuring risk in a meaningful way by developing
cybersecurity balance sheets that are akin to financial
statements. “For financial reports you do a consolidation
process, and all the information from sales and HR and
other systems is put together, and then you have a financial
statement,” he said.
“You can do the same thing with cybersecurity where a
hundred or more systems are producing different types of
data,” Livingston said. “Consolidate that and apply it against
a generally accepted cybersecurity framework.
“Now the chief information security officer [CISO] can
sit down with the CFO with one page and say, ‘Here are
the lines of business, and here are the most-risky items,’”
Livingston said. For example, CFOs can see on the financial
statement that cybersecurity costs were high in a particular
region, and the CISO can drill down on the cybersecurity
statement to explain why. Having that data can help CFOs
make choices about allocating funds to address that risk;
they can follow up on the next quarter’s balance sheets to
learn whether the efforts made were successful.
Ultimately, there is no way to completely secure an
organisation. CFOs have to make the hard choices about
where to put their money, knowing there’s always going to
be a risk somewhere.
“Regular cyber and information risk audits should
become the norm in the same way as financial audit has
become a mandatory requirement,” Durbin said.
— By Jennifer Zaino, a freelance writer based in the US.
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directly with the vendor before it made the payment.
Kopin is still in the process of developing best practice
for the cloud-based enterprise resource planning system
installed in 2017. With the three-year-old system, the
company has had to review how permission is granted to
employees for certain functions.
“We’re reviewing all that on a regular basis,” Sneider
said. “There’s the constant battle between security and
productivity.”
Bohlin Cywinski Jackson has also become
hypervigilant about sending out payments, and it is
taking extra measures any time there’s a need to change
a supplier’s instructions for automated clearing house
payments.
“We are always talking; I’ve got three levels of
authorisations before we do payments,” May said. “I’m
frowning upon changing anything at this point, and I’d
rather [send paper] cheques, just to be on the safe side.
In some respects, at this point, we’ve gone backwards a
little bit. But it’s OK for now.”
Still, it would be a mistake to think that the extra
vigilance on the part of companies defending themselves
has discouraged hackers from making attacks. Sneider
said COVID-19 exacerbated the already frustrating
volume of fraudulent messages and malware attacks.
“Without COVID, it was going to continue to ramp
up anyway,” Sneider said. “These people are very

sophisticated. There’s a lot of money to be made on this
stuff, and they are very, very sophisticated with what
they’re doing.
“You have to be careful about just sending an email
from the controller to the AP person,” Sneider said. Even
a quick response amongst colleagues from the same
company is no guarantee that a payment instruction is
correct. Sneider said that in the pandemic’s early days,
employees’ eagerness to be busy and show they were
working added a risk that had to be addressed through
caution and reassurance.
LESSONS LEARNED
Art Exner, associate vice-president, information services,
at the University of Regina in Regina, Saskatchewan,
Canada, said his university was fortunate in that it
didn’t have to change much with its standard business
applications, such as those for payroll and accounts
payable. Still the school did experience some
challenges.
“What we did have to deal with was an entire cohort,
say the majority of the institution, hadn’t relied on these
tools for performing their jobs — they did now rely
on them, suddenly,” Exner said. “For us, it was very
much a rush to scale up our abilities and support those
employees and instructors that were now moving online
from different modalities. That really was the challenge.”
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Exner continued, “The flexibility the cloud provides
with technology, we needed that on the human side in
order to scale up our help desk. We had to learn how
to work very well with other units to support instructors
through their whole workflow. That’s been one of the
great positives from this experience: the opportunity to
form these virtual teams that dedicate themselves to
meeting the needs of a university.”
Some financial executives believe the lessons learned
about cybersecurity during the pandemic may last well
beyond it. May said the pandemic’s lessons helped
affirm her decision earlier this year to add coverage
to Bohlin Cywinski Jackson’s liability insurance for
cybersecurity breaches.
The lockdowns also reminded organisations about the
importance of establishing proper control procedures,
said Christine Zhao, who was CFO for logistics
and supply chain platform provider Best Logistics
Technologies (now NYSE-listed Best Inc.). “Even for the
CFO, who has the final authority to approve the financial
procedures, there have to be multiple steps for any
money that’s released,” Zhao said.
Businesses and other enterprises should document
their cybersecurity procedures, instruct employees
about them, and then use regular training programmes
to remind them. “Train them to be alert, to identify those
suspicious activities,” Zhao said. “The training is to give
people the tools to fight this. The procedure is to enable
the organisation to have the checks and balances.”
Zhao added, “Cybersecurity, whether it’s during this
time or not, should always be in the forefront of any
organisation’s operation because these days pretty much
everything we do is on the web. This pandemic obviously
exacerbates that risk because more people are working
remotely.”
Linda Dalgetty, University of Calgary’s vice-president
of finance and services, said a cybersecurity programme
works best if it consists of multiple layers of protection —
employee training, secured firewalls, phishing education
campaigns, managed security services, and malwaresniffing software for the network.
Dalgetty learned some of these lessons in 2016 when
the university was the victim of a zero-day attack — the
type of breach that attacks a system vulnerability before
the vendor has a chance to identify it and release a
software patch to fix the vulnerability. The hackers were
eventually identified by the FBI.
Until the pandemic, no one at the University of
Calgary would have guessed that it was soon going
to switch all its classroom instruction to Zoom. Then it
did, and Dalgetty said the technology procedures and
cybersecurity defences helped the faculty and staff make
FM-MAGAZINE.COM

7 considerations when going digital
Research Deloitte conducted suggests digital
transformation can enhance financial performance and
increase product quality, customer satisfaction, and
workforce diversity, all while reducing environmental
impact. But the performance gains rest on these seven
digital pivot points:
■ Infrastructure: Technology-related assets and
capabilities should balance cybersecurity and data
privacy with the business’s ability to ramp capacity
up or down depending on demand.
■ Data: Siloed, unused data on products/services and
operations should be gathered and analysed with
the goal of optimising efficiency, revenue growth,
and customer engagement.
■ Talent and skillsets: Training and recruiting
programmes should be retooled to allow rapid
access to talent and skillsets according to need.
■ Outside resources: The business should tap
external business partners, such as research
and development organisations, tech incubators,
and startups, where they find resources such as
technology, intellectual property, and people.
■ Organisational processes: Company workflows
should be updated and expanded to put human and
technological resources to best use.
■ Customer experience: Digital and human customer
interactions should be coordinated business-wide to
ensure a seamless customer experience.
■ Business model: Business models and revenue
streams should be optimised and expanded to
ensure the business is able to adapt to changing
economic environments and market conditions.

the switch. There were hitches but no lasting damage.
“You can’t prevent the zero-days. You can’t prevent
the evolution of the threats. But what you can do is
work very strongly within your defence layers,” Dalgetty
said. “You have to have the systems, tools, educational
process, and people that can respond in an agile fashion
when something new arises.”
Dalgetty added, “You never rest on your laurels; you
never arrive, you just adapt.”
Joseph Radigan is a financial writer based in the US. To
comment on this article or to suggest an idea for another
article, contact Kim Nilsen, FM magazine’s publisher, at
Kim.Nilsen@aicpa-cima.com. ■
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Virtual roadshows: Ask the President

C

IMA President Nick Jackson,
FCMA, CGMA, and Andrew
Harding, FCMA, CGMA, chief
executive–Management
Accounting at the Association of
International Certified
Professional Accountants are
speaking at a series of global
virtual events for members
between September and
December. The “virtual roadshow”
is an opportunity to hear about
the Responsible Financial
Leadership theme adopted by
Jackson for his presidential year,
as well as news about CIMA, and
an opportunity to ask questions
about the profession, the Institute,
and the Association.
Members are to receive a link to
the virtual roadshow events via
email. From October, there are virtual
events for members in Sri Lanka,
Ireland, Africa, MESANA, APAC, and
China after earlier events globally in
September.
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Report examines key CIMA signs Southern Africa MoU
behavioural shifts
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C

OVID-19 has forced significant
changes upon our day-to-day
lives and at the same time has
demonstrated how adaptable and
innovative we can be. The report
Human Signals: Exploring How New
Patterns of Behavior From COVID-19
Are Affecting the Accounting
Profession looks at key findings from
the joint Association and EY Seren
research and reveals actions that
professional accountants can take.
The report is available at
tinyurl.com/human-signals.
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C

IMA and the Southern African Institute for Business Accountants (SAIBA) signed in
mid-July a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) for mutual recognition of
accounting designations. It will enable members with the requisite educational entry
standards and professional experience to progress towards designations awarded by
each respective organisation. The institutes will also work to advance the profession in
South Africa through supporting learning and development.
Sara Bux, Ph.D., associate director–Southern Africa at the Association of International
Certified Professional Accountants, said it made sense for CIMA to work closely with SAIBA
“to develop future generations of digital-ready finance and accounting professionals”. She
added: “Having a dual CIMA-SAIBA qualification will enable finance professionals to truly
have a 360-degree view of their business to seize opportunities and tackle the difficult
challenges we face in the economy. This MoU will help us achieve this goal.”
SAIBA’s CEO, Nicolaas van Wyk, explained that accountants are listed as scarce and a
critical resource on South Africa’s national occupational classification system and said the
MoU “goes a long way in improving the supply chain of future accountants”.

CPD and the
monitoring process

M

onitoring members’ CPD serves
to protect the public interest and
to preserve the designation you
worked so hard to achieve. To maintain CIMA standards, CIMA randomly
selects members each year to submit their CPD records for review.

What is CPD?

How will I know if I have been selected?
Letters or emails will be sent to all those randomly selected for CPD monitoring
— both members working in business and members in practice.
You can either submit your CPD record via the Competency and Learning
website at competency.cgma.org, or you can confirm that you work for an
accredited employer.
It’s essential that you submit your CPD record by the deadline stated in the
letter or email sent to you. If you miss the deadline, you will be deemed
noncompliant, which will result in action by CIMA. For more information on
CIMA’s CPD policy, and other CPD-related information mentioned in this
article, visit cimaglobal.com/cpd.

How can I prepare?
Keep a record of your CPD — it’s good practice and you could be randomly
selected. Review the CPD requirements set out on the cimaglobal website.
There are also FAQs to answer any remaining questions that you might have.
Check whether your employer is accredited. CIMA members working for
accredited employers can use their personal development plan as evidence of
CPD compliance. An A–Z list of accredited employers can be found on the
cimaglobal website.
If your employer is accredited, make sure your employment details are up to
date in My CIMA so that your place of employment can be verified. If your
employer isn’t accredited, you will need to submit your CPD record via the
Competency and Learning website.
When preparing your My Learning record on the Competency and Learning
website, make sure you add all the job roles you have had during the period
being monitored. This will help structure your learning and put your learning
into context.
CPD activities can be formal, a course or conference, or informal, eg,
reading articles or journals, giving presentations, or training a colleague.
Further guidance on how to record your CPD is available at
tinyurl.com/y2gqgecr. Once you’ve added your first activity, log in regularly
to add new activities and update those you’ve completed.
Please get in touch via cima.contact@aicpa-cima.com if you have any
questions.

Survey
Comments and suggestions from CIMA members about this article on CPD
would be greatly appreciated via an online survey at tinyurl.com/y2fbglhu. The
closing date is 1 December. CIMA thanks you in advance of your participation.
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Elections to
CIMA Council 2021

A

s the term of office of the Council member in
each of the following CIMA electoral
constituencies (EC) expires at the end of the
Institute’s Annual General Meeting in 2021,
elections will be held in February 2021.
Nominations for candidates (fellows) to fill the
vacancies must be made by six or more members
(three of whom must be fellows) whose registered
addresses are in the EC concerned.
Electoral constituency
EC3
East Midlands
EC11 Central Southern
England
EC19 Australasia

Current member
Andrew McGunnigle
David Lynch
Rebecca Bennett

A nomination form for candidates for election
and other information is available to download at
tinyurl.com/yapo6yoh. The form may also be
obtained from the Corporate Affairs department at
CIMA by emailing corporate.affairs@aicpa-cima.
com. Please read the rules carefully before
completing the form.
The nomination must be received on the
prescribed form by 23.00 GMT on 3 January 2021 and
should be clearly marked for the attention of the
Corporate Affairs Manager. A scanned copy of a
signed and completed form is acceptable.
The Corporate Affairs department will
acknowledge receipt of the nomination form
promptly, either through an automated process or by
individual acknowledgement. It is, however, the
candidate’s responsibility to ensure that his or her
form has been received. To avoid uncertainty, it is
recommended that, if candidates do not receive this
confirmation, they contact the Corporate Affairs
team at corporate.affairs@aicpa-cima.com before the
closing date, to seek confirmation.
If there is more than one candidate for a vacancy,
a ballot will be conducted. The Corporate Affairs
team will contact you if an election is required.

October 2020 I FM MAGAZINE I 55

RIGHT: IMAGE BY AYAGIZ/ISTOCK

All CIMA members are required to keep learning throughout their career.
Ongoing learning allows you to maintain and develop your skills, knowledge,
and experience, making you ready to meet the requirements of your current
role and any role you want to move into. CPD differentiates you from the
nonprofessional and helps you achieve your career aspirations. So, if you’re
looking for a way to reach greater success, CPD is a proven route.

CIMA’s role in anti-money laundering supervision

I

n the UK and Republic of
Ireland, CIMA has been
designated a supervisory
authority to ensure compliance
with anti-money laundering and
counter-terrorist financing
(AML/CTF) requirements.
In that role, CIMA ensures that
supervised members have adequate
controls and safeguards in place to
mitigate the risks of money laundering and terrorist financing
to their practice. In the UK, under Regulation 46 of the Money
Laundering, Terrorist Financing and Transfer of Funds
(Information on the Payer) Regulations 2017 and 2019
amendment, and in Ireland under the Criminal Justice (Money
Laundering and Terrorist Financing) (Amendment) Act 2018,
CIMA can carry out AML/CTF on-site visits.
The purpose of the on-site visit is for CIMA to monitor its
supervised members, take measures to ensure compliance with
the requirements of the regulations, and carry out a supervisory
programme that is robust and upholds the reputation of CIMA as
an AML supervisor.

Findings from 2019 visits
Findings from the 2019 programme showed that 13% of the
supervised population were compliant, 48% were generally
compliant, and 39% were noncompliant. Members were
provided with a remedial action plan that included guidance
and support through CIMA templates and examples of best

Lessons learned
The lessons learned are for members to ensure that they have
documented policies and procedures in place. In particular,
training records (Regulation 24 — see tinyurl.com/y23nwkfh),
AML policy (Regulation 19 — see tinyurl.com/y5uvcwp9), and
risk assessment (Regulation 18 — see tinyurl.com/y2lw3vz5)
documents. Failing to have documented policies and procedures
in place is a criminal offence under the money laundering
legislation and contravenes CIMA’s Member in Practice rules.

Adaptations due to COVID-19 restrictions
The COVID-19 pandemic has led to unprecedented global
challenges and economic disruption. CIMA’s response is to
continue to ensure that members remain compliant under the
money laundering legislation, and through the Institute’s
third-party contractor, visits under the 2020 programme will be
undertaken virtually.

CIMA secretary general Gail Stirling retires

ail Stirling retired from
her role as executive
vice-president–Professional
Standards & Conduct,
Management Accounting
at the Association of
International Certified
Professional Accountants
and secretary general of
CIMA at the end of August
after almost 30 years of
service.
She worked on the
evolution of the joint venture
between CIMA and the AICPA,
leading to the ultimate
formation of the Association.
As a member of the
Association’s Management
Accounting Leadership Team,
she headed up CIMA’s
governance, liaised with the
UK’s Privy Council Office, and

provided independent advice
to CIMA’s Council and
Honorary Officers. Stirling also
worked to deliver the objects in
CIMA’s Royal Charter, which
include the development of the
science of management
accounting and ongoing
research, and promoting
knowledge, education, and
training to members as well as
to students entering the
profession.
Stirling said she felt
fortunate to have worked “for
such a richly diverse and
visionary organisation”. She
added: “Our governance, the
many member volunteers who
support that, as well as the
numerous teams and
individuals right across the
organisation, have been on an
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incredible journey over the
past five years as we worked
together to build and launch
the Association.
“I am very proud to have
been on that journey with
them and to have played some
part in creating new and better
ways of providing services and
support for our members and
students, wherever in the
world they may live and work.”
Andrew Harding, FCMA,
CGMA, the Association’s chief
executive–Management
Accounting, said Stirling had
driven change, cooperation,
and great teamwork, and was
an exceptional problem-solver
and hugely resilient. He
added: “She played a key role
in creating our Association,
which maximised her legal,

diplomatic, and negotiating
skills. She was instrumental in
the Association agreement
and led CIMA Council through
the process that has made her
a much-respected leader and
statesperson.”

Gail Stirling
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practice. Members were given 28 days to provide evidence for
any actions addressed in their report as set out in the provision
of the Member in Practice rules.
Compliant and generally compliant members demonstrated
that they had policies and procedures in place. However, they
needed to ensure that if they are using electronic verification
software, client records were migrated to this system.
Noncompliant members lacked sufficient evidence of training
documents, policies, and risk assessments. Members in practice
in the 2019 programme are now all compliant under the money
laundering legislation.

Opportunity,
meet preparation.
The Finance Transformation Certificate Program
is for leaders in the future of finance.
What your finance team looks like now is not what it will
need to look like in the near future.
The Finance Transformation Certificate Program helps you
lay the groundwork with insights into why the changes are
necessary and how your team will need to respond.

For more information on
learning for your finance
and accounting staff, visit
cimaglobal.com/learning.
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Soya
beans
in Siberia

A combine harvests soya
beans in a village in Russia’s
Far East region that borders
China’s northeastern
Heilongjiang province.

PHOTO BY YURI SMITYUK/GETTY IMAGES

S

oya bean farmers are finding new
opportunities in Russia’s warming
regions. Rising temperatures in the
world’s largest country are
lengthening growing seasons, and
planting is expanding in the Central and Southern
regions — and, as previously unthinkable, in
Siberia. Russia’s soya bean production, while
minuscule compared to the world’s top two
producers — Brazil and the US — is on a growth
trajectory with the government’s ambitious goal
to double production in the far eastern Amur
region by 2024.

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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the AICPA® and CIMA®, connects you to your next opportunity.
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