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When I started my year in 
office, we had already 
been living under the 

shadow of COVID-19 for several 
months. As I leave office, I’m 
hopeful that the shadow will lift 
soon. 

My focus has been highlighting 
the opportunities offered by 
responsible financial leadership, 
and it could not have been more 
appropriate for our times. 
Financial leadership that 
considers all stakeholders, not just 
shareholders, is no longer a fringe 
idea. It has become mainstream 
over the past year, and as 
economies are being rebuilt, 
finance professionals can be the 
guiding lights in ensuring this is 
done equitably. 

Over the past year, the age of the 
CFO as the “chief value officer” has 
arrived, and you should be in the 
vanguard of shaping what that role 
looks like in your own company. 
Responsible financial leadership is 
an initial conversation before 
implementing change, and since 
this is my last column as CIMA 
president, I want to leave you with four actions you 
might take to further develop your organisation’s 
engagement with sustainable environmental, social, 
and governance (ESG) goals. 

Building a better future
Consider how you can incorporate sustainability 
practices into your business model. Economist Kate 
Raworth’s influential “Doughnut Economics” model is 
one way of thinking about how we can balance what 
we need with what our planet can sustain. It provides a 
framework as you take steps to reshape your business. 
That said, also look at your costing/pricing policies. 
For example, you could consider how well they reflect 
the full costs involved in sourcing, manufacturing, and 
disposing of the things you create and sell.

Measurement for a sustainable world
If you have made a commitment to pursue ESG goals, 
ensure you track their outcomes. It’s not enough to talk 

about the importance of these 
goals; you have to action, monitor, 
and evidence them — be the 
company that lives its values. Data 
is king and, fortunately, is what 
the finance function loves. ESG is 
now being taken seriously by 
governments and regulators. For 
example, the EU has recently 
consulted on changes that would 
allow companies to focus on 
long-term value creation rather 
than short-term benefits.

Guiding the profession
Set an example to the profession 
by threading your values 
throughout the business. Look to 
align your company’s strategic 
investments with ESG ambitions. 
As I write this, the EU is making it 
easier for investors to know what 
is and isn’t a sustainable 
investment fund; and more 
investment firms are recognising 
that ethical investment doesn’t 
necessarily equal poor returns 
(indeed quite the opposite in 
many cases). So, it’s a win-win. 

Digital transformation and bridging the 
skills gap
Even as more financial processes are automated, 
don’t imagine that human input isn’t needed. 
Although work can be done considerably faster, the 
finance function is needed more than ever to 
ensure it continues to align with corporate values. 
Tied to this is the ongoing need to keep your team’s 
digital skills sharp to manage better the challenges 
ahead. All of that requires a culture change. Finance 
professionals need to cultivate curiosity, use 
evidence to back up arguments, and be more 
prepared to accept risk. I think we can do that.

Finally, it has been a unique challenge to have 
been president when we faced and conquered so 
much. As leaders, we can set the course for 
business, so let’s do it responsibly. I will continue to 
champion responsible financial leadership and 
look forward to working with the new CIMA 
president in the coming year.

THE VIEW FROM THE PRESIDENT

NICK JACKSON, FCMA, CGMA

KEEP IN TOUCH
Follow me
on Twitter:

@CIMA_President

4 steps to engage  
with ESG goals

‘Over the past year,  
the age of the CFO as the 

“chief value officer” has arrived.’
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business model in Ghana.
  y When responding to the UK’s 

All-Party Parliamentary Group on 
Apprenticeships, the Centre for Policy 
Studies, an influential UK think 
tank, picked up on the Association’s 
proposal to change the Apprenticeship 
Levy into an Apprenticeship and Skills 
Levy to help with economic recovery. 
We continue to influence governments 

around the world as countries begin to 
rebuild their economies. Behind all of this 
is our strong belief that management 
accountants have an ever more strategically 
important part to play in rethinking those 
economies. 

Finally, I would like to extend my 
warmest thanks to CIMA’s outgoing 
President and Association Vice-Chair Nick 
Jackson for all that he has done in his year 
in office to champion and lead the 
profession, including his advocacy for 
responsible financial leadership. It has been 
inspiring to work with Nick — he has given 
many people plenty to think about. 

I look forward to working closely with 
Nick’s successor in promoting the fantastic 
work that our members are doing globally. 

A round the world, accounting 
and finance professionals are 
guiding organisations 
through a time of great 
change and opportunity — 

showing immense leadership. 
Management accountants have been 

depended upon like never before. This is 
because of their problem-solving, planning, 
analysis, risk and data management skills, 
and business controls and systems 
expertise and knowledge. In all industries 
and types of organisation, we are making a 
significant difference to resilience and 
recovery. 

The past year or so especially has been a 
very busy period for AICPA & CIMA’s 
government advocacy teams, and I am 
proud of the strategic work they have been 
doing on behalf of members. They have 
dealt not only with the new challenge of 
how to help our global membership and 
students through a crisis the magnitude of 
which we have not seen in generations but 
also with Brexit matters affecting UK and 
European members.

Fortunately, the resources of AICPA & 
CIMA have allowed us to strengthen our 
advocacy efforts, and we can now take 
advantage of huge experience, new 
relationships, and new markets. 

Here are a few of our successes in the 
past year:
  y CIMA submitted a 40-point plan, 

Budgeting for Recovery and a 

Long-Term Economic Future for 
the UK, to the chancellor of the 
exchequer and the prime minister in 
November. It focused on measures 
to support businesses now and 
to create long-term sustainable 
economic recovery. Earlier, the UK 
government adopted 14 of the policy 
recommendations CIMA made to 
support SMEs and businesses dealing 
with COVID-19. Meetings were held 
with a government treasury minister 
to discuss our recommendations and 
the role management accountants will 
play in recovery.

  y CIMA responded to the House of Lords 
EU Services Sub-Committee inquiry 
into the future impact of UK-EU 
relations on professional and business 
services, stressing the importance of 
mutual recognition of qualifications 
and freedom of movement for 
professionals for work. Two of our 
asks were picked up by the committee 
in its final report. 

  y In Ghana, a draft clause in a new 
legislative bill would have required 
all accountants in business to be a 
member of the Institute of Chartered 
Accountants (Ghana). Thanks to 
our work promoting the removal of 
the key clause, it did not appear in 
the final bill. This is a great win for 
the Association and supports our 
members, the profession, and our 

Building 
relationships 
through advocacy
By Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA

Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA, is chief 
executive–Management Accounting at 
the Association of International 
Certified Professional Accountants, 
representing AICPA & CIMA.
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A 
person looks at a piece by 
Douglas Hoekzema, also known 
as Hoxxoh, during a press 
preview in March of the opening 
of Superchief Gallery NFT,  

a physical gallery dedicated to NFT 
(nonfungible token) artwork in New York City. 
Sotheby’s and Phillips launched so-called NFT 
auctions on 12 April, a month after Christie’s 
sold a digital artwork for $69.3 million, as 
traditional auction houses seek to capitalise 
on the craze shaking up the art market. Several 
months ago, barely anyone had heard of an 
NFT, a digital object such as a drawing, 
animation, piece of music, photo, or video 
with a certificate of authenticity, created by 
blockchain technology.

A new frontier 
for art sales?
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N ow, not just Mary can have a little LAMBDA.
For those in O	ce 365 Beta, Microsoft recently 

made a fantastic announcement for Excel. Only two 
weeks after LET was made Generally Available, its 
sister function, LAMBDA, was released into the wild. 

The power of this latest addition to the Excel family of functions 
cannot be overstated. This is going to revolutionise how you build 
formulas in Excel. 

This function “completes” Excel (more on that below), as a key 
programming feature — missing forever in the world’s favourite 
spreadsheet software — is now made available, as well as the 
ability to create your own reusable formulas.

Confusingly, LAMBDA has nothing whatsoever to do with 
previous Greek-named functions such as BETA and GAMMA. The 
name dates back to Alonzo Church, a mathematician and logician 
who made major contributions to mathematical logic and the 
foundations of theoretical computer science. He coined the term 
as part of lambda calculus, in which all functions were deemed 
“anonymous”, ie, not bound to an identi�er. If this means nothing 
to you and you are now possessing a glazed expression, don’t 
worry, welcome to my world. 

Simply put, LAMBDA allows you to de�ne your own custom 
functions using Excel’s formula language. It’s user-de�ned 
functions without a Ph.D. in VBA or JavaScript. In O	ce 365 Beta, 
LAMBDA allows you to de�ne a custom function in Excel’s very 
own formula language. Moreover, one function can call another 
(including itself), so there is no limit to the power you can deploy 

with a single function call. And as Microsoft states: “For folks with 
a computer science background, you’re probably already familiar 
with the concept of lambdas, and the introduction of LAMBDA 
makes the Excel formula language Turing Complete.” You can 
now sleep at night.

With LAMBDA, you can take any formula you’ve built in Excel, 
wrap it up in a LAMBDA function, and give it a name (like 
CUSTOM1). Then, anywhere in your Excel workbook, you can 
refer to CUSTOM1, reusing that custom function throughout your 
sheet. 

So here’s the rub. If you create such a LAMBDA called 
CUSTOM1, you can call CUSTOM1 within the de�nition of 
CUSTOM1. This is known as “recursion”, and this is what 
“completes” Excel. This is something that before was only 
possible in Excel through script (like VBA/JavaScript). This is what 
makes LAMBDA functions so powerful (again, see below).

Reusable custom functions
One of the more challenging parts of working with formulas in
Excel is that you often get fairly complex formulas that are reused 
numerous times through the sheet (often by just copying/
pasting). This can make it hard for others to read and understand 
what’s going on, put you more at risk of errors, and make it hard 
to �nd and �x the errors. With LAMBDA, you have reuse and 
composability. Create libraries for any pieces of logic you plan to 
use multiple times. It o�ers convenience and reduces the risk of 
errors.

New Excel function 
redefines 
formula building 
LAMBDA lets you define your own custom functions 
without having to know VBA or JavaScript.

By Liam Bastick, FCMA, CGMA
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So how does it work?
The syntax of LAMBDA is perhaps not the most informative: 

LAMBDA(parameter_or_calculation, …)

That’s, er, great. Perhaps a run-through might be best.
There are three key pieces of =LAMBDA to understand:

1. LAMBDA function components.
2. Naming a LAMBDA.
3. Calling a LAMBDA function.

1. LAMBDA function components
Let’s take a simple example. Consider the following formula:
=LAMBDA(x, x+1).

This is a very exciting formula in which we have x as the 
argument (oh, no, it isn’t, oh, yes, it is — see, I told you it was an 
argument), which you may pass in when calling the LAMBDA, 
and x+1 is the logic/operation to be performed.

For example, if you were to call the LAMBDA function above 
and de�ne x as equal to �ve (5), then Excel would calculate  
5 + 1 = 6, right?

Nope. You would get #CALC! Oops. That’s because it’s not quite 
as simple as that. You need to name your little LAMBDA.

2. Naming a LAMBDA
To give your LAMBDA a name so it can be reused, open the Name
Manager and press Ctrl+F3 or go to Formulas > Name Manager 
on the Ribbon). This will open the Name Manager dialog box (see 
the screenshot “Name Manager Dialog Box”). 

Click on New and �ll out the related �elds, as shown in the 
screenshot “New Name Selection”.

To be clear:
y Name: The name of your function (this is where you name it).
y Comment: A description and associated ToolTip, which

will be shown when calling your function.
y Refers to: Your LAMBDA function de�nition (this is where

you put your formula — not in the Excel worksheet!).
Once you are �nished, press OK to store your LAMBDA, and 

you should see the de�nition returned in the resultant window, 
as shown in the screenshot “Updated Refers to: Field”). 

3. Calling LAMBDA
Now that you have done this, your �rst new LAMBDA
function may be called in just the same way as every other 
Excel function is cited. For example, =MYLAMBDA(5) would 
equal six (6) and not #CALC! as before.

You don’t have to do it this way, though, if you don’t want 
to. You may call a LAMBDA without naming it. If we hadn’t 
named this marvellous calculation and simply authored it in 
the grid as we had �rst attempted, we could call it by simply 
typing =LAMBDA(x, x+1)(5). 

The sky’s the limit. You are not restricted to just numbers 
and text. You can also use:
y Dynamic arrays: Rather than passing a single value

into a function, you can pass an array of values, and 
functions can also return arrays of values. 

y Data types: The value stored in a cell is no longer just
Name Manager dialog box

New name selection

Updated Refers to: field
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a string or a number. A single cell can contain a rich 
data type with a large set of properties.
Functions can take data types and arrays as arguments, 

and they can also return results as data types and arrays. The 
same is true with the LAMBDAs you build.

To show you just how useful these functions are, I want 
to finish with recursion. To show you just how useful these 
functions are, I want to finish with recursion. To show you … 
well, you get the idea. 

Recursion: Making the right call
One of the big missing pieces in Excel formulas has been the 
ability to loop or create a function that calls itself. This is 
something modellers have wanted for years with common 
calculations such as calculating optimum debt while taking 
account of interest and other similar iterative computations. 
Where you can, it is often better to solve formulaically  
(eg, calculating interest using simultaneous equations),  
but sometimes you find yourself in a situation screaming for  
a LAMBDA function.

Here is an example that Microsoft came up with to 
demonstrate the idea.

Imagine you have a set of text strings and want to specify 
which characters should be removed from those strings 
dynamically, as shown in the screenshot “Dynamic Text 
Removal”.

Because the set of characters you’re specifying is not 
static, there really hasn’t been any good way of doing this.  

With LAMBDA, you could create a function called 
REPLACECHARS that references itself allowing you to 
iterate over the list of characters to be removed, where 
REPLACECHARS has been defined as:

=LAMBDA(textString, illegalChars, IF(illegalChars="", 
textstring, REPLACECHARS( SUBSTITUTE(textString, 

LEFT(illegalChars, 1), ""),RIGHT(illegalChars, 
LEN(illegalChars)-1))))

Notice that in the definition of REPLACECHARS, there is 
a reference to REPLACECHARS. The IF statement says if 
there are no more illegal characters, return the input 
textString and otherwise remove each occurrence of the 
leftmost character in illegalChars. Recursion kicks in with 
the request to call REPLACECHARS again with the updated 
string, and the rest of illegalChars. This means it will keep 
calling itself until it has parsed over every character to be 
removed, giving the desired result.

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.

Points to note
  y LAMBDA doesn’t have to be used in a named range, as 

shown above. You must remember to pass the required 
parameters to avoid the #CALC! error, eg,

=LAMBDA(x, x+1)(5)

will return six (6) if entered in a cell. 

  y LET requires at least one variable to work; LAMBDA 
can take between zero (0) and 253 variables (eg, an 
exception to the first point is =LAMBDA(RAND()), 
which will work).  
LAMBDA inside a LET function will work, eg,

=LET(CUSTOM1, LAMBDA(x, x+1), CUSTOM1(5))

will return six (6) if entered into a cell.
  y When you begin writing a LAMBDA function, the 

IntelliSense is presently working inside all LAMBDA 
parameters except for the first one (Microsoft would 
like to know if that’s not the behaviour any reader 
sees). Of course, Intellisense should also work for the 
first parameter, but there is presently a bug, which will 
be fixed shortly.

Word to the wise
The best thing is just to get going with this powerful addition 
to the Excel vocabulary. The LAMBDA function is available to 
members of the Insiders Beta program running Windows 
and Mac builds of Excel 365. It might just be time to upgrade 
if you don’t already have it.   ■

Dynamic text removal
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SPACs process and preparation 
Q  Why are special-purpose acquisition companies (SPACs) so popular 
right now? 

A  Mitigating the pricing risk of traditional initial public offerings (IPOs) — 
especially at a time when the COVID-19 pandemic has fueled volatility — is part 
of what’s driving seasoned investors and management teams to flock to SPACs. 
Several records were set last year, including the highest number of SPAC IPOs 
and the highest amount of SPAC proceeds raised. Just three months into 2021, 
the gross proceeds raised in 2021 has exceeded the gross proceeds raised in 
2020, according to SPACInsider. This market volatility, combined with the arrival 
of seasoned sponsors and management teams, has created a modern-day 
SPAC revolution. 

Q  What are the key considerations for going public with a SPAC?    

A  It is essential for entities to (1) have an understanding of the underlying 
economics of these investment vehicles; (2) develop a comprehensive project 
management plan to meet the demands of an accelerated merger timeline; and 
(3) engage trusted advisers with significant SPAC experience. The financial 
reporting requirements for a target in a SPAC merger are voluminous and must 
be completed in a compressed timeline leading up to the proxy/Form S-4 filing. 
The reporting requirements include preparation of PCAOB-audited annual 
financial statements that comply with SEC rules, reviewed interim financial 
statements, pro forma financial information, management discussion and 
analysis (MD&A), market risk disclosures, and other nonfinancial information.  

Q  What happens after the SPAC transaction is completed?    

A  The SPAC process involves many of the same hurdles as in a traditional 
IPO, but the target company’s management must remain focused on executing 
the transaction first before tackling post-SPAC processes. Therefore, 
management of the target company must shift gears to focus on quickly 
maturing into a publicly traded company. A post-SPAC company must be ready 
with certain filings, processes, and policies in place prior to the completion of the 
merger. The company must also report accurate financials on time — depending 
on filing status, this could be in as few as 40 days after the end of its most 
recent financial quarter and 60 days after its fiscal year end.   

 
This publication contains general information only, and Deloitte is not, by means of this 
publication, rendering accounting, business, financial, investment, legal, tax, or other 
professional advice or services. This publication is not a substitute for such professional 
advice or services, nor should it be used as a basis for any decision or action that may 
affect your business. Before making any decision or taking any action that may affect 
your business, you should consult a qualified professional adviser. Deloitte shall not be 
responsible for any loss sustained by any person who relies on this publication. Certain 
services may not be available to attest clients under the rules and regulations of public 
accounting. Please see deloitte.com/about to learn more about our global network of 
member firms. Copyright © 2021 Deloitte Development LLC. All rights reserved.
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SPAC transactions are complex

Work with Deloitte’s team of experienced SPAC 
advisers to help streamline your de-SPAC process.

For questions or to learn more, please visit 
www.deloitte.com/spac.

Copyright © 2021 Deloitte Development LLC. All rights reserved.
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I n early March 2020, a price war
between Saudi Arabia and Russia 
triggered a record-breaking quarterly 
drop in the price of oil, and Triumph 
Power and Gas Systems Ltd., an energy 

service company based in Nigeria with 102 
employees and $1.3 billion in annual 
revenue, saw the crisis severely a�ect its 
contracts with major international energy 
players such as Chevron and Shell. 

But that was just the beginning of the 
challenges the organisation would face in 
2020; few leaders within the energy sector 
could have predicted the pain still to come.

While scrambling to respond, the 

Nigerian government announced a 14-day 
lockdown of major cities to contain the 
spread of the novel coronavirus. With many 
other countries taking similar steps and 
halting economic activities, global demand 
for oil plummeted — leaving oil and gas 
sector companies such as Triumph in a 
state of deep uncertainty and disarray. 

For Japheth Jev, ACMA, CGMA, the CFO 
at Triumph, the most challenging and 
pivotal moment of his leadership had 
presented itself. 

“The crisis resulted in many of these 
customers terminating or deferring 
contracts,” Jev said. “With demand for our 

services at a near standstill and revenue all 
but destroyed, the business was under huge 
pressure. As a �nance leader, I had never 
before had to face such a chaotic situation 
— but it was my responsibility to captain 
the ship, support my team members, and 
get the company �nances onto the right 
footing.” 

With his team working remotely for the 
�rst time, while also navigating anxiety and 
concerns around the wellbeing of loved 
ones, Jev understood that the situation 
called for a new and more compassionate 
style of leadership. 

“I quickly realised that I needed to step 

Empathy as an 
antidote to uncertainty
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away from the traditional, command-and-
control style of leadership and embrace 
empathy as a way to understand and 
support team members through the turmoil 
they were all experiencing,” he explained. “I 
had to drop my personal views and agenda 
and ensure that I was directed by 
compassion. If I was not able to practise 
empathy, I knew that I would be captain of a 
sinking ship.” 

This attitude ultimately paid dividends 
for Jev, his �nance team, and Triumph. By 
placing trust in his team’s abilities, showing 
empathy and personal interest, and 
enlisting their support around key 

objectives such as tighter cost management, 
Jev and his more personal approach to 
leadership contributed to what was 
ultimately a remarkable turnaround for 
Triumph. 

The �nance team achieved an increase 
of 30% in bottom-line earnings over the 
quarter despite the calamitous drop in 
revenue, which Jev attributed to rigorous 
discipline around costs. 

Empathy has ‘stalled’ in the 
workplace 
With countless other companies facing 
similarly harrowing scenarios, the 

pandemic elevated empathy into the 
day-to-day culture of business and 
management. And while research has 
shown that both leaders and employees 
are aware of its importance, there is often a 
failure to translate this awareness into 
tangible changes. 

According to Businessolver’s State of 
Workplace Empathy Study 2020, 
companies are “slipping rather than 
making gains in empathy”, with the 
�ndings showing that employees’ and HR 
professionals’ ratings of their own 
companies on empathy have steadily 
fallen since 2018. Businessolver is a 

Finance leaders have to tune in to what their team members 
are going through to navigate challenging times. 

By Jessica Hubbard

Empathy as an 
antidote to uncertainty
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US-based employee bene�ts 
administration technology company that 
has conducted an annual report on 
empathy in the workplace since 2016. 

“One of the key takeaways in this year’s 
study is empathy has stalled,” wrote Jon 
Shanahan, chief executive at 
Businessolver, in an introductory note to 
the report. “Employees feel as though their 
leaders are not doing enough to display 
empathy, and that was before the world 
was rocked by a pandemic. The 
importance of bridging that gap is now 
heightened by the current environment. 
Employees are depending on their 
employers to deliver empathy to help 
them overcome, adapt, and move forward.” 

A workplace culture characterised by 
empathy can provide the much-needed 
antidote to uncertainty — while 
simultaneously boosting engagement and 
e�ciency, according to Businessolver. 

“The global crisis has presented leaders 
with an opportunity to relaunch 
themselves and learn new skills to 
motivate teams and drive business 
performance,” said Liza Robbins, chief 
executive, Kreston International, a global 
network of independent accounting �rms. 

“Leading with empathy translates into 
good business, which includes retaining 
and motivating top talent.” 

The Businessolver 2020 study 
reinforces this view, with 74% of surveyed 
employees indicating they would work 
longer hours for an empathetic employer, 
while 80% said they would switch 
companies for equal pay if the employer 
were more empathetic. 

FM magazine spoke to several �nance 
leaders to learn how they can embrace and 
apply empathy in a consistent and 
authentic way. By shifting to a more 
empathetic approach and applying it in 
very practical ways, �nance leaders can 
rapidly increase engagement, resulting in 
improved business performance — even in 
the face of the ongoing uncertainty that 
teams are challenged with today. 

Define empathy within leadership
According to Robbins, the �rst step is to 
understand what empathy is and what it is 
not. If empathy is misunderstood, it can be 
dangerous.

“Empathy in leadership is about 
walking in someone else’s shoes and really 
trying to see things from their point of 
view,” Robbins said. 

The danger lies in thinking that 
empathy is about agreeing with everything 
that the other person says (particularly if 
they are upset or emotional). Empathy is 
also not about entwining your whole 
emotional being with another person. 

“As a leader, empathy requires taking 
the time to understand the impact from 
someone else’s perspective, and then 
bringing all that information back, 
processing it, and considering your 
decision without that impact becoming 
the only deciding factor,” Robbins said. 

Listen more, talk less
“Only by learning to listen very, very 
carefully can �nance leaders begin to 

understand what their team members are 
experiencing and feeling,” Jev said. 
“Empathy can primarily be learned and 
adopted through listening more than you 
talk to others.”

This may require setting up regular 
one-on-one meetings or check-ins with 
team members that can include both work 
and nonwork discussions. During these 
meetings, allow your team member to 
guide the conversation, and be mindful 
about always waiting to speak — 
remembering that your role is simply to 
listen and, where appropriate, to respond 
with empathetic phrases that give both 
acknowledgement and encouragement. 
For example, use phrases such as “I 
understand what you’re saying” and 
“Thank you for sharing this with me”.

Once they have gained an 
understanding of a team member’s 
position or situation, Jev said that skilled 
leaders will then ask questions that gently 
prompt an employee to �nd a thoughtful 
solution that can both assuage anxieties 
and improve performance. 

“Asking the right questions can both 
calm the nerves and also help to point to a 
positive solution — and in this new 
paradigm of empathetic leadership, one 
should encourage employee-led solutions 
that enable teams to chart their own 
course forward.” 

Create a platform for open 
discussions
Ian Meaker, director and founder of 
Creative CFO, a �nance consultancy based 
in South Africa, said that leaders can 
foster a more empathetic and open 
working environment by creating various 
platforms and engaging talking points 
among teams. For instance, employees at 
Creative CFO all participate in personality 
pro�le assessments such as Personality 
I.D. and Myers-Briggs, the results of which 
provide an interesting starting point for 
conversations around personality traits, 
working styles, and preferences. 

“These personality pro�les don’t 
dictate to us where someone may sit on a 
spectrum, but instead open the door to a 
more nuanced and deeper understanding 
of your colleagues,” Meaker explained. “It’s 
about encouraging conversations between 
team members on who they are, how they 
like to work and engage, etc … and the 
reports provide a great foundation for 
those conversations.”

In addition, Meaker recommended 

Resources
Articles

“7 Ways Finance Leaders Can Improve 
Their Emotional Intelligence”,  
FM magazine, 15 October 2020,  
tinyurl.com/2es23tsv

“Leading With Empathy During the 
Pandemic”, FM magazine, 14 October 
2020, tinyurl.com/63mkkx5k

Podcast episode

“The Language of Financial 
Leadership”, FM magazine, 29 June 
2020, tinyurl.com/aayz8h88

‘Empathy in leadership is about
walking in someone else’s shoes
and really trying to see things from
their point of view.’
Liza Robbins, chief executive, Kreston International, a global network of independent 
accounting �rms
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establishing different mechanisms 
whereby employees can regularly provide 
feedback and input on their experience at 
work. Creative CFO implements regular 
“pulse surveys” using a platform called 
Officevibe, which pushes out a regular and 
anonymous short survey via Slack. The 
survey covers topics such as wellness and 
relationships with colleagues and 
managers, with the results regularly 
updated on central dashboards. 

“There are also anonymous 
comments that every director reads (or is 
made aware of), and team members can 
switch off the anonymous setting if they 
want to provide named feedback on a 
topic,” Meaker added. 

Set clear expectations and provide 
feedback
Peta Chennells, CFO at Munger Investment 
Partners, a private education fund 
manager based in South Africa, 
highlighted that empathy does not mean 
“being soft on deliverables and 
expectations”.

“In a finance team, it is relatively easy 
to set clear expectations, as the tasks are 
very specific and require high levels of 
accuracy, delivered within very specific 
timeframes,” she explained. “Each team 
member needs to understand clearly what 
their deliverables and timeframes are. 
They also need to know who to ask if they 
get stuck.”

According to Chennells, high-
performing teams have a strong culture of 
emotional safety and accountability. For 
finance leaders, this type of culture 
requires taking ownership of the 
development of team members and 
supporting them to achieve their potential. 

In supporting the professional 
development of finance teams, Chennells 
also reiterated the importance of 
encouraging rest — and making sure that 
both you and your team take time to 
completely switch off. 

Be personable and accessible
While it can be difficult (especially when 
under pressure) to put your tasks aside and 
make yourself available for your team 
members, Jev said that becoming more 
accessible is fundamental to practising 
empathetic leadership. 

“It’s important not to be too serious, or 
too busy, especially in times of crisis,” he 
advised. “If your team members don’t come 
to you, then go to them — but don’t stay in 

your office and appear to be closed off.” 
According to Jev, most employees are 

still in the mode of only approaching a 
leader if there is a result or a specific 
technical issue to address, which can 
prevent a more personal and authentic 
relationship from developing. 

“This can also be overcome by being 
curious and actively showing an interest 
in team members that goes beyond their 
role at work,” he said. 

Show your vulnerabilities
To connect with employees on a more 
human level, empathetic leadership 
requires the ability to be authentic and 
honest about your own struggles, 
Chennells said. 

“Be open about the personal and 
professional challenges that you are 

facing so that your team can do the same,” 
she said. “Finance leaders will also need to 
learn to drop egos and own up to their 
own mistakes and faults — which, again, 
opens the door for team members to 
follow that example.” 

When leaders avoid the common 
pitfall of pretending (or thinking) they 
have all the answers, particularly in a 
crisis, it sets the tone for a more 
collaborative and transparent working 
culture.   ■

Jessica Hubbard 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.

LEARNING RESOURCES

MBAexpress: Key Concepts of 
Leadership Strategy — V 2.0 

This course provides an overview 
of the key elements of a traditional 
MBA to help you improve your 
leadership skills. Topics discussed 
include emotional intelligence, good 
governance, principles of improvisation, and more.

AICPA: tinyurl.com/yghn4okc  I  CIMA: tinyurl.com/yg9rha23 

  PROFESSIONAL DE VELOPMENT

Emotional Intelligence

Understand emotional 
intelligence to increase your 
chances of personal and 
professional success.

AICPA: tinyurl.com/yxvjy7ty  I  CIMA: tinyurl.com/yhnh78vd 

  PROFESSIONAL DE VELOPMENT

Human Intelligence Series 1 — Mentor, 
Coach and Lead With Emotional 
Intelligence 

This three-part webcast series will 
help you develop the skills that make 
you uniquely human and position 
you to take advantage of the new 
opportunities that await.

AICPA: tinyurl.com/yg3c5853  I  CIMA: tinyurl.com/yjfonu32 
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K F or more than 20 years, �nance
and accounting teams have 
sought to be seen as business 
partners or strategic advisers to 
management. Focusing on 

delivering insightful analysis to support 
decision-making while still assuring the 
integrity of all �nancial statements has 
been the goal. But what does this mean in 
practice?  

As data availability continues to grow 
and technology creates ever more potent 
tools, and as the world moves into a 
post-COVID-19 era, growth is very much 
back on the agenda.

There are three very practical ways in 
which the �nance function can not only be 
a business partner but also serve as a 
catalyst for growth:  

y Creating the �nancial capacity to fund
growth.

y Evaluating portfolio choices and
investment opportunities.

y Maintaining ongoing �nancial
operating discipline. 

Creating the financial capacity to fund
growth
Capital and cash are the fuels for growth.
Strategy and innovation require investment. 
Finance and treasury teams are at the 
forefront of creating the �nancial capacity to 
fund strategy and innovation. Be it securing 
debt to fund working capital or issuing equity 
as the currency for acquisitions, the ability of 
a company to fund growth relies heavily on 
the ability to match strategic intent with 
�nancial capability.  

Creating capacity, 
evaluating 
opportunities, and 
maintaining discipline 
are three ways the 
finance function  
can lead.

By David A. J. Axson

Finance as a 
catalyst for growth
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In recent years the partnership between
the CEO and CFO has become much more 
strategic in nature. CEOs describe vision, 
strategy, and competitive di�erentiation 
while CFOs tell the associated �nancial 
story: how much capital is required, what 
returns should be expected, and how risk 
will be addressed. Investor con�dence is 
based upon the twin pillars of strategic 
attractiveness and �nancial credibility. As 
Wolters-Kluwer CFO Kevin Entricken 
commented in a January 2021 interview 
with EY: “Every investor will tell you they 
want an appropriate return on their 
investment. You need to deliver that 
return, or they will look for returns 
elsewhere. That should be an important 
KPI for every organisation; measuring 
successes or failures.”

With interest rates at historically low 
levels and equity markets relatively 
accessible, CFOs have a number of tools at 
their disposal as they look to fund growth 
initiatives. Reinvesting pro�ts in the 
business remains a core growth strategy, 
but for many, that no longer needs to be at 
the expense of returning cash to 
shareholders. Finance teams are 
continuously looking at their 
organisation’s capacity to fund growth and 
reward shareholders. By careful 
management of cash and capital, rigorous 
measurement of performance, and 
alignment of �nancial capability with 
strategy, �nance can position itself as the 
catalyst for growth. 

Evaluating portfolio choices and
investment opportunities
The business case has been a core
component of the �nance toolkit for 
decades. All �nance professionals are 
schooled in calculating net present values 
and internal rates of return; over the years, 
more sophisticated mechanisms from 
Monte Carlo simulations to real options 
analysis have been developed and 
deployed. However, for many 
organisations, the investment evaluation 
process has proved unsatisfactory. Too 
often bureaucratic development and 
approval processes subjugate rigorous 
analysis to internal politics and 
management bias; overly optimistic time 
and value assumptions fail to fully 
acknowledge the risk and uncertainty 
inherent in any investment; evaluations 
are conducted on each individual 
investment in isolation from one another, 
largely ignoring any portfolio or 

substitution e�ects; and inconsistent 
post-investment tracking or return 
measurement to ensure projected returns 
are realised provides little insight in 
success or failure.

As the pace of business has quickened 
and the relevance of detailed annual 
budgeting has been questioned, leading 
�nance teams have revamped how they 
evaluate investments. Perhaps the three 
biggest changes have been to treat the 
investment evaluation process as a 
continuous activity, not just an annual 
budgeting activity; view investments as a 
portfolio rather than as discrete projects; 
and, �nally, take advantage of increasingly 
timely and rich data to rapidly understand 
whether investments are on track, not just 
from a time and budget perspective but 
from a likelihood to deliver expected 
returns.

The impact of a more continuous, 
connected, and return-focused process 
allows �nance teams to move with agility 
to react and respond to threats and 
opportunities. This was very evident in the 
early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
when �nance teams moved rapidly to 
conserve cash and capital. No one was 
waiting for the next budget review to make 
adjustments.

Maintaining ongoing financial
operating discipline
The �nance function has always been
intimately involved in ensuring that 
operational �nance processes are both 
e�cient and e�ective. However, the last 
few years have seen a sea change in the 
technologies available to optimise 
operational �nance processes. The 
combined impact of tools such as robotic 
process automation, arti�cial intelligence 
(AI), machine learning, and advanced 
analytics is freeing up billions of dollars in 
trapped revenue and uncollected cash 
while also identifying opportunities to 
reduce operating expenses. COVID-19 has 
accelerated both the digitisation of �nance 
processes as well as the adoption of more 
agile and dynamic �nance practices.

Accenture reported in February 2021 
that the automation of traditional �nance 
tasks had increased from 34% in 2018 to 
60% in 2020. Automation is not only 
reducing operating costs but is also 
unlocking rich seams of data that can 
isolate potential issues and opportunities 
in real time. For example, the use of AI in 
the order-to-cash process can identify 

changes in customer behaviour that can 
equip sales and service teams with 
intelligence to develop new business 
opportunities. 

Instead of relying on back-end controls 
such as reconciliations and journal 
vouchering, control can be exerted in real 
time as transactions are being processed. 
This reduces errors but also increases 
management con�dence in the underlying 
data and hence its comfort in making 
attractive growth investments.

Finance is moving from a world where 
much of its time was spent executing core 
transaction processes to one where those 
processes are highly automated and 
�nance and accounting’s role is to ensure 
automated processes are operating 
correctly. This frees up time and talent to 
analyse transactions and related data to 
capitalise on events and trends that can 
sustain or accelerate growth while also 
mitigating downside risk. At Ascension, a 
St. Louis, US-based healthcare system, 
COVID-19 accelerated the move away from 
detailed annual budgets to a rolling 
forecast. Using data science, the �nance 
team now prepares 18- to 24-month 
forecasts to determine spending plans on a 
quarterly basis (see “Corporate Spending 
Plans Tweaked as Recovery Pace Remains 
Uncertain”, The Wall Street Journal, 15 
February 2021, tinyurl.com/87du9jtv). 

Not everything is changing
Despite the unprecedented events of the
last couple of years, not everything has 
changed. The �nance function’s top job is 
still to ensure the accuracy and integrity of 
the �nancial statements. The good news is 
that this can be accomplished in less time, 
at lower cost, and with greater con�dence. 
Finance talent is now being deployed 
towards identifying, evaluating, and 
funding growth. It is further con�rmation 
of �nance’s strategic value to the 
enterprise.   ■

David A. J. Axson is a consultant and 
author and 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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Follow these ten practical strategies to proactively 
manage your career development and reap the benefits.

By Raju Venkataraman, FCMA, CGMA 

Career 
development:  

How to take 
ownership
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B efore the coronavirus pandemic hit the
world, a LinkedIn survey of a few thousand 
US workers in May 2018 revealed that “career 
sleepwalking” had become widespread, 
especially amongst younger Gen Xers and 

older Millennials, those 35–44 years old. In the survey, 
47% of professionals admitted they did not have a good 
sense of where their career was going, and some said 
they felt as if they were on a treadmill going nowhere. As 
a career coach with an international clientele, I know 
that a similar situation prevails in other parts of the 
world, too.

And then, the pandemic struck early in 2020, with 
company closures, decimation of some industries, 
redundancies, hiring freezes, and pay freezes. As the 
various government support measures across the world 
phase out in the coming months, we may see another 
round of job cuts. 

Experts predict the job market recovery is going to be 
uneven, with some sectors recovering faster than others. 
Some may never make it back to pre-pandemic levels. 
The gig economy and freelance roles are also expected to 
surge.

None of these macro-factors is within our control. But 
we do have the ability to proactively assess the evolving 
situation and prepare to position ourselves as well as we 
can — for a future new job or role, a promotion or pay 
rise, or other opportunities as they become available. 
Even creating some opportunities is within the realm of 
possibility.

It is critical that you be ready to invest time and 
resources and take ownership of your own career 
development.

A survey commissioned by CIMA in 2020 found a lack 
of digital skills, health and safety, and people-
management and leadership skills were the top three 
areas that concerned employers at small and midsize 
enterprises in the UK. The results suggested that the 
coronavirus pandemic highlighted gaps that existed 
before.

How to take charge
To help you get ready, here are my top ten practical and
tested strategies for proactively managing your career:

1. Improve your self-awareness continually
Before you prepare for the future, it’s important that you
understand what traits and behaviours got you to where 
you are now.
y Internal self-awareness: Use the several free

assessments available to recognise your strengths, 
blind spots, areas for development, core values, 
fears, and insecurities. Examples include the 
Big Five Personality Test (available at tinyurl.
com/3cs6bdm7), strengths tests (available at 
tinyurl.com/k8ks45ru or tinyurl.com/m6e8h7ya), 
and a personal values assessment (available at 
tinyurl.com/4scnctja).

y External self-awareness, ie, your personal
brand: Find out how others perceive you — your 
reputation or image. Manage your reputation, or 
you will be managed by it.

y Unearth and resolve your blind spots: Career
achievers routinely seek feedback, learn, and 
adjust. Initiate the feedback if you have to — for 
example, after a meeting where you presented, talk 
about a couple of things that you think went well 
and then ask for advice on one thing to improve.

2. Think about your career vision, and cascade that
down into near-term goals 
De¥ne career success for yourself. Think about who and
what you want to be. To do this, dream a little. 

Then follow Step 1 on self-awareness (internal 
self-awareness), but also think about where your 
industry is going, what changes may come, and what 
future opportunities will look like for you. What skills 
will become more valuable in time? One method is to 
visualise where you want to be in three years and 
pre-write your résumé or CV, imagining the job 
description and responsibilities. Think, “between now 
and then, what roles would I have held that prepared me 
to get this job?”

The CGMA Competency Framework can help «esh out 
the vision.

Once you have your vision, how do you get there? Set 
both long- and short-term goals:
y Goals focused on professional advancement:

• Short-term example: Help ¥nance business partners

creo




24  I  FM MAGAZINE  I  June 2021

fund projects that will reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by x%.

• Long-term example: Become a CFO of a 
public company.

y Goals focused on educational 
advancement: 
• Short-term example: Complete a 

certi�cate course in data analytics 
before July 2021.

• Long-term example: Complete all 
stages of the CIMA examination by 
2023. 

y Goals focused on personal 
development:
• Short-term example: Becoming more 

proactive within my company.
• Long-term example: Improving my 

networking skills, both internally and 
externally.

3. Build a development plan: How 
would you like to grow? 
Once you determine what you want, you 
can assess what your gaps are. What do 
you need to learn or improve, and how will 
you do it?
y List what skills to acquire, behaviours 

to change, certi�cations or 

quali�cations to get, work exposure 
to seek (eg, international work 
experience, a people-management 
role).

y Seek input from your bosses and 
mentors about what skills they want 
to see you develop. 

y Take action. For example, if you are 
a �nancial planning and analysis 
(FP&A) manager and want to learn 
more about data visualisation, join 
a course, arrange informational 
interviews with expert colleagues, or 
seek assignments with exposure to 
that area.

4. Build helpful habits
Human beings are creatures of habit. 
You’re either the victim of your bad habits 
or the product of your good habits.
y Build habits that make you stronger, 

healthier, smarter, and more centred 
and that help you implement your 
plan.

y Prioritise and shift away from 
nonessential practices. Of course, you 
need to identify them �rst.

y Track your time and energy, and 
make it count.

5. Pursue lifelong learning
Learning itself is a skill, and developing it 
is a critical driver of long-term career 
success. The key to staying relevant in a 
fast-changing world is to become an 
“intentional learner”.
y Set aside time each week to identify 

what investments (time and 
money) you want to make in your 
development.

y Consume content (podcasts, books, 
webinars, online classes from Alison, 
Coursera, LinkedIn Learning, Udemy, 
etc.) that will help you learn speci�c 
skills and ful�l continuing education 
and development requirements. 

y Adding these credentials to your 
LinkedIn pro�le and résumé or CV 

will also demonstrate to current and 
future employers how motivated and 
charged up you are.
If you wish to grow, you need to be 

willing to disrupt yourself. Ask yourself, 
“How often do I do something outside of 
my comfort zone?” Being slightly 
uncomfortable can push us to achieve 
goals we never thought we could.

6. Nurture relationships, network 
proactively, and invest in a sponsor 
relationship, which is more involved 
than mentorship
Sponsors must be willing to spend 
political capital, while mentors typically 
stop at giving advice.

So many corporate executives have 
devoted so much of themselves to their 
jobs that they do not know anyone outside 
their own company. Some of my clients 
feel embarrassed to reach out to their 
connections, as they had been contacting 
them only for job searches previously.

Building relationships is a great 
insurance for your employment and 
career, but the onus is on you to 
continually pay premiums through regular 
connection — even when you don’t “need” 
it. E�ective networking is not about you; it 
is about the value you add to others, and it 
does not end when you �nd a new job.
y Dig the well before you’re thirsty — 

whether job searching or not, think 
of whom you can reach out to each 
week, without a “need”.

y Be a giver and be authentic in your 
sharing.

y Cross-pollinate ideas from one 
network to the other network. The 
ideas need not be your own, and you 
should appropriately assign credit for 
ideas even as you share them. 

7. Track your achievements regularly; 
show how you are delivering value to 
the organisation
Many of us, amidst busy schedules, 
neglect to keep track of our success stories 
as they happen and may end up 
inadequately representing ourselves.
y Set aside a half-hour every month to 

record major achievements — KPIs 
exceeded, challenging situations 
resolved, call of duty exceeded, 
awards won, major CSR contribution, 
etc.

y Update the story as the full impact of 
an achievement unfolds later.

y Use the SOAR format for capturing 

Resource
CGMA Competency Framework

The CGMA Competency Framework 
(2019 edition) is designed to help 
management accountants, finance 
professionals, and their employers 
understand the knowledge 
requirements and assess the skills 
needed for both current and desired 
roles. The framework is underpinned 
by the need for objectivity, integrity, 
and ethical behaviour, and includes a 
continuous commitment to acquire 
new skills and knowledge.  
Visit tinyurl.com/3r5v3knj.

Effective networking is not about 
you; it is about the value you add 
to others, and it does not end 
when you find a new job. 
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career achievements:
• Situation: What were you trying to 

achieve? Why?
• Obstacle: What challenges did you 

face?
• Action: What did you do to overcome 

the challenges and achieve what was 
needed?

• Result: What was the outcome — in 
numbers where possible.

An updated SOAR table is raw material 
for your CV and will help you stay prepared 
for performance reviews, job interviews, 
and other career opportunities. 

8. Keep your personal marketing 
collateral ready and updated
It is a crowded job market out there. 
Whether you are actively job scouting or 
not, keep working on your visibility and 
personal marketing to stand out, by 
demonstrating a winning combination of 
marketable skills and an impactful 
personal image. 
  y Keep your résumé or CV current, 

craft a clear positioning statement 
to headline the CV, and answer “tell 
me about yourself” questions. When 
describing your work duties, include 
data or metrics that show what you 
have accomplished.

  y An updated and optimised LinkedIn 
profile works as your personal 
round-the-clock chief marketing 
officer and a job hunter.

  y Maintain your online presence 
and reputation. Google your name 
regularly and go through the first few 
pages of content or images; should 
you find something you’re not proud 
of, contact the site’s webmaster (often 
found under “Registrant Email” or 
“Administrative Contact”) and ask to 
have it removed.

9. Combine performance, image, and 
exposure (PIE) for upward career 
mobility
Performing to the best of your ability is 
necessary at every level of your career. 
However, it is not enough. In a 1996 study, 
Harvey Coleman concluded that 
performance is only a box-ticker for 
upward career mobility; image and 
exposure are the ones that make the real 
difference. Even though you don’t have 
control of how others view you, you do 
have control over your proactive actions 
that can shape others’ perceptions, a key 
strategy for standing out, gaining credit for 

your work, and ultimately career 
advancement. Improve your visibility to 
ensure senior management knows what 
you have contributed and how valuable 
you are.

Four ways to self-promote authentically 
and humbly include:
  y Update your boss regularly about your 

key accomplishments — the actions 
you’ve taken and the impact you’ve 
had (not just a list of projects you are 
working on).

  y Make your presence felt in virtual 
meetings. Ensure your face is well 
lit, prepare well, participate in the 
chat, and ask questions. Offer to make 
presentations from time to time and 
hit those out of the park.

  y When it comes to promotion or 
review time, you will need sponsors 
and a fan club who’ll speak for 
you when you are not in the room. 
Identify a few decision-makers, 
establish rapport, and seek their 
insights on their domains. Generally, 
people like being asked to share their 
expertise and will respond positively.

  y Sometimes it is difficult to get 
noticed by senior leaders through 
your direct work, so you might raise 
your hand and try volunteering for 
initiatives such as corporate social 
responsibility work, company events, 
etc. These situations provide an often 
overlooked opportunity to rub elbows 
with senior people, who will see you 
in action and ideally take notice of 
your contributions.

10. Practise self-care
This is about finding your own unique  
work/life balance and building up your 
resilience. The most selfless thing you can 

do is to be selfish in taking care of yourself. 
When you take care of yourself mentally, 
physically, emotionally, relationally, and 
spiritually and are more mindful, there’s 
more of you to give.

The good news is that resilience can be 
developed; it involves thoughts, beliefs, 
attitudes, and behaviours that can be 
learned. The next time you feel your heart 
beating faster, say to yourself: This is my 
body rising to the challenge. Put a smile on 
your face. Even as you stretch out of your 
comfort zone into the stretch zone, make 
sure you are not in the “stress zone”. Deep 
breathing practice, exercising the power of 
taking a pause, and expressing gratitude 
have been great allies for many of the 
people I coach, and for me.

Taking control of your future
Using these ten strategies, put your hands 
firmly on the controls of your career, and 
carve out some time on a regular basis to 
plan as well as review your continued 
development. When you are proactive 
about your career, you’re able to be more 
intentional, make better career decisions, 
manage disappointments and curve balls, 
and most importantly, stay well prepared 
for opportunities. Go ahead and set 
yourself up for success.   ■

LEARNING RESOURCES

Digital Mindset Pack:  
Data Analytics Focus

Powered by AICPA & CIMA research, 
the Digital Mindset Pack is a 
solution for accountants and finance 
professionals grappling with emerging 
digital skills and the mindset needed for 
the digital future.

AICPA: tinyurl.com/uttfxakf  I   CIMA: tinyurl.com/2epf2xbu

  PROFESSIONAL DE VELOPMENT

AICPA CIMA

Raju Venkataraman, FCMA, CGMA, is a 
negotiation skills trainer and 
credentialed leadership and career 
coach (PCC) based in Singapore, 
serving clients worldwide. 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.

creo




Accountant breaks 
barriers in rise to CEO

Kasturi Chellaraja Wilson, FCMA, CGMA, 
the first woman to become CEO of Hemas 
Holdings, says a willingness to take on 
challenges has driven her career path.
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Last June when Sri Lankan
newspapers reported that Kasturi 
Chellaraja Wilson, FCMA, CGMA, 
was to take over as the �rst 
female group CEO at Hemas 

Holdings — one of the largest public 
companies in Sri Lanka — congratulatory 
messages �ooded her way. 

The country’s prime minister said  
on social media that he hoped her 
appointment would inspire young women 
to follow in her footsteps. Admirers left 
comments on a YouTube video of a past 
interview she did, recounting their shared 
moments with her — whether during her 
younger days as a national basketball and 
netball player or in CIMA classes they took 
with her.

Wilson was surprised by the media 
attention, she told FM in an interview. But 
she realised later the reason for the public’s 
interest — it had to do with the sheer 
improbability of such a CEO role for a 
woman in Sri Lanka. 

Hemas Holdings, one of the 30 largest 
companies listed on the Colombo Stock 
Exchange, owns businesses in consumer 
goods, healthcare, hospitality, aviation and 
shipping, and logistics, and employs close 
to 6,000 people. Entrusting the top job to a 
woman speaks volumes to the possibilities 
for more women leaders in the company 
and, possibly, for Sri Lanka’s largest 
corporates.

“If you look at the 35% statistic [of girls 
and women participating in Sri Lanka’s 
labour force], the majority of them are 
blue-collar workers in apparel factories; if 
you remove that group, you’re coming to 
sub 20% of women in the workforce; and 
then if you talk about women in leadership, 
it’s in the single digits [in percentage],” 
Wilson said.

That makes Wilson one of the few 
women leading a public company in Sri 
Lanka. In focusing on the unlikeliness of 
her appointment, however, one can miss 
the con�uence of skills, personality, and 

laudable performance she has brought to 
the companies she served. 

An unexpected career in accounting
Her career began earlier than most. At 18,
having just completed her A-levels, she 
crossed paths with Aruna Jayewickreme, a 
partner at accounting and audit �rm SJMS 
Associates. At that time, Jayewickreme was 
her mother’s Tamil language student.

As an audit �rm, SJMS is not allowed to 
advertise its services directly because of the 
local code of ethics for the accounting and 
audit profession. One way to get the 
relatively new �rm’s name in the 
newspapers was to participate in 
mercantile tournaments, �ercely competed 
sporting events where companies from big 
banks to insurers in Sri Lanka �eld teams.

Wilson was a well-known basketball and 
netball player. The �rm recruited her to join 
its netball team and o�ered her a position 
as a trainee auditor. She didn’t know much 
about accounting, but she said yes.

It was 1988, and it was common for Sri 
Lankan accounting �rms to hire school 
leavers without a college degree and train 
them on the job. Even without an 
accounting degree or a professional 
quali�cation on her CV, Wilson did an 
exceptional job as an auditor. The 
experience of learning double-entry 
accounting on the job instead of in 
classrooms helped her understand 
transactions and what they meant to a 
business. The lessons were irreplaceably 
valuable and set the stage for her career 
beyond auditing.

But even then, something more than 
her auditing skills was evident to those 
around her. 

“She was very popular in our �rm,” 
recalled Jayewickreme, one of the founding 
partners of SJMS Associates and the �rm’s 
current senior partner of audit and 
assurance. “But more than anything, she 
has this leadership quality from her 
sporting background, and she was always 

able to lead from the front in whatever she 
did.”

Jayewickreme remembered that Wilson 
“grasped with both hands” whatever she 
did. One example of such grit and 
determination left a lasting impression. 

A few years into Wilson’s working at the 
�rm and playing for its netball team, a local 
bank poached members of SJMS’s netball 
team. But Wilson chose to stay at the �rm. 
She quickly formed a new netball team out 
of second-string players and trained them. 
That year, the new team managed to blaze 
through to the �nals of the Mercantile 
Netball Tournament. There, they played 
against SJMS’s former netball players, now 
playing for the bank, and emerged as 
champions.

“With the second stringers, she was able 
to somehow win the tournament; that was 
a great achievement,” Jayewickreme said. 
“It took a lot from her, and I think very few 
people could have done that.” 

While at the �rm, she married, had two 
sons, and acquired her CIMA quali�cation. 
She credits her bosses at the �rm for 
allowing her to stay on as a part-time 
employee while she cared for her young 
children. She rose through the ranks to 
become the director of consulting in her 
eight years there. But right then, another 
change in life circumstances thrust her 
into a di�erent trajectory. 

She and her husband divorced. To 
provide for her two boys, she went into 
full-time work with the help of her parents, 
who agreed to look after her young 
children. 

Being open to lateral moves
In 2002, she joined a subsidiary of Hemas
Holdings in the hospitality sector as the 
general manager of �nance. In the years to 
come at Hemas, she would take on a series 
of roles outside the �nance function that 
eventually propelled her to the top job at 
the conglomerate.

But if you were to ask Wilson for a 

An accidental accountant tells the lessons she learned 
on the way to becoming the first woman to lead one of 

Sri Lanka’s largest public companies.

By Alexis See Tho
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formula to ascend to the CEO’s o�ce, she
would be quick to say that there simply 
isn’t one. At a CIMA convocation, she 
o�ered this advice to fellow management 
accountants: “Don’t even stress about 
whether you can predict your future. What 
you can control is how you face what’s 
thrown your way, and the choices you 
make. Your career doesn’t have to go in the 
same trajectory of somebody else’s. It may 
look like a snakes and ladders game. And 
that’s OK. But the secret is, you have to be 
happy with it.”

Two features mark her career in the past 
18 years at Hemas — a willingness to move 
into unfamiliar territories and an 
unrelenting desire to learn more than 
�nance skills. The journey was not always 
plain sailing. Sometimes, she was pushed 
to take on challenges she wasn’t sure would 
promise triumph.

In what she calls “the �rst interesting 
twist” in her career, she was asked to move 
into a non�nance role to head up the 
conglomerate’s IT department. 

“I questioned the board at that time as to 
why they gave me that role,” Wilson 
recalled. 

Their reply to her demonstrated that 
Wilson’s understanding beyond �nance 
concepts was already evident to Hemas’s 
leadership team. They wanted someone 
with sharp business acumen, an 
understanding of end-to-end processes, 
and knowledge of how to use technology to 
improve e�ciency. 

Such horizontal moves were not 
common in Hemas’s culture at that point. 
Moving Wilson from �nance to IT was an 
experiment the senior management team 
undertook. Key questions they wanted 
answered were: What are the essential 

attributes for a Hemas leader? Are technical 
and industry expertise more important 
than having leadership behaviours?

“So it was a test, an experiment,” she 
said of her transfer to IT. “Of course, now 
we have it as a design. We have talented 
people moved around.” 

A �nance person in such a role would 
look at technology investments from a cost 
angle, she said. Her lesson there was 
learning to switch o� her �nance mindset.

“You need to remove your �nance hat 
for a while … give space for somebody to 
sell their business case to you,” she said. 
“Then wear your �nance hat again with a 
di�erent view and check whether the 
fundamental assumptions would bring in 
the revenue or increase e�ciency.”

Leading people with more
experience and expertise
Her toughest lesson yet was about to come.
In her �rst role with pro�t and loss 
responsibilities as the managing director of 
Hemas’s transport subsidiary, which has 
businesses in aviation, maritime, and 
logistics, Wilson was once again thrown 
into unfamiliar territory.

“I had been a custodian of P&L, but I 
hadn’t run a P&L,” she said. “That was my 
only fear.”

In addition to meeting revenue targets, 
she had to lead a senior management team 
that had extensive industry experience and 
technical knowledge she didn’t possess. 
How does someone without experience in 
an industry lead such a team?

“It was a lesson of how you get your 
leadership skills honed and how do you 
learn from people,” Wilson said. 

Within Wilson’s �rst few days at the 
new job, a couple of the senior leaders 

there decided to be honest with her. 
“We appreciate that you were brought 

here. But we wonder why one of us were 
not considered … you’re not from the 
industry,” she recalled them saying. 

But she was unperturbed. Their 
question was a valid one, she thought.

“I was lucky enough that they were 
mature people, and one advantage of 
having mature people on the team is that 
they can tell you to your face versus 
making it a big issue behind your back,” 
she said.

So she struck a deal with them: Give her 
six months to prove her value to the team. 
“If I’m not adding value [after six months], 
let’s have this conversation again,” she told 
them.

She understood that she had to throw out 
her technical mindset to learn how to think 
strategically. Being performance-driven, 
solutions-oriented, and attentive to detail 
were skills she was proud of. It required 
tremendous courage to give up what she 
was good at to learn something new. 

“I was known as somebody who cannot 
be strategic because I was so operational,” 
she said. “I had to unlearn my attention to 
detail that sometimes distracted me and 
got my mind bogged down by small things. 
My role then was to think big, envision 
strategy, and push the teams.” 

In those �rst few months, she played 
the role of a coach. 

Using a team sport analogy, she 
explained: “When you play a team sport, the 
success of the team is when every member 
of the team is doing their best. Just because 
I’m doing my best doesn’t mean the team 
will win. It is up to me to in�uence others to 
be committed to practise as well.”

What Wilson sees as her role as a leader 
— to engage, in�uence, and rally 
employees to deliver business results — is 
one of the behaviours of top exceptional 
CEOs identi�ed in a ten-year study by 
ghSMART, a leadership advisory company 
in the US. The study, published in 2017, 
showed that successful CEOs have the 
ability to “engage for impact” by aligning 
the priorities and interests of employees 
and stakeholders to reach a goal. This 
includes refocusing detractors’ resistance 
to something positive.

For Wilson, this was how it played out 
in the �rst few months: When her team 
wanted a decision and asked for her 
opinion, she pushed back and forced them 
to consider their options. 

“I asked what they would do if they were 

Resources
Conference

AICPA & CIMA Women’s Global Leadership Summit
3–5 November
womenlead.aicpastore.com

CGMA tools

CGMA Competency Framework: A tool designed to help finance professionals 
understand the required technical, business, people, leadership, and digital 
knowledge and skills needed for current and desired roles.  
Visit tinyurl.com/y8dr9r2d.

Leadership in Hard Times: Learn what it takes to lead effectively during periods 
of disruption and transformation. Visit tinyurl.com/y4rq2wmj (CIMA login 
credentials required).
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in my shoes. Then I’d say, ‘Give me two 
choices’, and I asked which they preferred. I 
would let them go ahead with it and ask 
them to come back to me if something goes 
wrong,” she explained.

Further discussions would involve her 
offering opinions on the matter, but she 
would leave the decision to the team 
leaders. She also made it clear that it was 
OK to sometimes make the wrong 
decisions, but when that happened, they 
could come back to her for further advice.

“I had pushed them to think about 
opportunities generally not thought about,” 
she said. “Coming from a nonindustry 
perspective, I asked them the dumbest 
questions and allowed them to think and 
come back with reasons for or against an 
idea.”

In less than the agreed time, Wilson had 
proved that industry experience and 
technical knowledge are not the only 
prerequisites for a good business leader. 
Her team finally understood why she was 
given the job — she had made them better 
leaders who delivered better performance. 

An impetus to more women leaders?
Lopa Rahman, corporate governance 
officer at the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC), a member organisation 
of the World Bank Group, said that Wilson’s 
appointment as Hemas’s group CEO is a 
much-needed female representation in 
corporate Sri Lanka. 

An IFC study found that between 2015 
and 2017, only one company in the 
country’s 30 largest listed companies had a 
woman chairing its board. Rahman 
attributes this phenomenon to a “leaking 
pipeline” problem. More women than men 
complete school and enter universities in 
Sri Lanka, but there are more male workers 
in the country. 

Nothing legally restricts women from 
going to work in the country. “But [in Sri 
Lanka] the restriction seems self-imposed. 
Cultural nuances are such that women are 
the primary caregivers of a family,” 
Rahman said.

In a 2017 World Bank study to 
understand Sri Lanka’s persistently low 
female labour force participation rate, 
researchers found that marriage 
significantly lowers women’s odds of being 
employed by 26 percentage points 
compared with unmarried women. Having 
children younger than 5 years old also is 
significantly associated with a reduction in 
women’s labour market participation by 7.4 

percentage points, compared with women 
without children. These factors have no 
effect on men, the research found. 

Rahman added that while Sri Lanka 
takes pride in having the first female prime 
minister in the modern world — Sirimavo 
Bandaranaike, who was elected to office in 
1960 — the country needs more female 
public figures, especially in business, to 
encourage more women into the 
workforce.

“I’ve often heard it said that [Sri Lanka] 
keeps celebrating the past, but there aren’t 
many modern role models Sri Lankan 
women can look to,” Rahman said. 

Having appointed its first female board 
members in 2018, Hemas is a latecomer in 
introducing board diversity compared to 
other Sri Lankan public companies. Wilson 
is Hemas’s third female board member 
since its founding more than 70 years ago.

Rahman added that the Sri Lankan 
Ministry of Finance, in step with practices 
in the region, introduced a voluntary quota 
of 30% of women for corporate boards of 
listed companies in 2019. After 2024, the 
30% quota may become mandatory.

“Quotas are not the best solution, but it’s 
the best we have now to accelerate the pace 
of women participation,” she said.

Staying true to self
Throughout her career, whether as a novice 
or a leader, Wilson’s constant refrain was 
that she would stay authentic. In job 
interviews, she has found that companies 
respected her for being honest that her 
children came first and the job second. 

Her children are now in their 20s, 
allowing her to dedicate more time to her 
career. But during her children’s younger 
years, juggling motherhood and a career 
was not without challenges. In an 
interview with a researcher at the 
University of Colombo a few years ago, she 
opened up about her struggles as a career 
woman and mother, and views on how to 
retain female talent. 

“There were times where I would be 

attending an official function, knowing I 
was eating into my kids’ quality [time with 
me]. As a mother, I battled internal 
conflicts within myself,” she said. “If you 
want a female [employee to progress], you 
cannot treat her the same way you treat a 
man. A career woman would always be 
juggling other roles — as a homemaker, a 
mother, a daughter, and a wife — and these 
roles too are equally important to them.”

Her advice to other women is to be their 
authentic selves rather than trying to lead 
like a man — or like another woman, for 
that matter.

“Don’t try to own your space the way a 
guy would own it,” she said. “I wouldn’t 
apologise for not talking cricket and 
politics because they don’t interest me. I 
will talk about how we can impact society, 
the underprivileged, or taking care of 
national needs.”

Wilson added, “The key is you have to 
own your seat, not because of a quota [for 
women representation in senior 
management] but because you earned it.” 

Standing out as an emblem of her 
philosophy is her choice of attire. She 
wears a sari — a traditional Tamil dress — 
both for a typical day at the office and for 
formal business events, and the reason is 
simply because it works for her.

“I was an audit manager very early in 
life, and I needed to look mature for my 
age,” she explained. “If I were in a western 
skirt, blouse, and suit, I would look much 
younger and nobody would take me 
seriously.”

Whether in a suit, a sari, or her off-work 
clothes of T-shirt and jeans, confidence is 
cardinal for Wilson. “I’m owning my space 
with my sari.”   ■

Alexis See Tho is an FM magazine 
associate editor. To comment on this 
article or to suggest an idea for 
another article, contact her at  
Alexis.SeeTho@aicpa-cima.com.

‘The key is you have to own your
seat, not because of a quota ... 
but because you earned it.’
Kasturi Chellaraja Wilson, FCMA, CGMA, group CEO of Hemas Holdings



Asking for, and 
taking on, a strategic 
career leap can lay 
the foundation for a 
more dynamic and 
rewarding growth 
path for women in 
finance. 

By Jessica Hubbard

Bridging the gender 
gap with a stretch 
assignment
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T he debate about why women steadily 
lose ground to their male colleagues 
in the workplace almost always 
reveals a variety of complex 
challenges. For one, the dearth of 

female leaders means that most women 
professionals don’t have role models to whom 
they can relate, said Caroline Whaley, 
co-founder of Shine for Women LLP, a UK-based 
consultancy that works with companies to 
achieve greater gender balance at the top. 

“When women in corporates look up to the 
top, they don’t see people they can relate to — 
they either see men or they see a superwoman 
whose work rate seems unattainable,” Whaley 
said. “This makes women really question 
whether they have the qualities and skills, or 
even desire, to reach that level and whether they 
can even begin to take those next steps.” 

Additionally, some attribute the persisting 
trend to a con�dence gap, with female 
professionals often �nding it far more di�cult 
to ask for, and take on, stretch assignments — 
projects or tasks that go beyond their current 
skill levels and o�er responsibilities that 
prepare them for higher-level �nance 
positions.

We spoke to women in leadership positions 
to �nd out how female �nance professionals 
can learn to ask for a stretch assignment and 
overcome both internal and external barriers to 
growth. 

Volunteer for nonfinance
projects/initiatives
By putting your hand up for smaller projects,
you can immediately begin to acquire new skills 
and connections that you otherwise would not 
have been exposed to. 

Funmi Adesida, FCMA, CGMA, the COO at 
EFInA, a �nancial sector development 
organisation that promotes �nancial inclusion 
in Nigeria, said that female professionals should 
start by volunteering to lead on projects that 
may sit outside their normal roles and 
responsibilities. 

“For instance, last year I took on the planning 
responsibilities for an important company 
event, and I had to work closely with the board 
and executive team to develop the agenda, 
clarify topics, liaise with delegates, etc.; and this 
allowed me to gain new project management 
skills while also further developing my existing 
network,” she said. “To me, there is no learning 
that is lost, and it can be these types of projects 
that really build up your con�dence and give 

you the skills to propel you into the next phase 
of your growth.” 

Recruit workplace allies with intent
“Women in �nance must begin to work out who
they need around them to succeed and then 
actively build relationships with those people,” 
Whaley said. “When going for the stretch, it is 
critical to have the right people to support and 
challenge you on this journey.” 

She noted that many women are strategic and 
deliberate about recruiting powerful allies in 
their personal lives, but they may not apply the 
same intentional action in their work 
environment. 

“Too often, women approach work and 
business as if it is a meritocracy, which it simply 
isn’t,” Whaley said. “You cannot leave your 
personal development to chance, in the hopes 
that someone will whisk you along. … That’s a 
huge risk. Instead, you have to actively identify 
and recruit allies at work who will support you 
and give you the con�dence to go for the 
stretch.” 

Make every department your business
“Many �nance professionals tend to stay
isolated within their role and have very little 
interaction with other parts of the business,” 
Adesida said. “Yet to ask for stretch assignments 
and succeed, you really need to understand the 
organisation — and its people — more deeply.”

For example, by spending time with the 
marketing team, you can gain insight into the 
consumer and competitor trends that are 
shaping sales and pricing strategies. Similarly, 
understanding more about the manufacturing 
processes behind the product can enrich your 
understanding of the numbers that you work 
with on a day-to-day level. 

“By asking questions about the business and 
moving out of your normal perspective, you can 
go into meetings with more con�dence and 
have really detailed, constructive conversations,” 
she added. “Not only will your colleagues and 
supervisors realise that you’re deeply informed, 
but you will also be able to bring a more 
insightful approach to problem-solving. This 
kind of insight and active participation gives 
you the knowledge and con�dence to take on 
stretch assignments.” 

Create pathways to align interests
with work
“Many female �nance professionals �nd
themselves stuck in a particular department 
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with a too narrow scope, and sometimes 
the only way to expand this scope is to 
actively create a new pathway for 
yourself,” said Rachel Wehr, CPA, 
president of Lone Wolf Solutions PC, a 
full service solo CPA firm in the US that 
works with small business owners. “The 
best way to do this is to find something 
that really interests you on a more 
personal level and find out how pursuing 
this interest can possibly benefit your 
company or colleagues.” 

For example, a management 
accountant might tackle anti-money-
laundering controls if she has a passion 
for more investigative work and an 
interest in the intersections between 
finance and law. 

“By pursuing a genuine interest and 
seeing how it can complement or 
ultimately replace your existing role, you 
will naturally begin to acquire new skills 
and develop different parts of yourself at 
work,” she said. “Just because something 
isn’t being offered directly doesn’t mean 

that there isn’t an opportunity to 
proactively explore a strong interest or 
passion in your current position.” 

Isolate the inner critic
According to Whaley, one of the biggest 
obstacles that women face in learning to 
ask for the stretch assignment is the 
invisible yet persistent voice of the inner 
critic. This most dangerous of critics 
continuously reiterates feelings of doubt 
and inhibits the ability to act boldly and 
without fear. One way to tackle that fear is 
to write it down. 

“When considering a stretch 
assignment, I have learned to articulate 
and write down exactly what I am scared 
of: what my perceived weaknesses are and 
the reasons why I feel I can’t take it on,” 
said Brittany Cummings, CPA, a director 
with BKD LLP, a US-based CPA and advisory 
firm. “Once I see it all visually, it becomes 
easier to debunk these fears.”

When doing this exercise, divide your 
notepaper into two columns. In the first 

column, list your fear or perceived 
limitation. In the second column, write 
down the possible solutions or resources 
that can tackle this problem. For example, 
if you feel that you don’t have enough 
capacity or time for the project, list ways in 
which you can possibly free up some time 
by moving away from other 
responsibilities. 

“It’s also really valuable to write down 
the outcome if you achieve the 
assignment, and the ‘What’s next?’, as this 
can keep you motivated and hungry for the 
next challenge,” Cummings added. 

“Men have these inner critics too, of 
course, but women tend to listen to this 
voice far more often, making a habit of it, 
and hence suffer from the imposter 
syndrome that it breeds,” Whaley said. 
“The way to confront this critic is to learn 
to identify that voice when it is there and 
to understand the impact that it has. Once 
you have learned how to identify it, and 
isolate that voice, you can start to take back 
control of your own narrative.” 

Take the leap
“Once you’ve gone for the stretch the first 
time, it becomes easier to confront your 
fears the next time and step outside your 
comfort zone,” Cummings said. “As a Black 
woman in the industry, I used to think that 
if I failed, every Black woman behind me 
would have an uphill battle. But I came to 
understand that this is just not the case. … 
I’m human, I’m normal, and my colleagues 
and board know when I’m being 
stretched.” 

One of the most important aspects of 
going for a challenging assignment, she 
added, is to be transparent about where 
you need additional help and resources. 
Communicate regularly with managers, 
colleagues, and mentors about what you 
need, and ask for it fearlessly, without 
worrying about how it looks to others. 

“Asking for help is not a sign of 
weakness, it’s a sign of confidence and 
clarity — and asking questions can be 
integral to achieving your goals.”    ■

Resources
Articles

“Keeping Microaggressions Out of Your Workplace”, CPA Insider, 11 January 2021, 
tinyurl.com/3zq994kd

“Pandemic Can Be a Catalyst for Greater Gender Equality”, FM magazine,  
24 August 2020, tinyurl.com/4jma5vzq

Member initiatives

The AICPA Women’s Initiatives Executive Committee, a dedicated group of 
volunteers whose mission is to promote and support the success of women to 
advance the profession together. Visit tinyurl.com/zh6ak8nh.

The Women in Leadership Forum, a network of CIMA members dedicated to 
supporting women in finance and accounting and helping them build their dream 
career. Visit tinyurl.com/ckspskhc.

LEARNING RESOURCE

AICPA & CIMA Women’s Global Leadership 
Summit

3–5 November

Come and join hundreds of accounting and finance 
professionals who are committed to creating an 
inclusive and equal profession, just like you.

tinyurl.com/4bwsjb76 

  CONFERENCE

 

Jessica Hubbard 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.
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O ver the past year and more, 
European finance 
professionals have helped 
guide their businesses through 
the COVID-19 pandemic. They 

have played a key role in supporting their 
organisations to first navigate the initial 
shock and panic and then reset their 
strategies in response to events.

At a recent Money Talks roundtable, 
hosted virtually by the Association of 
International Certified Professional 
Accountants (AICPA & CIMA), a panel 
of European finance leaders discussed 
the challenges they faced during the 
pandemic. They also shared their 
lessons learned and explained how 
digital transformation had helped  
their businesses reimagine their 

futures post-pandemic.
Their key learnings were:

1. The crisis has highlighted efficiency 
opportunities
Using digital tools to run meetings and 
workshops drives efficiency because it 
saves employees’ time and reduces travel 
costs. Homeworking has also resulted in 
many organisations’ choosing to scale 
back their real estate footprint.

2. Automation can help drive 
profitability
The finance leader of an airline group 
explained that linking the company’s 
operational system with its accounting 
system had allowed it to create a real-time 
P&L for each flight, enabling the business 

to undertake quick analysis and allocate 
airplanes, pilots, and crews to profitable 
routes. This will help drive profitability for 
the airline once travel restrictions are 
eased in the future.

3. Sell the benefits of digital 
transformation to drive culture change
It is essential that finance professionals 
bring leaders and colleagues with them on 
the transformation journey. They can do 
this by involving the business in decisions 
around new systems and explaining how 
the systems will help them in their work.

4. Don’t put off bold decisions
During a crisis, businesses may be 
cautious about taking investment 
decisions. In doing so, however, they could 

The coronavirus crisis has led to the adoption of strategies that 
will continue to provide benefits in the years to come. 

By Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA

Digital
transformation: 

8 lessons from 
the pandemic
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miss out on opportunities to better serve 
their customers and grow their markets.

5. Maintain the agility, flexibility, and 
pace to adapt to fast-changing 
circumstances
Going forward, finance teams should look 
to maintain the agility and creativity they 
demonstrated during the COVID-19 crisis. 
They also need to support their companies’ 
efforts to innovate — for example, by 
developing new products or services or 
selling directly to consumers when they 
previously used indirect channels to 
market. Agility requires finance teams to 
make decisions at a rapid rate, without 
necessarily having access to solid financial 
analysis.

Increasingly, they are spending less 
time on forecasting and more time 
analysing different scenarios and the 
implications of these for the organisation. 
Many organisations have stopped doing 
three-year plans. One finance leader 
described the new agile approach of 
finance professionals as “adapt to win” 
and indicated that, at the moment, 
progress is more valued than perfection.

6. Engagement underpins productivity 
in remote teams
By having a weekly check-in with team 
members, finance leaders can help 
maintain morale. Celebrating wins — for 
example, at the month close — is also a 
good way to keep people engaged. To avoid 
overload, people should be encouraged to 
separate their work and home lives. One 
simple way of doing this is to change 
clothes at the end of the working day.

7. Establish an agreed protocol for 
running an online meeting
Many finance professionals had little 
experience with videoconferencing prior 
to 2020 and were initially reluctant to 
switch on their cameras during meetings. 
One finance leader suggested that a good 
approach to online meetings is to ask 
everyone present to switch their cameras 
on at the start and when speaking. 
Communication within teams can also be 
improved if people are encouraged to hold 
non-business-related meetings, such as 
virtual coffee times. Collaboration tools, 
such as Miro, can help finance 
professionals work together more 
effectively.

8. Remote working offers 
opportunities to recruit from a broader 
talent pool
Finance teams can now recruit staff 

from smaller cities and towns in their 
countries and even from other 
countries, depending on the sector 
they operate in. 

Rise of the chief value officer
The roundtable highlighted that as 
well as advancing digital 
transformation, the pandemic has 
served to accelerate the 
transformation of chief financial 
officers into chief value officers. 
Increasingly, finance leaders are 
expected to take a holistic view of all 
the value generated by their 
organisation — both financial and 
nonfinancial — and this trend is likely 
to accelerate further as the recovery 
gathers pace. By taking fast and bold 
decisions, they’re able to grab 
opportunities.   ■

Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA, is chief 
executive–Management Accounting at 
the Association of International 
Certified Professional Accountants, 
representing AICPA & CIMA. To 
comment on this article or to suggest 
an idea for another article, contact 
Oliver Rowe, an FM magazine senior 
editor, at Oliver.Rowe@aicpa-cima.com.

Resources
Articles

“Risk Governance: Pandemic Recovery 
Tips for Boards”, FM magazine, 1 April 
2021, tinyurl.com/2nyp37vj

“Finance Leaders Share Their Plans to 
Leave the Pandemic Behind”,  
FM magazine, 26 February 2021,  
tinyurl.com/wnwrehuw

Podcast episode

“How to Build Resilience — for the 
Next Crisis”, FM magazine, 27 January 
2021, tinyurl.com/shu48h5k

Report

The report Digital Transformation 
Reimagined: Accountants’ Lessons 
Learned and Tips for Moving Forward 
examines how finance professionals 
helped their organisations overcome 
COVID-19’s business challenges and 
their strategic role as they ready their 
companies for sustainable success. 
The report is available at cgma.org/
digitalforward. 

LEARNING RESOURCES

Data Analytics Core Concepts

An essential guide for accounting and 
finance professionals. Learn core 
concepts in data analytics and how to 
conduct and apply data analytics to 
projects in your organisation.

AICPA: tinyurl.com/8mv7vwpd   I  CIMA: tinyurl.com/4mmatxff

  PROFESSIONAL DE VELOPMENT

Digital Mindset Pack for CGMAs

Designed to build your competencies in 
emerging technologies, including the 
CGMA Competency Framework, robotic 
process automation, blockchain, and 
human intelligence.

AICPA: tinyurl.com/5afyuw77   I   CIMA: tinyurl.com/4jym95dh

  PROFESSIONAL DE VELOPMENT

AICPA CIMA

AICPA CIMA
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ES The COVID-19 pandemic is triggering an economic fallout that could drive
millions across the globe into poverty and further increase the inequality of 
resources for humankind. This will adversely impact world economic 
performance. Numerous countries have faced a deep recession caused by 
the shutdown of businesses, signi�cant scaling down of production and 

operations, the notable disappearances of service-sector jobs, and the signi�cant rise in 
the price of food and other basic essentials. It could create extreme economic hardship, 
more so for the underprivileged poor, the vulnerable people in society.

Among the top ten risks in 2021, both by likelihood and impact, identi�ed by the 
World Economic Forum are the “livelihood crises”, which if not addressed will hamper 
the global progress to long-term prosperity.

People have lost jobs and income. For example, small island nations such as Sri 
Lanka, where I am based, have a fair dependency on tourism and the hospitality trade. 
They have experienced empty hotels, deserted beaches, and drastically reduced tourist 

To emerge from the 
COVID-19 crisis, 
businesses should focus 
on the fundamentals 
of agility, technology, 
innovation, and resilient 
and visionary leadership.

By Melanie Kanaka, FCMA, CGMA

Tactical lessons for
the post-pandemic era

Rethinking business: 
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revenues. Air travel and inbound travel 
operators and the hospitality trade have 
experienced significant hardship ranging 
from job cuts, furloughs, and reduction 
in remuneration to business closures. 

The pandemic questioned many of 
our existing ways of doing business and 
the compartmentalised and siloed 
approaches within organisations. The 
way forward for business in the post-
pandemic regime is to focus on a few key 
fundamentals, namely agility, 
technology, innovation, and resilient and 
visionary leadership.

For pure survival, the ability to be agile 
and flexible in the short term of two to 
five years is critical for businesses to 
navigate through these turbulent times. 

Technology’s impact
Technology will make the greatest impact 
on businesses in the immediate to short 
term, and the initial survival of business 
will depend on how rapidly businesses 
embrace technology to drive their own 
operations and also link up with others to 
build upon possible synergies. Cohesive 
collaboration will be key. 

The world of connected devices — the 
internet of things — cloud computing, 
and AI, including machine learning, will 
provide the stepping stones for 
businesses and their own survival. 
Technology itself comes with its pros and 
cons: Cybersecurity is an issue that all 
businesses should be aware of and 
address early as they begin to embrace 
technology. In addition to utilising the 
technical expertise of technology 
professionals, businesses need to train 
employees and make them aware of 
cybersecurity risk. Failure to do so can 
cause significant damage and costs to 
businesses.

Very closely linked to technology is, of 
course, timely innovation and 
adaptation. Businesses that fail to 
innovate will undoubtedly become 
dinosaurs on the road to extinction. 
Flexibility and adapting require timely 
reactions, which means pre-empting 
change rather than responding to it. We 
need to be disrupters as opposed to 
responders. Given the rapid pace of 
change, businesses should always be 
“ahead of the game”. Adaptation and 
innovation go beyond technology. They 
require “an open mind” and the 
acceptance of a “mindset change”. This 
should revolve around the needs of the 

hour — the call of the moment. 
Businesses will need to embrace 

openness and trust; relationships should 
be built on trust as opposed to authority. 
For example, the pandemic uncovered 
the rigidity of micro-managing, the 
eight-hour workday, and physical 
meetings, which were replaced overnight 
by virtual interactions, Zoom meetings, 
online engagements, and flexible hours 
that wove work/life balance into a 
different fabric.

For those that have experienced 
shrinking revenues, increased cash and 
liquid asset stresses, and enhanced 
market volatility, corporate resilience is a 
key criterion to ensure survival and 
remain sustainable in the immediate, 
medium, and longer term. Professionals, 
particularly financial professionals, have 
a significant role to play in these 
challenging times. Businesses and 
organisations will have no choice but to 
rely heavily on the acumen, integrity, and 
competence of their finance 
professionals, leading from the front and 
strategically steering business through 
these turbulent times.  

Digital transformation and the 
increased use of mobile-based 
applications, including cloud-based 
accounting, are here to stay. As 
businesses adjusted overnight during the 
pandemic lockdowns to operate their 
systems remotely, those that already had 
their cloud-based accounting and digital 
frameworks in place and tested were at a 
definite advantage and were able to 
continue their operations undisrupted. 

Emerging business models
On the flip side, we will see the 
emergence of new business 
opportunities, which is where we as 
professionals can also add value. New 
and innovative business models 
continue to emerge: For example, 
home-made food industries have 
developed, and new restaurant delivery 
networks and online logistics systems 
came to the forefront, including in 
developing countries and emerging 
regions of the world. 

One of the most significant 
transformations, however, was in 
education — in primary, secondary, 
tertiary, and higher levels. Universities 
relied on technology to provide mass 
open online courses (MOOCs) and 
conducted semester courses off-site and 

online. Closer to home, CIMA made the 
first move to introduce online exams 
with remote proctoring. This provided 
students with the mechanisms and 
systems to continue with their 
professional studies unhindered, while 
ensuring that the quality of our exams 
held through. Standards were 
maintained, and systems were fine-tuned 
to respond to and meet students’ needs. 

The need for in-person interactions 
Online connectivity tends to work well 
with already established networks and 
relationships. Building new work 
relationships and onboarding new 
recruits and integrating them fully into 
the culture, office environment, and the 
new “work family” will have challenges. 
Given that human relationships are built 
over time, and interactions in person are 
needed to develop camaraderie amongst 
work colleagues, hybrid work 
environments will need to become part 
of the new work order.

This also has given rise to considered 
changes in the real estate footprint as the 
move to unassigned nondedicated 
seating increases. There was a conscious 
effort to remodel offices to embrace the 
social-distancing standards and to 
accommodate rostered working from the 
office — when absolutely required. 

From the human perspective, we have 
seen how key professionals, with their 
skills of effective communication, 
emotional intelligence, empathy, agility, 
creativity, and innovation, made the 
difference to their businesses operating 
virtually. Leading with kindness and 
empathy, focusing on the mental state of 
their employees, championing change in 
a remote context, onboarding new 
recruits into the organisation and 
training young professionals, and 
keeping employees motivated in a 
challenging landscape required an ample 
measure of these softer skillsets, which 
will remain in demand as businesses 
emerge from the pandemic and continue 
charting a new course forward.   ■

Melanie Kanaka, FCMA, CGMA, is 
CIMA vice-president. To comment on 
this article or to suggest an idea for 
another article, contact Oliver Rowe, 
an FM magazine senior editor, at 
Oliver.Rowe@aicpa-cima.com.
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K A little more than 18 months
ago, working from home was 
an occasional perk for many 
of us. And then, in a matter of 
weeks, it became the norm. 

At points during 2020, roughly 50% of the 
workforce was home-based and, for 
professionals, the proportion was 
signi�cantly higher. Now we’re faced with 
the prospect of going back to work, but 
many of us rather like homeworking. So, 
what is the ideal split between work from 
work and work from home (WFH)? Here 
are some questions to ask.

What are the good points about
working from home?
We all now know that WFH can mean no
stressful commute (the average US and UK 
commute times are about an hour round 
trip), more time with your family, 
�exibility, �nancial savings, and 
uninterrupted time to focus on tasks such 
as writing reports.

What are the good points about
the office?
There is no substitute for meeting people
face-to-face. Working together builds esprit 
de corps and corporate culture. It allows for 
chance meetings, the dissemination of 
knowledge, and the spread of informal 
intelligence. It can also be very di�cult to 
replicate the creative buzz of an o�ce 
while working remotely. A recent survey 
by the workplace e�ectiveness 
consultancy Leesman of nearly 150,000 
workers worldwide found that 28% of 
homeworkers said they were unable to 
collaborate on creative work while at 
home. 

What do I need to look out for?
The biggest issue remains that people
who work in the o�ce may be viewed as 
“better” employees than those who work 
from home. This may happen even if the 
company has every intention of treating 
the groups equally. It is notable that 
during the pandemic we saw people 
going to the o�ce unnecessarily in order 
to get face time with those they believed 
could advance their careers.

Ask who had a ‘good pandemic’
There’s a longer-term question over WFH,
too, which points to how complex this 
question is. The people who have had it 
easiest have tended to be professionals in 
their 30s and older. They are well 
educated, earn more, and are knowledge 
workers. As a group, they have had a far 
more manageable pandemic. But part of 
the reason for this is the social capital 
they built up in their careers before 
COVID-19 struck. Social capital includes 
your network, knowledge, reputation, 
and so on. If you’re in an o�ce, you build 

What proportion of time
should you spend in the office?
If you are able to work 
from home, you still 
might feel you’re missing 
out on office interactions. 
What’s the right mix?

By Rhymer Rigby
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it almost without thinking. But it’s much 
harder to do remotely — and this is one 
reason why younger staff have struggled 
more.

Could WFH affect my income?
So far, most people have focused on the 
savings they’ve made by not commuting. 
But many companies weight your salary 
depending on where you are based. Thus, if 
you work in an expensive city like New 
York, Hong Kong, or London, you are paid 
more — often significantly so. If, however, 
you are working from home four days a 
week, your employer may reconsider this. 
For many relocators, the dream has always 
been London salary plus Northumberland 
living, not Northumberland salary plus 
Northumberland living costs. However, 
there are signs businesses are now looking 
at geography and pay. In May 2020, 
Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg said that if 
you wanted to work remotely, full time, you 
could, but “we’ll adjust salary to your 
location”.

Are all companies alike?
If your employer is a highly distributed 
business with people all over the place, a 
tech business that has remote work woven 
into its DNA, or a business where your 
output is very easy to measure, then WFH 
is easier. We have seen a number of tech 
businesses go entirely remote. But others 
are likely to return to more traditional 
models. There’s a cultural factor here, too. 
The acceptance of WFH varies 
considerably around the world; in many 

Asian countries, for instance, it remains 
rare. The good news on this front is that 
the pandemic has made employers 
recognise that many roles that had 
previously been considered office-only 
can be done at least partly from home. 
Your employer may still be formulating a 
policy, so it’s worth approaching the HR 
department and your line manager to 
ascertain what is possible.

Are there any truly surprising points?
Yes. Many people actually like a bit of a 
commute. They find it helps create a line 
between work and life and gives them time 
to both prepare for work and decompress 
afterwards. A famous 2001 study in the San 
Francisco area found that only 1.2% of those 
surveyed said an ideal commute was no 
commute at all. The ideal commute length 
was between 15 and 20 minutes.

What do we need to think about beyond 
WFH?
Flexible working isn’t just about working 
from home. Prior to the pandemic, 
increasing numbers of people were working 
compressed weeks (four days in five), doing 
short Fridays in summer months, or 
working part time, while some companies 
were allowing employees to take as much 

holiday as they liked. In many roles, 
working five days a week was merely 
customary, rather than necessary.

So, is there an answer?
While it’s hard to give a definite number, 
many experts and academics have 
suggested that the ideal number of days to 
work from home a week is about two. This 
seems a pretty good number. Two days at 
home means you can accomplish the sort 
of tasks that benefit from quiet, 
concentration, and solo time. It also means 
40% less commuting, more time with your 
family, and flexibility. But you are still in the 
office enough to benefit from networking, 
chance meetings, and the social side. It 
remains a balance, albeit one that has 
shifted in favour of WFH. 

Even so, we are still in uncharted 
territory. The pandemic has been an 
unprecedented exercise in working from 
home. But 2021 will see an unprecedented 
return to work — and nobody knows 
entirely what to expect. Expect the 
unexpected and be prepared to flex your 
WFH plans accordingly.

Visit the Global Career Hub from AICPA & 
CIMA (available at mycareer.aicpa-cima.com) 
for help with finding a job or recruiting.   ■

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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E dward Sattaur was unsure when he 
�rst started using productivity 
monitoring software. The B2B 
marketing strategist was working as 
a director for digital marketing 

company Majestic Media at the time, and part 
of his team was in Bulgaria and Argentina. To 
keep everyone in sync, senior leadership 
introduced Time Doctor, a software-as-a-
service tool that allowed managers to track 
which tasks employees were working on at 
any given moment and when each one was 
completed. As a manager, Toronto-based 
Sattaur was both monitoring his own team 
and being monitored, himself, by superiors. 

It did not take him long to decide. “For me, 
it was embraced — because I’ve always worked 
from home and been involved in jobs that 
didn’t have very clear, de�ned lines,” he said. 
“There was always a strong emphasis on 
needing to be self-managed, so the 
introduction of that tool gave me the ability to 
say, ‘OK, over the week, I’m spending this 
much time doing administrative stu�, this 
much time doing graphic stu�, this much 
time doing sales and development stu�.’” 

The Time Doctor platform took pictures of 
employees’ screens, which managers could 
check to see if employees were working or 
scrolling social media. Sattaur found his own 
productivity improved so much that he 
continues to track his own work with Time 
Doctor today. “It forces me to turn on that 
awareness about my time,” he said.

As many continue to work from home, 
some companies are turning to new 
techniques and technologies to remotely 
monitor their employees. Software programs 
that o�er everything from virtual time clocks 
to email and chat monitoring to work 
computer usage tracking are helping 

managers check in on employees’ productivity 
and activity.

Research by advisory �rm Gartner found 
that, around April 2020, among European and 
US employers, roughly 16% of them had 
started tracking their sta� more frequently, 
but by the end of July, it was 28%, according to 
Brian Kropp, group vice-president and chief of 
human resources research at Gartner. Many 
companies, of course, used this technology 
before COVID-19, but demand is accelerating. 

It is a large and growing industry. Tech 
giants such as Amazon, Google, and Microsoft, 
along with a raft of smaller companies, are 
o�ering tools that organisations can use to 
monitor employee productivity. Organisations 
can pay anywhere from $5 to $30 per 
employee to use this type of technology, and 
the software companies are advertising 
productivity boosts of 22% to 32%.

While growing in use, these technologies 
nonetheless present �nancial, legal, and 
reputational risks. While the tools can be 
relatively low-cost, they do not always lead to 
a signi�cant return on investment, given the 
negative impact they can have on employee 
morale. The IT costs, in many cases, will be 
superseded by longer-term HR costs if 
employee turnover increases or recruiting 
becomes more di�cult. Then there are the 
legal and cybersecurity risks that come with 
data collection and storage, not to mention 
the general unease that many will feel about 
using the technology.

All that said, many managers do stand by 
the technology, if it is used properly and 
transparently. However, as risk managers, 
CFOs should pay close attention to the pros 
and cons of using it. It is important to research 
and carefully consider the costs and bene�ts 
of using such software.  

There has been a 
boom in demand 
for productivity 
monitoring 
software since 
the COVID-19 
pandemic began, 
but the popular 
programs come 
with risks as well 
as rewards.

By Portia Crowe

The pros and cons of using 
employee monitoring 
technology
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‘We’re all grownups, let’s trust 
people’
For some �nancial managers, monitoring 
their employees’ day-to-day activities 
simply does not sit right. Katie 
Bedborough, ACMA, CGMA, the CFO of 
VoCoVo, believes that using productivity 
tracking software would be 
“fundamentally at odds” with the culture 
that she’s trying to create. 

“That says to [employees] that they are 
not trusted, and it’s just not going to foster 
the kind of culture and environment we 
want to get the best out of our people,” said 
Oxford, UK-based Bedborough. “We want 
to foster innovation ... and that comes 
when people feel trusted.”

For her, productivity is not about “the 
hours you spend with your bum in the 
seat” but rather about the quality of work 

you deliver. “We’re pretty clear with people 
around what output we need and how you 
get to that — we’re all grownups, let’s trust 
people to do that,” she said.

Bedborough also stressed that the 
pandemic has placed additional strain on 
many people and that employees should 
be given more, not less, leeway during this 
di�cult period. “You don’t know what 
people are going through,” she said. 
“There’s something about just being 
understanding, at the moment — and 
being kind to people when they’re going 
through a di�cult time — that’s 
potentially going to engender loyalty that 
will last for years to come.”

The rewards
Many managers, however, stand by 
productivity monitoring technology and 

believe there are acceptable ways to use it.
Gartner’s Kropp stressed the 

importance of distinguishing between 
di�erent types of software while 
considering your company’s ultimate goal. 
For example, some companies aim simply 
to track productivity. Employee 
performance on average has not dropped 
during the pandemic, Kropp said, but 
some managers nonetheless worry that 
individual employees have become less 
productive.

Others are interested in software to help 
managers understand their employees and 
recognise what obstacles they might face 
while working remotely. They are 
interested in employee engagement, 
wellbeing, and overall experience. If, for 
example, every employee seems to get 
stuck on a certain task or process, tracking 

The pros and cons of using 
employee monitoring 
technology
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software can help leadership look at the big 
picture and identify problems to make 
workers’ lives easier.

A third goal Kropp highlighted is 
improving communication and 
connectivity between managers and 
employees. He cautioned, however, that 
this can often feel like employee 
monitoring by a different name. 

“The thought process behind it is, ‘I can 
just pop up and make a meeting happen, 
just like I can swing by someone’s desk,’” 
Kropp said. “Yes, you can do that, but also 
what that does is create a situation where 
those employees feel like they are 
essentially being monitored and tracked.”

Regardless of intentions, usage 
numbers are rising, according to research 
by Gartner, and many executives report 
positive experiences. Lindsey Chapman 
has used productivity monitoring 
technology ever since launching her 
company, Meadows Resources, five years 
ago. A human resources recruiting, 
staffing, and training company that serves 
clients in the oil and gas, technology, and 
firearms industries, Meadows Resources is 
almost entirely virtual. There is an office in 
Houston, but it is a flexible working space, 
and most staff are permanently remote.

That is why Chapman felt it would 
be important — both for her, as chief 
executive, and for her clients — to 
know what her five employees and 
multiple contractors are billing for. Part 
of that instinct came from previously 
having been a customer of the services 
she now provides.

“When I was a consumer of human 
resources, recruiting, and staffing 
consultant contractors, one of the biggest 

problems that I had was that I didn’t have 
a real understanding of what they were 
doing — didn’t have a lot of trust in the 
hours they were billing,” Chapman said.

Because her employees know, and have 
always known, that they are being 
monitored, she rarely has any issues. She 
said she has had three or four instances in 
the past five years in which an employee or 
contractor had been clocking time while 
searching recipes or using social media, 
but usually it is an honest mistake — they 
thought they were clocked out — and is 
corrected as soon as it is pointed out.

For clients, remote employee 
monitoring offers a higher level of 
accountability than even traditional, 
in-office employment, Chapman said. “I 
have clients that say, ‘I know more about 
my remote HR person or my remote 
recruiter than I do about my secretary in 
the next room — she could be playing 
video games,’” Chapman said.

She uses two types of technology — 
one, called HiveDesk, that automatically 
takes pictures of employees’ computer 
screens while they are clocked in, and 
another, Hubstaff, which uses GPS 
tracking as a timekeeping system when 
staff are on-site with a client. 

For a 50-person team, HiveDesk costs 
$250 per month, while Hubstaff has plans 
ranging from $7 to $20 per user per month. 
For a similar-size team, Time Doctor, 
Sattaur’s program of choice, ranges from 
$390 per month for a basic subscription to 
$990 per month for a premium 
subscription, including additional 
customer support and the ability to take 
screen captures of videos. 

The cost/benefit analysis, in Chapman’s 
view, is simple. “Can you put a price on 
trust? It’s invaluable,” she said. “Honesty 
and transparency — you can’t put a price 
on that.”

The risks
However, Kropp outlined four key types of 
risks that finance, HR, and legal directors 

should consider when weighing 
productivity monitoring software. “The 
real cost is not the cost of the technology 
itself,” he said. “There are several other 
costs, though.”

The first is the relationship cost 
between managers and their employees. 
Using productivity monitoring software 
can give the impression that managers do 
not trust employees, which can 
negatively affect culture and create an 
environment lacking in trust. It’s already 
an issue for some organisations. Gartner 
research from January 2021 finds that less 
than 50% of employees trust their 
companies with their data, while 44% do 
not receive any information about the 
data collected.

Then there is financial risk. Staff data 
must be handled appropriately and legally. 
Otherwise, you risk legal and financial 
trouble. This is of particular concern for 
multinational corporates, Kropp said, as 
they will face different data security and 
privacy regulations in different 
jurisdictions.

In August 2020, it emerged that Barclays 
was being investigated by UK authorities 
over allegations that it had been spying on 
employees. Barclays could be fined up to 
£865 million if found guilty of breaching 
UK privacy laws. According to media 
reports, the bank allegedly used Sapience 
software to collect “intrusive” data and 
insights into employee work patterns. 
After receiving staff pushback, Barclays 
said in February 2020 that it would 
anonymise the data to respect workers’ 
privacy. 

Data collection also creates 
cybersecurity risk. Executives must be 
even more vigilant about protecting 
against hacks or breaches if they are 
holding additional personal information 
about employees. 

Then there is reputational risk. “What 
is the impact on customers if they know 
you’re tracking information about your 
employees?” Kropp said. Clients might 
feel uncomfortable on behalf of 
employees if the monitoring techniques 
you employ appear to be excessively 
intrusive. This type of reputational 
damage could also make it harder to 
recruit talent in the future. 

Gartner predicts that new regulation 
limiting the data employers can collect 
about their workers will soon begin to 
emerge. In the UK, lawmakers are already 
beginning to speak about the issue after a 

Portia Crowe is a freelance writer 
based in France. 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.

‘Can you put a price on trust? It’s 
invaluable. Honesty and transparency 
— you can’t put a price on that.’
Lindsey Chapman, owner of Meadows Resources, a human resources company serving 
clients in the oil and gas, technology, and firearms industries
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November 2020 poll revealed that a growing
number of 	rms were adopting the 
technology.

Best practice
Ultimately, the 	rst question for
management teams considering 
implementing productivity monitoring 
software is: What is the purpose? 

“If it’s really just about ‘Are people 
productive or not?’, then you might have 
better tools to prove it,” Kropp said. “If 
you’re using it to understand the employee 
experience, what is hard for them, what’s 
breaking, what are they spending a lot of 
time on, that’s where the productivity 
gains are.” 

If you do decide to use this type of 
technology, Chapman recommends 
creating your own parameters and best 
practice. “The way we use it may not be the 
way you want to use it,” she said.

In a pre-pandemic article about the do’s 
and don’ts of using employee data, Gartner 
researchers also recommended 
maintaining strong communication lines 
between key partners such as HR, privacy, 
legal, compliance, IT, and analytics leaders. 

The various stakeholders should be 
asking each other: What data is used and 
how? Who has access and where is the data 
stored? What policies and procedures are 
in place to protect our data? What 
regulations apply to us? The researchers 
also stressed the importance of paying 
extra attention when external vendors are 
involved.

Transparency is key
Kropp outlined three steps to successfully
using productivity monitoring software 
while maintaining the trust of your sta�. 

First, ensure they know they are being 
monitored. Second, explain to them what 
you are tracking, why, what decisions you 
will be using it to make, and what 
decisions you will not be using it for. 
Third, once those decisions are made 
based on the data, explain them to sta�. 

“When you do that, you 	nd that the 
vast majority of employees are 
comfortable with their employer collecting 
that information about them,” he said.

Sattaur recommended that 
management teams carefully 
communicate why they are bringing on 
monitoring technology. 

“Frame it as, ‘This is our business goal, 
and this is a management tool to help us 
manage our resources — it’s not a matter 

of whether you are working or not, but 
how that time is being used and what 
insights we can gain about how to be more 
productive as a company,’” he said.

Chapman also stressed the signi	cance 
of transparency. “I would never use it with 
people that were unaware that you were 
using it — it would be disingenuous and 
go against the whole issue of building 

LEARNING RESOURCES
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Watch this video and hear how companies 
like yours became data-driven finance 
leaders that proactively drove strategy and 
improved operations.
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know about General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).
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trust,” she said, adding that her company
had had no sta� turnover in 	ve years.

Committing to that level of “radical 
transparency” is essential for success, 
according to Kropp. “If you’re willing to do 
that, there are lots of potential bene	ts 
and upsides; if not ... you introduce a 
really signi	cant risk that your employees 
will have a revolt against you.”   ■
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A toxic corporate culture is not
always easy to spot from the 
outside. A company can 
churn out record pro	ts and 
espouse ethical business 

practices to the public while a very 
di�erent reality plays out inside. And 
when companies or leaders get caught 
committing wrongdoing — whether it’s 
fraud, harassment, or other criminal 
behaviour — it often becomes clear that 
many within the organisation knew what 
was going on. 

“In order to identify what an open 
secret is, you 	rst have to look at what’s 
right and wrong,” said Jason Hamilton, 
ACMA, CGMA, director at First River 
Capital, an advisory 	rm based in South 
Africa and the UK. “Right and wrong 
doesn’t always mean what’s legal or illegal 
— it’s a question of what 	ts into an 
organisation’s culture and code of ethics.”

Organisational cultures with toxic 

elements are more likely to enable and 
sustain harmful corporate behaviour, 
according to Benjamin van Rooij, 
professor of Law and Society at the 
University of Amsterdam. He outlined 
several elements that can contribute to 
creating a toxic culture in a 2018 paper he 
co-authored titled “Toxic Corporate 
Culture: Assessing Organizational 
Processes of Deviancy”. Those elements 
include overly ambitious goals; a culture 
of silence; limited oversight; 
normalisation of deviancy; blame 
shifting; de�ection or rationalisation of 
rule breaking; and corporate cognitive 
dissonance. 

Those seven elements can feed into one 
another, van Rooij said. Unrealistic 
expectations can lead to the normalisation 
of deviancy, and a culture of silence o�ers 
limited oversight and ample opportunity 
for corporate cognitive dissonance. Once 
this cycle of toxicity gets going, it’s very 

di�cult to break, he added. For that 
reason, it’s much easier to prevent your 
company culture from becoming toxic in 
the 	rst place. If you’re hoping to lead your 
team away from the perils of a toxic 
corporate culture, try implementing these 
elements of best practice recommended by 
experts. 

Don’t set impossible goals
Ambitious goals are not necessarily a bad
thing, but if your employees are striving 
for the impossible, there’s an increased 
risk they will resort to wrongdoing in order 
to meet expectations. 

“People develop negative emotions 
because of that strain, and we know from 
criminology the way to deal with negative 
emotions is to start breaking rules,” van 
Rooij said. 

US-based bank Wells Fargo provides a 
well-known example. Up until 2016, the 
bank had a sales target of eight products 

Re-route companies away from misconduct and 
towards ethically sound financial success. 

By Hannah Pitstick

Finance leaders’ role in 
preventing toxic 

corporate cultures 
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per customer, when the average rate for 
banks was two, according to a National 
Public Radio investigation. Sales 
employees were under immense pressure 
to meet this nearly impossible target, and 
some resorted to creating fraudulent 
customer accounts in order to reach it. 
Wells Fargo agreed to a $3 billion 
settlement with the US Department of 
Justice and Securities and Exchange 
Commission to resolve the matter. 

To avoid a similar fate, leaders should 
take a hard look at their expectations and 
adjust them to �t reality, van Rooij said. 
And if they’re unsure whether goals are 
realistic, they should consider speaking 
with employees at all levels and sending 
out an anonymous survey to gather 
genuine feedback. 

Foster a culture of candour
A steady �ow of two-way communication 
is one of the best deterrents to unethical 
practices, according to Hamilton. When 
people at all levels of the organisation feel 
they can provide leadership with feedback 
about workplace practices and company 
goals, there’s less chance of wrongdoing 
going unnoticed or unaddressed. 

“If there isn’t a culture within the 
organisation where all information �ows 
up and ends up at board level, only 
positive information will actually get to 
the board,” Hamilton said.

A culture of candour requires 
mechanisms for facilitating that �ow of 
information and positive reinforcement 
when someone has the courage to voice 
concerns, Hamilton said. Organisations 
need to make sure there are avenues for 
feedback and ways to report wrongdoing 
internally so employees don’t have to 

resort to leaking information to 
authorities or the press. 

Tom Devine, the Washington, D.C.-
based legal director of the Government 
Accountability Project, argues that it’s 
simply bad business to silence the 
messenger. 

“Whistle-blowers play a unique and 
invaluable role as kind of a human 
fail-safe when the �ow of information 
through normal channels breaks down,” 
he said. “The �ow of information in any 
organisation is like blood in a human 
body — if it’s not �owing, the organisation 
is going to be forced to make uninformed 
decisions.”

In addition to installing mechanisms 
for feedback and communication, you 
need to make sure your people feel 
psychologically safe enough to speak up, 
Hamilton said. Employees need to know 
their jobs won’t be jeopardised if they 
voice concerns, and those concerns need 
to be taken seriously by management. 
Psychological safety extends to the way 
leadership reacts to bad news and the 
dynamics between co-workers. 
Management needs to practise a 
measured response to mistakes and 
miscalculations, and tribalism needs to be 
avoided at all costs. 

“Having a trusted environment is 
crucial,” Hamilton said. “Saying you have 
one isn’t the same as actually having one. 
If you’re only receiving good information, 
that’s proof that you haven’t implemented 
e�ective communication mechanisms.”

Eliminate opportunities for deviance
Poor communication can provide 
opportunities for rule breaking, but so  
can giving individuals massive  

decision-making power or having very 
limited oversight of what happens at 
lower levels of the organisation. 

“When leaders are absent and they 
don’t know what [people lower in the 
management hierarchy] are doing, or 
when leaders act on their own and there is 
no oversight from below, there can be all 
kinds of opportunities to break rules,” van 
Rooij said. 

Hamilton said organisations should 
have well-documented policies and 
processes in place, including clear 
methods for speaking up and reporting 
problems. Every role and business 
function should have oversight; look at 
the power dynamics across the 
organisation and make sure things are 
balanced. If one or two people seem to 
hold an overwhelming amount of control 
over operations, consider redistributing 
some of that power or having the board 
operate as a check on company 
executives. 

E�ective systems and processes are the 
backbone of an ethical organisation, but 
leadership also needs to be concerned 
with how business is being done across 
the company, and that may require it to 
connect with employees. Leaders should 
make a point of talking to employees at all 
levels and, rather than simply driving 
targets from above, understand how 
employees are doing their work and ask 
them what kind of support they need. 

“If you’re incentivising someone 
purely on sales, they’re not going to care 
about how they achieve that,” Hamilton 
said. 

And if you �nd out rules have been 
broken, van Rooij argued there absolutely 
must be a response to that. Otherwise, 
there is a risk that deviance will be 
normalised within the organisation. 
When people notice that their colleagues, 
managers, or leaders are cutting corners 
and breaking rules, but they don’t see any 
response within the organisation, they 
might assume that it’s simply how the 
business operates, he said. 

“Then more people start to do it, and it 
becomes the normal way of doing things,” 
van Rooij said. 

Take responsibility for mistakes
When leaders shift the blame or argue 
their actions weren’t unethical or 
fraudulent in the �rst place, they are 
tacitly condoning a culture of 
wrongdoing. 

Resources
Articles

“Empowering a Culture of Speaking Up”, FM magazine, March 2021,  
tinyurl.com/3743mh4w

“Steps to Ethical Leadership”, FM magazine, April 2020, tinyurl.com/625kzdk7

Guides

CIMA Training and Development: “Embedding Ethical Values: A Guide for CIMA 
Partners”, tinyurl.com/4dfxehhb

CIMA research: “Keeping Business Clean: A CGMA Guide to Countering Fraud and 
Corruption”, tinyurl.com/w74554rw

CIMA ethics checklist, tinyurl.com/n6rcy2jz
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“The people who are responsible for it, 
or those at the top, don’t see it as their 
responsibility, and they shift blame lower 
in the organisation,” van Rooij said. “This 
happens in compliance management 
itself, but it can also happen once the 
scandal gets out and they get outside 
pressure.”

This is seen when executives of 
companies involved in wrongdoing testify 
before regulators and defend their actions 
by focusing on individual misconduct of 
employees rather than acknowledging 
that the overall structure and culture of 
the company played a large role. 

Of course, organisations or leaders 
implicated in wrongdoing often shift the 
blame or try to justify their actions to 
avoid liability. But to create a culture of 
accountability, van Rooij said, leaders 
need to express and initiate real support 
for honesty and transparency, as well as to 
emphasise long-term over short-term 
goals. 

Leaders can start to build a culture of 
accountability by publicly taking 
responsibility for mistakes when they 
make them and acknowledging any role 
company culture might play in creating 
an environment that condones 
wrongdoing.

 
Install a strong board that questions 
leadership
A company’s board of directors is in a 
good position to steer leadership away 
from unethical practices, but they have to 
be willing to question even good results. 

“Even though you have what looks like 
a high-performing executive, if there are 
concerns around their ethics and how 
they get their results, a good board should 
be investigating that and not just close 
their eyes and say, ‘This person is 
delivering, so we’ll just pretend nothing 
happened because they’re doing a good 
job,’” said Cecilia Locati, FCMA, CGMA, the 
founder of consulting company Internal 
Control Toolbox. 

When the board of directors is strong 
and interested in understanding what’s 
happening in the company, that by itself 
decreases the likelihood that large-scale 
fraud will occur, she added. But perhaps 
too often, board members are overly 
familiar with one another or, in some 
cases, sitting on too many boards and less 
capable of getting heavily involved. 

“Times have changed, and the board 
should be much more involved in 

engaging with management on strategy,” 
Hamilton said. “They have to get involved 
and understand the business in much 
more detail because the onus is on them 
to hold leadership accountable.”

Leaders who are looking for ways to 
strengthen company ethics can also use 
the board to ensure effective checks and 
balances. For example, Locati worked with 
a company in the past whose CFO decided 
it was a good idea to clarify who approved 
his expenses. At the time, the senior 
executives had no one approving their 
expenses, so he figured the CEO should 
approve his, and the board should 
approve the CEO’s expenses. He then 
wrote up the policy and promoted it to the 
board. 

“That’s not something that every CFO 
would do, I can assure you,” Locati said. 

Locati explained that the CFO 
understood there had to be some rules for 
the company to function properly, and for 
fraud to be prevented, and that these rules 
do not apply to the specific individual, but 
to the position they hold. 

“The day that he’s not there anymore, 
there will be another CFO, and there will 
need to be controls on that CFO,” she said.

 
Eliminate corporate cognitive 
dissonance
Corporate cognitive dissonance is when 
the “tone at the top”, or what leaders say, is 
completely different from what people are 
seeing within the organisation on a daily 
basis. 

Some might argue that all you need to 
do is set the right tone at the top, but if 
leadership is always saying things that are 
light years away from what is actually 

happening at the bottom, then at some 
point employees are not going to believe 
what they say anymore, van Rooij said. 

In other words, your organisational 
leadership can espouse all the right things 
and your company can have a mission 
statement that claims to look out for all 
stakeholders, but if the day-to-day actions 
of individuals throughout the 
organisation contradict those values, your 
people will likely ignore what is said and 
follow what is actually done. 

Leaders can start to combat corporate 
cognitive dissonance by walking the talk 
and being the first to follow company 
policies. 

Locati said that same CFO she worked 
with on approving expenses was also very 
good at setting a positive example for the 
entire organisation through his actions 
and not just his words. At one point, when 
the company was trying to cut costs, he 
decided it was a good move for everyone 
to start travelling economy instead of 
business class. And when he said 
everyone, he included himself and the 
other C-suite executives. 

“He was willing to have clear rules in 
place, and not only clear rules for other 
people, but also clear rules for him and 
the CEO,” Locati said. “He was the first one 
following the rules.”   ■

Hannah Pitstick is a freelance writer 
based in the US. 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.

LEARNING RESOURCES

International Code of Ethics for 
Professional Accountants

In April 2018, the IESBA released a 
completely restructured and redrafted 
Code of Ethics for Professional 
Accountants, which replaces the 2016 
version of the Code. This course will 
save you time by helping you become more familiar with the 
structure of the Code and with the underlying principles.

AICPA: tinyurl.com/bd5enn74   I   CIMA: tinyurl.com/4h7z6bx2
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Organisations that find forced labour in their 
businesses need to take clear and decisive action.

By Malia Politzer

Creating
effective
forced-labour
mitigation
programmes

48  I  FM MAGAZINE  I  June 2021



IM
AG

ES
 B

Y 
M

AL
ER

AP
AS

O
/IS

TO
C

KA t �rst glance, Patagonia and 
IOI Group might seem to have 
very little in common: The 
�rst is an American outdoor 
gear and apparel company 

with 2,300 employees and $1 billion in 
annual revenue that has won numerous 
corporate awards for its ethical approach to 
doing business. IOI Group, a Malaysian 
organisation with $1.8 billion (MYR 7.8 
billion) in revenue and 28,000 employees, 

on the other hand, cultivates oil palm. 
But both companies have struggled with 

the issue of forced labour. In 2014 and 2016, 
the human rights organisation Finnwatch 
found evidence of forced-labour practices 
on IOI Group plantations in Malaysia. And 
in 2019, Finnwatch approached Patagonia 
regarding exploitative recruitment fees for 
migrant workers at a Thai factory servicing 
one of the company’s major wetsuit 
suppliers. 
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There is, however, an important 
distinction: Prior to being contacted by 
Finnwatch, Patagonia had already 
dedicated considerable internal resources 
to proactively identifying and putting 
forced-labour controls and policies into 
place, while the Finnwatch report caught 
IOI Group unprepared. This led to very 
di�erent timelines and outcomes, as each 
company attempted to address the 
nongovernmental organisation’s 
allegations. These two case studies also 
illustrate that how companies prepare for 
and choose to respond to initial allegations 
of forced labour and excessive recruitment 
fees can either do considerable damage to 
their reputation and bottom line, or — in 
the case of Patagonia — provide a 
reputational boost. And IOI demonstrates 
the evolution of how some companies 
come to detect and deal with forced labour. 

“The issue of forced labour really needs 
to be handled strategically, and the CFO 
has to get involved,” said Elrich Linde, 
ACMA, CGMA, support manager at 
AMOSCA, a management consultancy 
based in London. “CFOs sometimes think 
about sustainability issues as an extra, but 
as you can see, this really a�ected their 
bottom line.” 

That’s why it’s vital that companies 
actively look for forced labour in their 
supply chains. (For more on how to �nd 
the signs of forced labour in the supply 
chain, see “Rooting Out Forced Labour 
From Supply Chains”, FM magazine, April 
2020, tinyurl.com/y3mpxf34.) It’s also 
crucial they have comprehensive protocols 
in place outlining how they will respond 
when forced labour is discovered. 

These case studies can also provide 
important lessons for CFOs and other 
executives about how to craft substantive 
forced-labour mitigation and remediation 
policies, and how to avoid mistakes.

A growing challenge for every 
industry 
Best practice dictates that companies have 
robust controls in place to prevent slave 
labour from entering their supply chains 
in the �rst place, but even the most 
conscientious corporations may 
encounter it if they look hard enough, 
according to Michael Rogerson, ACMA, 
CGMA, a researcher on modern slavery in 
the supply chain at the Centre for 
Business, Organisations and Society at the 
University of Bath in the UK.

“It’s almost impossible to guarantee 

that there isn’t any forced labour in your 
supply chain,” Rogerson said. “Lots of 
companies don’t �nd it. But that’s not 
because it isn’t there. It’s because they 
aren’t looking.” 

This is even truer today, when the 
COVID-19 pandemic has made the 
standard controls for detecting forced 
labour (such as in-person social audits) far 
more di�cult. At the same time, supply 
chain disruptions and cancelled orders 
have led to widespread layo�s at the 
bottom of the supply chain, making 
workers even more vulnerable to 
exploitation and tra�cking, according to 
the International Organization for 
Migration. 

“As well as becoming more likely, forced 
labour has become harder to detect due to 
the COVID-19 pandemic,” Rogerson said. 
“That’s particularly in countries where 
social auditors and others tasked with 
uncovering abuses cannot currently work 
as normal.” 

The discovery process and different 
outcomes
Many companies have struggled with 
forced-labour allegations. What sets 
Patagonia and IOI apart from their peers, 
however, was not that indicators of forced 
labour (including excessive recruitment 
fees and problems in the way recruitment 
and migrant workers were handled) were 
found, but their response to its discovery, 
according to Duncan Jepson, the head of 
Liberty Shared, an anti-slavery 
nongovernmental organisation.

“What’s unique about IOI and 
Patagonia’s approach is that both 
companies appeared to have built controls 
for forced labour into their corporate 
governance,” he said. “There’s also real 
disclosure about how they address this 
issue and who is responsible. It’s not 
perfect … but their e�orts appear to be 
substantial.” 

IOI’s struggle with this issue began in 
2014, when Finnwatch published a report 
accusing plantations run by IOI Group of 
paying migrant workers less than the 
statutory minimum wage and of retaining 
workers’ passports. 

Additionally, many of the workers 
interviewed for the Finnwatch report had 
taken out substantial loans to pay hefty 
recruitment fees to recruitment services 
contracted by IOI before travelling to 
Malaysia, which IOI deducted directly 
from workers’ wages, according to 

Finnwatch. These are red ¢ags for human 
tra�cking, according to standards set out 
by the International Labour Organization. 

Two years later, Finnwatch published a 
follow-up report, which found that while 
IOI had addressed some of these issues, 
high recruitment fees that forced workers 
into debt remained a problem.

Patagonia �rst dealt with the issue of 
forced labour in 2011, when an internal 
audit of its Tier 2 suppliers uncovered red 
¢ags in Taiwanese factories. Although 
Patagonia is a private company and thus 
not required to �le quarterly �nancial 
statements or shareholder reports, it 
voluntarily went public with the issue in 
2015 — four years after discovering it. 

“The fact that Patagonia found forced 
labour from an internal audit really gave 
them the space to deal with this issue 
internally, out of the public eye,” Linde 
said. “As a CFO, that’s the position you 
want to be in.” 

So when Finnwatch approached the 
company in 2019 with reports that migrant 
workers in a Thai factory servicing one of 
its major suppliers had paid recruitment 
fees totalling more than two months’ 
wages, the company was able to quickly 
activate its existing anti-slavery protocols. 
By March 2020, the supplier had 
reimbursed the recruitment fees owed to 
177 workers. As a result, the Finnwatch 
press release announcing the discovery of 
indicators of forced labour in the factories 
highlighted how Patagonia’s cooperation 
led to improvements in workers’ 
conditions, rather than focusing on labour 
abuses.

Search for problems at their roots
For �nance leaders serious about 
addressing the issue, the �rst step is 
deceptively simple, according to Linde: 
Companies need to identify exactly where 
in their supply chain forced labour exists 
and understand how it got there.

“Forced labour is generally found in two 
di�erent ways,” Linde explained. “Either 
the issue is brought to the company ... or 
the company can �nd it themselves. The 
second scenario is always better.”

Both companies undertook e�orts to 
�nd out where problems existed, engaging 
in dialogue with Finnwatch to investigate 
the organisation’s allegations. 

“When I came on board at IOI in 
2016, the CEO made it clear that my two 
top priorities were the Finnwatch 
report and the RSPO suspension,”  
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said Surina Ismail, Ph.D., the group head 
of sustainability at IOI Group. (In a 
separate action unrelated to labour, the 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil 
(RSPO) had suspended IOI’s certi�cation 
because of deforestation allegations. 
That certi�cation was later restored.)

In addition to engaging in dialogue 
with Finnwatch, both companies hired 
independent third parties to investigate 
the allegations. 

“You really want to make sure that the 
third party who does the audits is 
independent and specialises in these 
issues,” said Tu Rinsche, the vice-president 
of Strategic Engagement & Partnerships at 
the supply chain human rights 
organisation Transparentem. 

For the assessments to be e�ective, the 
audits need to be unannounced, and the 
auditors need to be guaranteed full, 
unfettered access to workers, according to 
Rinsche. It’s also critical that third-party 
investigators are able to conduct 
interviews with workers anonymously and 
o� the premises. 

“Also, do workers have a night shift? If 
so, there should be another audit at night, 
as that’s usually where things get hidden,” 
she said. “For example, if there are 
underage workers, that’s often when you’ll 
�nd them.” 

Escalate it to the top 
Before beginning the investigation, it’s 
critical to ensure full cooperation from the 
suppliers implicated in the allegations, 
according to Wendy Savage, Patagonia’s 
director of Social Responsibility, 
Traceability and Animal Welfare. 

“When we deal with this issue, we 
elevate it to the owners of the supply chain 
and not just the management,” she said. 
“That’s because we want to secure their 
commitment to remediation and to the 
investigation process.”

Similarly, it’s also a good idea for CFOs 
to get the executives of their own company 
involved and to bring the issue to the 
board. This is important because new 
policies and remediation can involve 
considerable upfront costs and require 
continuous monitoring and evaluation. All 
this requires an ongoing commitment at 
the highest levels of the company. 

“They need to understand that 
addressing this issue properly is 
something that will be good for the 
company and will actually create value,” 
IOI’s Ismail said.

Look for gaps in internal policies 
and controls 
The next step is to carefully analyse the 
results of the third-party reports to 
critically assess where internal controls 
went wrong and to consider what new 
policies might better address the roots of 
the problem. 

“We were able to break the challenges 
with employment into three phases — 
issues with pre-employment, 
employment, and post-employment,” 
Ismail said. “And we made a sort of 
checklist of the issues and tried to work 
through it systematically.” 

Some of the issues identi�ed required 
fairly straightforward solutions; for 
example, improving living conditions, 
halting the retention of passports, and 
ensuring workers freedom of association 
primarily required educating plantation 
managers and renovating on-site 
accommodation.

“We realised that many of the 
plantations were inconsistently applying 
our standards and policies,” Ismail said. 
“So educating them became a real 
priority.” 

The company also changed the 
payment structure so that all workers 
were paid a base daily salary that was not 
connected to performance, rather than 
based on piece-rate work — a practice that 
had led many of the workers to be paid 
less than the statutory minimum wage. 
Additionally, it compensated those 
workers whose pay slips indicated that 
they had been paid less than minimum 
wage. 

Addressing more structural issues 
— particularly that of high recruitment 
fees — was far more complex for both 
companies. 

“The issue of recruitment fees and 

how it links to debt bondage isn’t very 
well understood by companies,” Rinsche 
said. “They often see them as separate 
issues, when in reality recruitment fees 
are one of the key problems that make 
migrant labourers vulnerable to forced 
labour.” 

Ensuring that e�ective grievance 
mechanisms are in place is another 
critical piece of the puzzle that a lot of 
companies get wrong, according to 
Ismail. 

“The issue of labour violations or 
social violations [is] very complex, and 
it’s critical that you have the necessary 
framework in place to address them,” she 
said. “That means a strong grievance 
mechanism and the necessary resources 
to support it.” 

Embed controls for forced labour 
into the company’s corporate 
structure
The risk for forced labour doesn’t end after 
better policies are put into place: How 
these policies are monitored, enforced, 
and reported is absolutely critical, 
according to Rinsche.

“Most companies have very strong 
corporate policies around human rights 
and forced labour,” she said. “But the 
implementation of their policies and 
practice doesn’t necessarily translate to 
their commitment.” 

Often, companies create a separate 
sustainability department that handles 
issues related to forced labour and the 
environment, among others. But unless 
the department has a reporting channel to 
top-level management, this approach can 
back�re, according to Anu Kultalahti, a 
researcher at Finnwatch.

“Integrating the sustainability into the 
operations of the company is really key,” 
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she said. “If you have a sustainability 
director but it’s not something that the 
board or top management is monitoring, 
then it’s often not effective.” 

Following the Finnwatch reports and 
the RSPO suspension, IOI Group created a 
variety of mechanisms to control and 
monitor for environmental and social 
issues. For example, migrant recruitment 
and remediation became the responsibility 
of Human Resources, which reports 
directly to the plantation director. 
Critically, the company also adopted a 
“no-recruitment-fee policy”, assuming all 
the costs associated with the recruitment 
and placement of workers and 
guaranteeing remediation to workers 
found to have been charged fees.

IOI also embedded labour issues into 
routine internal social audits, as well as 
hiring an external social auditor (BSR, a 

global not-for-profit organisation focused 
on sustainability) to regularly review 
migrant labour conditions and recruiting 
practices. 

“The fact that IOI embedded this issue 
into their risk management framework is 
key,” Jepson said. “Putting this into 
corporate governance shows that it’s 
something they are taking seriously and 
that there’s a structure in place to 
support it.” 

Create reporting mechanisms  
to senior management
There should also be reporting 
mechanisms in place that feed 
information about forced labour risks, as 
well as any reports of forced labour or 
implementation issues, directly to 
responsible executives.

To this end, IOI Group created a Group 

Tackling recruitment costs
Recruiters frequently charge foreign workers exorbitant fees 
in exchange for placing them in jobs abroad. These fees — 
which can take years to pay off — are “the most significant 
contributor to the persistence of debt bondage, the 
manifestation of … ‘modern slavery’ most frequently 
encountered in global supply chains today”, according to 
Verité, a not-for-profit anti-slavery organisation based in 
Massachusetts in the US.

That’s why companies serious about eradicating 
modern-day slavery should adopt “no-recruitment-fee 
policies” that include the following best practice, as outlined 
by Verité and the Institute for Human Rights and Business.

Assume all recruitment-related costs
Companies (or their suppliers) should assume all costs 
associated with workers’ recruitment and placement, 
including brokers’ fees, visa costs, medical exams, 
international flights, etc. This is not only ethical, but the 
initial upfront investment can also save money in the long 
run. Surina Ismail, the group head of sustainability at IOI 
Group, said that after the company adopted a 
no-recruitment-fee policy in 2017, worker retention and 
productivity both rose. 

Be transparent, and embed a recruitment policy into the 
corporate governance structure
Establish a clear and transparent line of responsibility 
within the corporate structure for recruitment issues, 
advises Liberty Shared’s Duncan Jepson. For example, IOI 
Group made Human Resources responsible for worker 
recruitment and remediation issues. And both IOI Group and 

Patagonia include the recruitment in auditing and due 
diligence processes. 

Work only with ethical agencies 
Companies should do due diligence and work only with 
recruitment agencies that meet certain standards, including 
having a long-standing and good reputation and legal 
registration in the countries of origin and destination.

Hold suppliers and recruitment agencies accountable 
Have recruitment agencies and suppliers sign legally 
binding contracts agreeing to the company’s ethical 
recruitment standards. Contracts should include clauses 
specifying that workers pay no fees and that agencies or 
suppliers will repay workers found to have paid fees at any 
stage of the recruitment process within a specified time 
span.

Patagonia’s no-recruitment-fee contracts also require 
suppliers to periodically audit recruitment internally and to 
keep detailed records pertaining to the recruitment of 
workers (including receipts of all fees paid on their behalf) 
for five years for external auditing purposes.

Educate workers about their rights
Accurately inform workers during the job interview process 
(in their native language) about working conditions and 
details of work, wages, and benefits, and that they should 
not pay any costs associated with their recruitment or 
placement. Repeat the information upon the workers’ arrival 
to verify that no fees were paid. Provide a confidential 
process for migrant workers to report exploitation.

Sustainability Steering Committee that 
oversees and reviews the management of 
policies, processes, and strategies to 
address the social, environmental, and 
reputational risks and that reports to the 
board. Members of the committee are 
drawn directly from executive 
management — including the CFO, CEO, 
heads of operating divisions, group head 
of sustainability, and senior management 
from group support functions (for 
example, HR). 

“Having an internal committee on 
responsible labour is a good way to ensure 
the timely and accurate flow of 
information,” Rogerson said. “That way 
when concerns come up about a new 
contract, no one has to pick up a phone. 
There’s a built-in system to review it.” 

While such committees are not new, it’s 
rare that companies make them the 
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Resources
Articles

“Rooting Out Forced Labour From 
Supply Chains”, FM magazine, April 
2020, tinyurl.com/y3mpxf34

“Good for the Planet, Suppliers, and 
Balance Sheet”, FM magazine, August 
2019, tinyurl.com/yxp4fy9z

“Improving Transparency in Emerging 
Markets”, FM magazine, 8 November 
2018, tinyurl.com/y59so8hd

Podcast episode

“How to Encourage Ethical Corporate 
Behaviour”, FM magazine, 12 February 
2020, tinyurl.com/wuxr65a 

Website

CIMA Ethics, Modern slavery resource 
guide, tinyurl.com/ybbkr8fs

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

responsibility of senior management. 
However, having senior management on 
board is critical to their efficacy, according 
to Linde. 

“Because of the risks involved, this is an 
issue that the CFO really needs to take 
ownership of,” he said. “They need to 
monitor key performance indicators for 
social issues, the same way they do for 
financial.”

Specifically, he recommends that 
management accountants help define and 
report on key performance indicators 
related to social issues. That might mean 
creating controls that ensure workers are 
getting paid at least the minimum wage or 
that flag tenders for supplier contracts that 
are offering below-market rates — a red 
flag for forced-labour practices — and 
include these metrics in the reports that go 
to the CFO. 

“When you receive a tender for a 
contract, someone in finance will look it 
over and decide if it’s a massive 
overpayment, but we rarely do it the other 
way,” Rogerson added. “They also need to 
run the numbers to make sure that the 
price is not so low that it’s going to lead to 
real human suffering.” 

Keep the supply chain manageable 
To make audits more effective, Patagonia 
decided to keep its supply chain relatively 
small. (It has 73 Tier 1 suppliers and around 
120 Tier 2 suppliers, according to Savage.) 
This allows the company to map and audit 
all the way through its Tier 2 suppliers. The 
company is working on mapping all the 
way through Tier 3. 

Rogerson believes that the decision to 
stay small has real strategic advantages 
when it comes to controlling forced-labour 
risks. For example, there’s a big difference 
between trying to annually audit 200 
suppliers and dealing with 15,000. 

“We have this ethos that growth is good, 
but growth for growth’s sake is the 
ideology of a cancer cell,” Rogerson said, 
referencing American writer and 
environmentalist Edward Abbey. “You 
don’t need to be huge to be successful.” 

Pay suppliers to be socially 
responsible
It’s also critical to educate suppliers about 
forced-labour expectations and to have 
suppliers sign binding contracts agreeing 
to abide by those expectations and to 
provide remediation to workers if labour 
violations take place. This often means 

paying high fees to suppliers so they can 
realistically meet those higher standards, 
according to Savage.

For example, Patagonia tries to 
structure sustainability into its supply 
chain from the very start. Prior to 
onboarding, potential suppliers are heavily 
vetted in four dimensions: business, 
quality, social responsibility, and 
environmental sustainability. 

“Each of those lenses really [has] an 
equal say as to whether or not we bring 
them on,” said Thuy Nguyen, senior 
manager, Social Responsibility and Special 
Programmes at Patagonia. 

The company also ensures that teams 
from business, sourcing, and materials 
stay informed about what is going on in 
their supply chain, including any 
potential violations. That means that 
rather than pushing for the lowest 
possible price, procurement is trained to 
ask suppliers for a price that covers their 
costs to comply with Patagonia’s code of 
conduct. 

“We know that our policy means that 
our suppliers may have to absorb 
thousands of dollars to cover migrant 
recruitment fees,” she said. “This means 
that the cost of our materials is going to be 
higher — but we expect that a responsibly 
made product will cost more.” 

This also gives the company leverage 
when violations are detected. So when 
Finnwatch told Patagonia that there was a 
risk of forced labour in a supplier’s 
factories, Patagonia was able to push the 
supplier to take responsibility for 
remediation.

“The supplier and buyer relationship is 
important,” Savage said. “We ask them to 
commit to transparency and responsible 
purchasing practices, and then we all work 
together to see how we can address the 
issue, when remediation is necessary.” (See 
the sidebar, “Tackling Recruitment Costs”, 
for advice on best practice.) 

 
Make sure wronged workers are 
remediated 
Finally, exploited workers must be 
compensated. While this may seem 
obvious, it’s a piece of the puzzle that 
companies often neglect.

“It’s very rare that companies actually 
reimburse workers,” Kultalahti said. “More 
often, companies focus on taking 
measures to prevent the issue from 
reoccurring — but remedy is rarely even 
mentioned.” 

To guarantee that remediation takes 
place, it’s important to make it clear in 
advance who is responsible for payment. 
In IOI’s case, for example, where most 
plantations are run by IOI, the company’s 
recruitment guidelines make it clear that 
HR will be responsible for remediating 
wronged workers. For Patagonia, which 
does not own the factories where the 
products it sells are made, the recruitment 
costs are paid by the supplier that is the 
legal employer. Ultimately that cost is 
shared with Patagonia, which will pay 
more for responsibly made products.

Even after workers are remediated, 
companies need to realise that addressing 
the issue of forced labour is a long-term 
challenge that will require ongoing 
attention. 

“These issues are complex and require a 
commitment from both sides to see it 
through,” Nguyen said. “Both companies 
and their suppliers need to devote 
resources, time, money, and energy to 
fixing the problem. They are not going to 
be resolved overnight.”    ■
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CIMA supports management accounting research

During 2020 CIMA made a global
call for proposals from early career 

and experienced researchers on two 
broad topics: the links between 
management accounting concerns 
and practices and contemporary 
developments in technology; and the 
links between management 
accounting concerns and practices 
and contemporary developments in 
climate change reporting and 
sustainability.

A total of 71 applications were 
received from more than 20 countries. 
CIMA’s General Charitable Trust has 
agreed to fund the following proposals: 
y Building KPIs to Enhance

Organisational Resilience: Before 
and After COVID-19, Rodrigo Silva 
de Souza, Ph.D., University of 
Roehampton (early career grant).

y Navigating Climate Change Risk: The
Role of Management Accountants in 
Implementing the TCFD Framework, 
Jayanthi Kumarasiri, Ph.D., Royal 
Melbourne Institute of Technology 

(feasibility study grant).
y When Does Human Intervention

in Predictive Analytics Judgements 
Help or Hurt?: A Management 
Control Perspective, Isabella 
Grabner, Ph.D., Vienna University 
of Economics and Business 
(experienced researcher grant).

y Circular Economy Metrics and
Reports for Small and Medium 
Enterprises: SMEs in Colombia, 
Andrés Hernán Mejía Villa, Ph.D., 
Universidad La Sabana, Colombia 
(experienced researcher grant).

y Calculating Sustainability: Making

Accounting and Accountants 
Central Again, Paolo Quattrone, 
Ph.D., University of Manchester 
(experienced researcher grant).

y Consideration of UN Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in 
Corporate Management and the 
Supporting Role of Management 
Accounting, Mike Schulze, Ph.D., 
CBS International Business School 
(experienced researcher grant).  
 More information on CIMA’s  
global academic research  
funding programme is at  
tinyurl.com/39rcarvy.

Discovering the CFOs of the future

The CIMA-sponsored “Future CFO of
the Year” category of the 

TARGETJobs Undergraduate of the Year 
Awards attracted more than 850 UK 
undergraduates who aspire to be 

¨nance leaders. The students — from 
more than 50 universities — were 
assessed by their answers to questions 
on how they would navigate the most 
important future change to the 

accounting profession and what they 
would want to learn from a day with a 
CFO. A round of online tests and a ¨nal 
round of a business game focused on 
the ¨tness tracker sector led to a 
winner. Each ¨nalist was required to 
write a board report, present to the 
judging panel, and create a social 
media advert. The competition 
winner, Alan Potts at Manchester 
Metropolitan University, receives 
CIMA quali¨cation sponsorship and a 
CFO mentoring opportunity. See  
tinyurl.com/ypmezh5f.

TO
P:

 IM
AG

E 
B

Y 
G

R
EM

LI
N

/IS
TO

C
K;

 B
OT

TO
M

: I
M

AG
E 

CO
U

RT
ES

Y 
O

F 
TA

R
G

ET
JO

B
S

54  I  FM MAGAZINE  I  June 2021

creo




FM-MAGAZINE.COM  March 2021  I  FM MAGAZINE  I  55

B
OT

TO
M

: I
M

AG
E 

B
Y 

JA
N

ET
H

EO
N

E/
IS

TO
C

K

Tools and techniques to aid 
strategic thinking

AICPA & CIMA’s Strategic Thinking Supplement Tools and 
Techniques (available at tinyurl.com/4mx9atfv) contains 

11 tools and techniques for �nance functions and �nance 
professionals. They include techniques that explore personal 
biases, how to deal with the unknown, and chaos and 
complexity theories. There are lessons in creativity, di�erent 
ways of thinking, and the types of meetings that are more 
likely to foster strategic thinking. Strategy and sustainable 
development, and scenario planning are also covered.

The tools and techniques support the challenges set out in the 
recent AICPA & CIMA white paper on how strategic thinking and 

decision-making are changing in the digital world. Re-inventing 
Finance for a Digital World: Strategic Thinking Supplement is 
available at tinyurl.com/t93u7nep.

CGMA Risk Heat Map 

The Association has updated and enhanced the CGMA Risk Heat Map: A Risk Assessment Tool 
to Assist in Risk Assessment Productivity (available at tinyurl.com/dx7swz9x). 

Mapping each risk is a critical step in risk management and increases business productivity, 
as identifying and ranking risk creates a focus on resource allotment. 

A heat map provides bene�ts that include:
y A quick and e�cient visual to enable decision-making.
y Added precision in the risk assessment process.
y Allowing for an increased focus on the risk appetite and risk tolerance of the company.

The tool contains an explanation of a heat map, four necessary elements to include, 
qualitative and quantitative samples, and guidance for implementation and monitoring.

Association’s advances in Eurasia and MESANA

In the Republic of 
Kazakhstan the 

Association of International 
Certi�ed Professional 
Accountants has partnered 
with leading economics 
and �nance university 
Narxoz. Under the 
partnership agreement, 
students of four bachelor’s 
degree programmes will 
now have the opportunity 
to fast-track their CIMA 
studies and sit only one 
CertBA (Certi�cate in 
Business Accounting) exam 
instead of the standard 
four. Overall, the 
Association now has three 
academic partners in the 
country: Narxoz University, 
M. Narikbayev KAZGUU 
University, and 

Kazakh-British Technical 
University. 

In the Russian Federation, 
the Council for Professional 
Quali�cations Development at 
the Financial Markets 
Association has o�cially 
recognised the CIMA Advanced 
Diploma in Management 
Accounting in Russian as 
meeting the requirements of 
the National Quali�cations 
Framework at the level of chief 
accountant. This gives this 
CIMA quali�cation welcome 
national recognition. The 
Council for Professional 
Quali�cations Development, 
established in March 2015, 
creates, supports, and develops 
professional quali�cations 
within �nance.

In the MESANA region, the 

Association has entered a 
three-year partnership with 
Prince Sultan University (PSU) 
in Saudi Arabia, which started 
January. The two organisations 
will collaborate on researching 
and formulating new 
opportunities for cooperation, 
such as course materials, 
project plans, and exam 
questions. The Association will 

also provide train-the-trainer 
facilities and materials to 
faculties at the university. 
Accounting students at PSU 
will be able to gain Association 
certi�cations and receive joint 
Association-PSU certi�cates 
for courses on forensic 
accounting, data visualisation, 
data analysis, professional 
ethics, and advanced Excel.
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2021 elections to CIMA Council
Newly elected members
The following member has been elected for a �rst term as 
member of Council, to serve from February 2021 until the close 
of the Annual General Meeting (AGM) in 2023:
Garry Thickett, FCMA, CGMA — North East England Electoral 

Constituency (EC5) 

The following members have been elected for their �rst term 
as members of Council, to serve from the close of the AGM on 3 
June 2021 until the close of the AGM in 2024:
Geo�rey Jjuko, FCMA, CGMA — West, Central and Southern 

Africa (EC10)
Karen Marrinan, FCMA, CGMA — Central Southern England 

(EC11)
Manohari Abeyesekera, FCMA, CGMA — South Asia (EC14)
Channa Gunawardana, FCMA, CGMA — South Asia (EC14)
Ri�a Ziyard, FCMA, CGMA — South Asia (EC14)
Yogesvaran Arianayagam, FCMA, CGMA — South East Asia (EC16)
Anju De Alwis, FCMA, CGMA — Europe, North Africa, and Middle 

East (EC17)

Re-elected members
The following members have been re-elected to serve another 
term on Council from the close of the AGM on 3 June 2021 until 
the close of the AGM in 2024:
Andrew McGunnigle, FCMA, CGMA — East Midlands and East 

Anglia (EC3)
Rebecca Bennett, FCMA, CGMA — Australasia (EC19)

European CFOs meet to discuss  
digitalisation, automation, data analytics

In November, the third 
CFO Strategy & 

Innovation Summit — 
organised by CIMA and the 
Poland business newspaper 
Rzeczpospolita — discussed 
the trends a�ecting CFOs, 
including digitalisation, 
process automation, 
advanced data analytics, 
and team building.

Speakers at the Warsaw, 
Poland, event included 
Andrew Harding, FCMA, 
CGMA, chief executive–
Management Accounting, and 
Ash Noah, CPA, CGMA, FCMA, 
managing director of CGMA 
Learning, Education & 
Development, both at the 
Association of International 
Certi�ed Professional 
Accountants. 

Noah said: “The disruption 
will not end with the 
pandemic … We will continue 
to face future disruptions. And 

which is why … we just need to 
be ready for the ‘next normal’. 
There is no ‘new normal’.” He 
added: “Now is the time to 
start that innovation.”

Jakub Bejnarowicz, the 
Association’s regional director 
for Europe, hosted the event. 
Partners included PwC 
(strategic partner), Sage 

Symfonia, UBS, and 
AstraZeneca. The 2021 CFO 
Strategy & Innovation Summit 
will take place 16–18 
November.

More recently, in 
mid-March, Harding and 
European �nance leaders 
took part in a virtual Money 
Talks roundtable discussion. 

The conversation focused on 
digital transformation lessons 
learned (see the article, 
“Digital Transformation: 8 
Lessons From the Pandemic”, 
on page 34). Companies 
represented included UBS, 
Honeywell, International 
Airlines Group, and 
MediaMarktSaturn Polska. 
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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.

P O D C A S T

Stream episodes at  
fm-magazine.com/podcast  
or subscribe on Apple Podcasts 
or Google Podcasts.
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Mjøstårnet, an 18-storey building in Norway 
with apartments, a hotel, office space, and 
a restaurant, is currently the tallest timber 
building in the world. 

Wooden 
skyscrapers

M ore than half of the world’s 
people today live in urban areas, 
and the UN projects that this 
share will soar to 68% by 2050. 
As cities grow larger, more 

houses, roads, and public infrastructure are 
needed. Architects in recent years have been 
looking at engineered timber as an answer to 
constructing sustainable cities. Proponents say 
production of wood materials generates less 
carbon emissions compared to concrete and 
steel, but others point to unaccounted negative 
impacts of using wood such as soil carbon loss. 
Management accountants play a key role in 
weighing costs against benefits and in helping 
steer organisations in the right direction. 



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

cimaglobal.com/islamic-finance
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