
Handing over your baby can hurt

For many years, the FT’s Week-
end section ran a regular
bridge column by a revered
expert in the game.

The department knew he was eld-
erly, but when his family rang to say
he had been admitted to hospital and
would no longer be able to write his
column, his commissioning editor dis-
covered that he was well into his 90s –
and realised that no thought had been
given to a successor.

It was a spectacular failure of suc-
cession planning that demanded an
urgent response and a hasty search
for a replacement – another expert
was eventually found who has now
been writing the column for more
than a decade.

The fact that such a small-scale
example could cause disruption indi-
cates how great the damage might be
to a large organisation unprepared for
the sudden loss of a vital member of
staff.

Investors, staff and others can be
unnerved, as was seen recently when
Mark Hurd, Hewlett-Packard’s highly
successful chief executive, resigned

suddenly, prompting a significant fall
in its share price.

The company has hired Spencer
Stuart, the executive search firm, to
find a successor so that its senior
executives are not distracted from
their own jobs by succession issues.

Even when a change of leadership is
more ordered and the search for a
replacement carefully planned, there
are hazards that can make the process
a painful one.

So who is responsible for ensuring a
smooth succession?

Luke Meynell, who leads the UK
board practice at Russell Reynolds
Associates, the executive search firm,
points to the chairman: “The chair-
man is the ultimate steward of the
business and so the hiring and firing
of the chief executive is probably the
key responsibility.”

He says a succession plan should be
in place at all times to take account of
unforeseen departures as well as more
orderly handovers. The plan should
include a detailed brief of what the
role involves, development schedules
for internal candidates, consideration
of a timetable and looking externally,
plus an emergency plan.

“It’s sensible for the board to have
thought about what they would do,
especially if they don’t have an obvi-
ous successor internally,” he said.

Mr Meynell outlined various

options: one board might seek to
bring in someone from outside and
groom them; another might say it had
a good finance director who could
hold the fort or potentially step up;
while another might appoint a current
non-executive director as CEO.

Tom Hadley, director of external
communications at the Recruitment

and Employment Confederation, said
his organisation had seen changes in
the way companies recruit middle and
senior managers and the criteria they
use to evaluate candidates.

“When recruiting at the higher lev-
els, companies have half an eye to
how people can progress and ulti-
mately form part of a pool of highly
skilled and competent people that
could provide the next leadership
material,” he explains.

“It means companies are recruiting
not just on what candidates have
done in the past but on teasing out
what their potential is.”

He said recruiters were making
more use of character tests and profil-
ing during the interview and selection
processes.

“The objective is not to put all your
money on one person but building a
pool of people. But this is difficult and
never works like clockwork, as candi-
dates you have groomed get offered
opportunities elsewhere which they
do take up.

“The challenge is keeping those peo-
ple motivated and fresh. And they
might do this by challenging them,
giving them opportunities – perhaps
overseas or managing a new initia-
tive.”

Lord Digby Jones, former director
general of the Confederation of Brit-
ish Industry and government minister
and now adviser to, and promoter of,
UK business, has identified three
types of organisation, each facing dif-
ferent issues regarding the recruit-
ment of leaders.

A business founded by an entrepre-
neur will be closely identified with
that individual, which poses problems
when the time comes for them to
leave. Lord Jones points out that the

best qualities of that leader then
become a drawback.

“They will tend to have a fabulous
number two who cleans up around
them, dealing with all the minutiae.
You get a great team. But the quali-
ties of that number two are such that
they don’t want the limelight,” he
says.

He believes the challenge for the
individual entrepreneur is to take the
business to the point where its cus-
tomers, suppliers, creditors and others
understand that the founder is no
longer essential to the business.

Another approach is to adopt a flat
management structure after the fig-
urehead steps down: “A good example
of this – when the times comes – will
be Virgin. There won’t be another
Richard Branson, but he’s got some
fabulous people managing the various
strands and so the Virgin brand will
continue,” Lord Jones says.

His second scenario involves achiev-
ing high quality succession in an
existing large business where there
might be two or three good people
ready to take up the mantle.

“Of course, one of them then gets
the top job – or none of them if the
organisation goes outside – and then
you’ve denuded the organisation of a
lot of talent because these people will
sling their hook saying ‘if I’m not
going to be number one here, then I’ll
go and be number one somewhere
else’.

“An example of this would be GE
when Jack Welch stood down. Jeff
Immelt got the job and two or three

others left because he got it, rather
than them.”

Other organisations, such as public
sector bodies, do not have business or
brand concerns when it comes to
recruiting a leader. This is Lord
Jones’s third scenario: “Here, it’s not
the brand that endures, it’s the organ-
isation and in these cases the boss
who’s leaving has no say whatsoever
in who takes over – quite rightly in
my view.

“I had no say over Richard Lam-
bert’s succession to my job at the CBI.
I was told about two hours before it
was announced to the press – and I
think that was absolutely right.

“They needed a different type of
person, and the last person in the

Good leaders leave an organisation strong enough to thrive without them Alamy

Peter Whitehead reports
on succession planning –
both the theory and the
sometimes painful reality

Welcome to Jobs­day

It is always a momentous occasion
when a newspaper section introduces
editorial content into what was
previously an advertisement­only
environment. Today, Executive
Appointments is doing just that.

Why are we doing it?
Because while a print supplement

packed with exciting job vacancies
will interest anyone already seeking a
career move, we are confident that
carefully selected features will widen
its appeal to all FT readers –
including those not actively seeking
to leave their current posts.

Our section will advise, counsel
and inspire everyone seeking to
maximise their career potential; it will
set out best practice and introduce
new thinking to businesses chasing
the top talent; and it will give a voice
to the recruitment sector, with all its
knowledge of the world of work.

Every Thursday, there will be
features on pages 1, 2 and 3; some
editions – such as this one – will
have more on special topics. Today,
for example, we focus on Working in
Accountancy from page 5.

Outside the UK, readers will be
able to follow our coverage at
www.ft.com/recruit: the page will
be refreshed frequently and carries
prominent links to the Executive
Appointments jobs website and the
FT Non­Executive Directors’ Club.

I hope you like what we are doing.
Your feedback, suggestions and ideas
– e­mailed to recruitment@ft.com –
will be warmly welcomed.

Peter Whitehead
Recruitment Editor
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‘Would anyone want me as
a non­executive director?’

I’ve had a career in media and so
have no boardroom or even proper
management experience.

But I feel I have a lot to offer in
original thinking, common sense etc.
Would I make a good non-executive
director – and if so, what sort of
field should I be looking at and how
do I go about it?

Kate Nealon, of Women for Boards,
which encourages female diversity
on FTSE companies, replies:

In my view a media background is
excellent. We can all think of recent
corporate crises which required
immediate public relations attention
to see how important that kind of
experience can be.

Media experience is more popular
than it once was for boards and
some are very keen to ensure they
have that skill set. Boards need
diverse skills and media abilities
might be one of these. Still, there are
sectors that lend themselves more to
it – consumer-facing industries, or
media and sports, for example.

There are boards that suddenly
find themselves in a crisis, asking:
“Does anyone around the boardroom
table have media experience?”

Getting your first break can be
hard but one thought might be to let

the company that you’re working for
know that you’d like non-executive
experience as it might be aware of
positions it could recommend you
for. And you can always talk to
those of us who are seasoned
veterans through organisations such
as Women for Boards.

I’ve found most people don’t know
about the resources that exist to
help you get into a non-executive
role, outside of traditional search
firms. All the big accountancy firms
have workshops or seminars on what
it means to be a non-executive
director and there are cocktail hours
and lunches dealing with specific
issues as well.

They discuss issues such as the
implications of the Financial
Reporting Council changing its
requirements for boards of directors.
Organisations such as the Institute
of Directors have courses that can
give a candidate more of a sense of
what the role is like. The non-
executive role does seem to be
shrouded in mystery and people go
to these events to find out more.
Serendipity also plays its part.

Lesley Stephenson, publisher of the
FT’s Non­Executive Club, which
offers support, information and
networking opportunities to
boardroom members, adds:

If you’ve got no boardroom
experience it is going to be difficult
finding your first role – it’s a

chicken and egg situation. One of
the first things to do is to join the
board of a charitable trust – a school
governor or in the public sector,
which is much more open to people
who don’t necessarily have existing
boardroom experience.

This will give you some idea of
how to deal with board papers,
committees and strategy.

If you’ve got experience in the
media it may make sense to look at
applying to companies in that sector
but having said that, a lot of other
institutions want people who are
media savvy so you should also look
more widely.

You should also think about the
skills you have and what use you
are able to make of them – and, of
course, what a company might need.
Once you’ve identified your strengths
you should send a letter to the
chairman or company secretary
making clear what skills and
attributes you would bring to the
company.

You could also talk to headhunters
although they are unlikely to be
interested in someone with no
boardroom experience. Most
importantly, use your networks. By
far the majority of non-executive
appointments are by word of mouth.

Let us answer your recruitment
questions. Send them by e­mail to:
recruitment@ft.com, with QUESTION
in the subject field Don’t give up: crises, such as the Mexican Gulf oil spill, create a need for all sorts of experience Getty

Your Questions Answered
GILL PLIMMER
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Fridays can be a write­off when it comes to calls

Bradley Cooke, head of the technology
practice at Firth Ross Martin, a
Randstad company, explains how he
goes about his executive search job

How did you get your current job?
I was headhunted myself, nearly 10

years ago, by the then head of the
operations practice who had heard
about me through somebody I used
to work with.

Do you work in a specialist area?
I recruit chief information officers

and chief technology officers for

financial services firms and the key
people that work for them.

How often do you place a
candidate?

In 13 years I have only experienced
five incidences where candidates
have been persuaded to stay with
their existing employer after one of
our clients made them a formal offer.
They have either stayed because
they were offered more money or
because a larger role was created.

What is the most effective mode of
communication?

The initial approach is by phone,
followed by face-to-face to talk in
more detail about the opportunity,
the challenges, the people/culture of

the client and how the company and
role is structured.

The initial meeting would often be
at a discreet venue away from the
office. Typically, the best candidates
are not actively considering
opportunities. Since most of the time
we are asking individuals to make a
lateral move it can take several
meetings before a candidate will
consider a meeting with the client.

How do you see the role of social
media, such as LinkedIn?

LinkedIn enables you to identify
key people through your network
and provides background information
on their career. This allows you to
talk credibly about their experience
when you approach them.

Recommendations from peers and
managers also allow you to gather
further intelligence about how they
behave and operate.

How do you approach the big phone
call when headhunting someone?

It is crucial to gather information
about a candidate before you call.
Senior people are busy and the
initial impression you make may
determine whether they want to
meet. It also demonstrates that you
have thought about why you want to
speak to them.

When is the best time to approach
someone?

Monday mornings are difficult,
particularly in technology, as there

may have been production issues
over the weekend. Most other days
are OK. I generally approach people
first thing in the morning,
lunchtimes, or late afternoon.

Friday’s can be a write-off –
particularly as you get closer to the
end of the day.

How do you persuade reluctant
movers to take a post?

There are no “tricks of the trade”.
Headhunting hinges around trust
and whether people think you are
credible.

It always helps if you work with
clients that have a good reputation
and are recognised as having a
credible global leadership team – and
if the client is a progressive and

dynamic organisation with a clear
strategy.

Your best piece of advice for
anyone contacted by a headhunter?

At least listen – you never know
whether they are presenting you
with an interesting career move. If it
is difficult to talk then suggest a
time and number to call later.

In the first minutes you will be
able to tell whether you want to
spend more time exploring the role
and whether you think they are
credible. Even if you aren’t actively
looking to move it is always good to
have a relationship with a few
headhunters you trust – they can
provide useful career advice and
market intelligence.

Thrill­seeker
Melissa keeps
starting small

Melissa Foux’s recent resig-
nation as finance director
at Gü, maker of indulgent
melt-in-the-middle des-

serts, may puzzle other self-confessed
chocoholics, but she insists her real
appetite is for a new business chal-
lenge.

This month, Ms Foux will join CSC
Media, a private equity backed satel-
lite television channel provider.
There, she hopes to find the same
business environment that character-
ised Gü when she joined the company
two and a half years ago: fast-paced,
ambitious and entrepreneurial.

“Once again, I’m moving to a role
where, as finance director, I can be
really hands-on,” she says. “It’s what
works best for me.”

Ms Foux studied chemistry at Bris-
tol University – a subject she enjoyed
at school, but decided not to pursue as
a career: “I kept causing explosions – I
just didn’t have the right mindset.”

But between her second and third
years at university, she took an eight-
week vacation placement at PwC and
discovered the world of accountancy.
After graduation, she was taken on by
the firm as a trainee and stayed there
as an auditor after she qualified,
working in London and Lyon, France.

She then spent nine years at recruit-
ment firm, Harvey Nash. “When I
joined as group financial controller in
1998, the company was still run by its
three founders and had only recently
listed as a public company. When I

left, it had tripled in size.”
By that time, the job had become

“less about the business and more
about compliance with the huge
amount of reporting and regulation
that is expected of a listed company –
and that wasn’t particularly exciting
to me,” she says.

So she moved to Gü: “When I joined
in 2008, Gü was five years old and
growing rapidly, but had never
employed a finance director before,”
she explains. “It was a real game of
catch-up to create a serious, grown-up
finance function.”

When Gü’s owners decided to sell
the company in early 2009, Ms Foux
worked with advisors at Cavendish
Corporate Finance to identify the best
deal on offer from 12 suitors.

“I knew the process would be hard,
but I never anticipated just how
demanding it would be – selling the
business became my full-time job,”
she says. “I spent all my time produc-
ing endless financial models and
three-year forecasts and answering
questions from potential buyers.
When we had at last found our buyer,
the due dilligence began, and that was
just as time-consuming.

“Now, we’re owned by a much
larger company and that’s why I’m
moving. Being part of a large organi-
sation isn’t really for me,” she says.

“The delight of a small company is
that there aren’t layers of bureauc-
racy. As a finance director, it’s useful
to have worked in a large corporate at
some stage in your career, to get expo-
sure to best practice.

“But once you join a young, fast-
growing firm, it’s up to you to take
that experience and translate it into
something that’s useful and workable
in your new environment.”

She says working for smaller com-
panies requires a strong network of
contacts: “You’re very much on your

own, dealing with all sorts of account-
ancy questions, so you need answers
or at least where to go to get
answers,” she says. When in doubt,
she turns to the Institute of Chartered
Accountants in England and Wales
for technical help, or to experienced
former colleagues for advice.

Ms Foux has also found a big differ-
ence between auditing and in-house
finance: “You do have to make a leap,
but you certainly learn good skills as
an auditor as well as get the chance to
look around at different types of com-
panies in different industries.

“There are quite a lot of dull
accountancy jobs out there. You can
be in a large corporate, at the end of a
long corridor, filling in Excel spread-
sheets day after day, and that’s one
way of being an accountant. Or you
can accept the risks and the tremen-
dous rewards of being part of a more
dynamic organisation. I just tend to
choose the latter.”

The key quality that has convinced
employers that she is the right person
for the job is, she believes, integrity:
“I do feel a finance director has a
weighty responsibility towards the
business that they work for, and
sometimes that means being prepared
to say no.

“Doing the right thing isn’t always
going to make you popular, but you’re
the person that will have to sign off
on deals and documents in your pro-
fessional role.”

The ability to “rise above” a deluge
of management information has also
helped her career, she says. “Some
people get too bogged down in the
detail. It’s so vital to be able to raise

yourself above the mass of data, fig-
ures and accounts and see the bigger
picture of where the company is and
where it needs to go.”

With her new role as finance direc-
tor at CSC Media, Ms Foux is eager to
experience once again the thrill of see-
ing a fledgling business grow and take
flight. Does she do her own due dili-
gence on a new employer?

“Of course! [With CSC Media] I
wasn’t signing up for anything until
I’d gone to their offices, trawled
through the numbers, talked to the
management team and talked to their
private equity partners. I needed to be
sure what I was taking on, because
moving jobs is always a gamble.”

Handing over baby

world who should get
involved in that selection
process is the person who is
being replaced.”

He revealed how big a
wrench this could be: “I
told the CBI I would leave
at any time in 2006, so they
set about recruiting in Jan-
uary and February and
announced Richard’s

appointment in late March.
We agreed the takeover
would be on June 30.

“I suggested Richard
came on June 1 so I could
spend a month introducing
him to the people he needed
to know. In the last of the
four weeks, I said to Rich-
ard ‘it’s all yours’.

“And I went and sat in
my room on the other side
of the wall thinking I must

be mad – I’ve handed over
my baby to him.”

Mr Lambert steps down
as CBI chief early next year
and Saxton Bampfylde, the
executive search firm, is
leading the hunt for his
replacement.

Lord Jones concludes:
“One of the greatest compli-
ments you can be paid is
that the organisation is big
enough, good enough, and

strong enough to withstand
you going and embrace
somebody else that will add
value to your baby and not
hurt it.

“What’s the point if it
dies with you? It might do
your ego a power of good if
the world can’t go round
without you but, I have to
say, what was the point?
What sort of legacy is
that?”

Recruitment News
Vote for your favourite intern
●Interns applying to
work at Opera Software, a
web browser company
based in Oslo, Norway,
have to compete for places
by writing a blog about
why they should be
chosen. The 5m members
of Opera’s associated
social network community,
My Opera, can then
evaluate the candidates
and vote on them. Big
Brother meets The
Apprentice?

●Keen to hang on to senior executives? Then don’t
simply resort to the cheque book – it might not work. Self
development and career progression are more important
reasons for senior staff to stay, according to a recent white
paper from Robert Walters’ executive search team. It says:
“Businesses able to offer career progression generally have
most success in retaining senior executives.”

●Job of the week Governor in charge at Maghaberry
prison, Lisburn, Northern Ireland. An “exceptionally
demanding management challenge” says the advertisement
at www.niprisonservice.gov.uk. It certainly sounds it. If you
haven’t put your name forward already – too late:
applications closed on Monday.

●Non­executive director news The FT’s club for existing
and aspiring non­execs holds a seminar today on the media
sector and the impact the Financial Reporting and Review

Panel might have on its boardrooms. The media sector is
one of the FFRP’s priorities. Its findings are made public
and non­execs will be in the spotlight if bad press follows.
The club’s next seminar, “So you want to be a non­
executive director?”, is on October 7. www.non­execs.com

Peter Whitehead

Interview
Melissa Foux
Jessica Twentyman meets
a finance boss who likes to
rise above the detail

City job vacancies & candidates in London

Source: TheCityUK
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Hands on: Melissa Foux chooses to accept the risks and rewards of being part of a dynamic organisation
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Secret CV

●My big break
In 1998, I was interviewed at

recruitment firm Harvey Nash for a
finance role at one of its clients. The
job wasn’t for me but the recruiter
told me that Harvey Nash itself was
looking to hire a group financial
controller – and I got the job.

●My mentor
Albert Ellis, my old boss at Harvey

Nash, was a superb mentor to me.
It’s extremely valuable to work for a
finance director who’s willing to
spend time on you. Today, Albert is
chief executive of the company.

●What would I rather have been?
I would have liked to have been a

musical theatre star or a musician. I
sing with the Royal Choral Society,
as well as a couple of other choirs.

●Best piece of advice to others
With two boys, aged three and six,

I’ve learned that the key thing is not
to have a difficult commute. The only
way I can juggle the roles is never to
live more than 30 minutes from the
office by bike.

Continued from Page 1

Working in Accountancy, Pages 5­7

Head to Head
BRADLEY COOKE

Figures show City of London job vacancies still rising – but
the number of new candidates rising much faster
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Brush with meltdown broadens horizons

Companies have sup-
ported their profits over
the past year or two by
cutting spending to the

bone. Now, with little but mar-
row left to extract from their
skeletal cost bases, they are
thinking about how to increase
sales instead of just salvaging
margins.

So where does this leave
accountants? Even though it
might appear at first glance that
their skills are better suited to
the defensive task of trimming
waste, they are unlikely to be
left behind by the move back to
a growth mentality.

Gareth Davage of Michael
Page, the recruitment consult-
ant, believes it should not be too
difficult for the profession to
embrace a greater focus on
sales, given the fact that its
training also fosters general
management skills.

“As a good accountant, you
can adapt very quickly. Your
training is very broad,” he says,
adding that experience in audit-
ing is a particularly good way of
getting an overview of how busi-
ness works.

As the jobs market strength-
ens, many accountants have
already seen their employment
options broaden, partly because
of a surge in recruitment by
banks in areas such as compli-
ance and internal financial con-
trols.

This has helped to re-establish
the traditional migratory path
from private practice into
finance or industry that many
accountants follow after qualify-
ing – a movement that had

eased during the downturn as
people stayed put in their posts,
either willingly or unwillingly.

In recent months, accountants
looking for corporate jobs have
gained a bit more muscle when
negotiating salaries, says Toby
Fowlston of Robert Walters,
another recruitment consultant.

“Last year, the bargaining
strength was very much with
the employers. This year we
have had a bit of a shift in
that,” he says.

Chris McCarthy of Hays Sen-
ior Finance, a rival recruitment
agency, says the rebound in hir-

ing activity has also risen to the
top of the profession, citing a
recent flurry of movement at
chief financial officer level.

This mobility is worrying
many employers, he adds: “For
most of the people we are talk-
ing to, attrition is something
they are very scared of now.”

It is also worth noting that
the uncertain nature of the eco-
nomic recovery means that the
more defensive skills in an
accountant’s repertoire are still
very much in demand, since the
continuing volatility is encour-
aging companies to maintain a

tight hold on their capital.
There is even a thrifty note to

the recent resurgence in takeo-
ver activity, with deals tending
to focus on clearly achievable
cost benefits rather than the
elusive – or illusory – revenue
synergies that often drive late-
cycle acquisitions.

However, the economic
rebound might have only gone
so far in changing the dynamics
of the accountancy job market
in favour of workers.

Michael Page’s Mr Davage
believes that the scars left by
the recession have made the

interview process much more of
an audition of the potential
employee than it did in the
boom times, when it could seem
more like a test of the creden-
tials of the employer.

Job candidates must as a con-
sequence be more upfront about
identifying the benefits that
they could bring to an employer,
he says. “You have to have that
mental attitude and approach of
being on the front foot for the
business rather than waiting for
the business to come to you.”

New graduates hoping to gain
a training contract with one of

the big accountancy firms will
have to be just as go-getting.
The profession’s well-earned
reputation for resilience has
recently made it an exception-
ally popular choice for univer-
sity leavers, with tough compe-
tition for training places.

“We had 8,500 applications for
230 places,” says Scott Barnes,
chief executive of Grant Thorn-
ton UK, who says the firm’s
training seeks to fix the minds
of trainees on strategic business
issues from an early stage.

“We are inundated with peo-
ple at this point in the cycle,”
adds John Griffith-Jones, joint
chairman of KPMG Europe, who
sees little sign that the improv-
ing economic conditions will
mean less demand for technical
financial skills.

At PwC, graduate recruitment
applications rose by almost half
in 2009 and continued to climb
by a more modest 7 per cent in
2010.

The firm has also taken the
novel step this year of soliciting
applications from people who
secured only a 2:2 in their
degree – so long as they could
show a spark of unusual ability
through less conventional chan-
nels.

“Sometimes, people who have
had a setback – the way that
they react to that setback can
be an incredibly positive devel-
opment for them,” says Ian Pow-
ell, chairman and senior partner
of PwC in the UK.

The greater flexibility on
degree results partly reflects a
desire to stimulate diversity
within the organisation and
avoid group-think. “We don’t
want clones in five to 10 years
time,” says Mr Powell.

Overall, the world’s brush
with financial meltdown has
meant that accountants need to
show they understand how their
work fits into the bigger picture,
according to Michael Izza, chief
executive of the Institute of

Chartered Accountants in Eng-
land and Wales.

“I think that this crisis has
actually demonstrated very well
that we don’t want linear think-
ers. We want people who can be
a little more rounded in how
they deal with whatever task
they are being assigned,” he
says. A fluent familiarity with
current affairs is now a desira-
ble quality alongside the usual
technical skills expected of an
accountant, he adds.

As yet, the belated regulatory
probing of the profession’s role
in the financial crisis has not
led to significant changes in the
way its members are expected
to operate. But there has been a
particular focus on the role of
auditors and the extent to
which they are sufficiently scep-
tical.

If the rhetoric of politicians
and regulators is turned into
action, this could mean a shift
in the skills valued within the
industry. But it could also bring
greater job satisfaction by giv-
ing a freer rein to professional
judgment at the expense of mere
box-ticking.
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Is the profession now recession­proof?

Accountancy may not be
a recession-proof pro-
fession, but it is surely
the next-best thing. In

hard times, companies turn to
those who best understand the
numbers to help them cut costs,
reshape, and plan a way for-
ward.

As Peter Istead, managing
director of accountancy at
recruitment specialist Michael
Page Finance, wryly observes:
“If everything goes wrong, the
last person out of the door will
probably be an accountant.”

Mark Protherough, executive
director of learning and profes-
sional development at the Insti-
tute of Chartered Accountants
in England and Wales (ICAEW)
concurs: “Accountancy is not

recession proof,” he says, “but I
do think accountants are
uniquely well placed to cope
and survive.”

There were job losses in
accountancy last year, even
among the “big four” audit
firms – PwC, KPMG, Deloitte
and Ernst & Young – as well as
among accountants working for
banks, other financial institu-
tions and industry.

That is because the UK and
Ireland have a hefty number of
accountants – 293,262 of them –
and many are working in jobs
where their knowledge of num-
bers, though relevant, may no
longer be their core skill.

According to data published
in June by the UK’s Professional
Oversight Board for the
accountancy profession, only a
quarter of revenues at the coun-
try’s larger accounting firms
comes from audit fees: three-
quarters is derived from advi-
sory work of one kind or
another.

So as both the private and
public sector reined in their
spending on external advice

during the latter half of 2008
and through 2009, growth in
total fee income at the largest
audit firms slowed from 13.8 per
cent in 2005-6 to 7 per cent in
2007-8 and just 0.8 per cent in
2008-9.

But that still means they
achieved income growth last
year, and within the total, audit
outperformed, with fee income
rising by 1.5 per cent at the big
four.

And although many compa-
nies and accountancy firms
sharply reduced hiring last year,
membership of the six chartered
bodies that oversee the UK pro-
fession grew by 2.5 per cent – in
line with the six-year average.

Many firms continued to
recruit graduate trainees during
the slump, albeit at a slower
rate. The number of student
accountants in the UK and Ire-
land fell only 0.5 per cent, to
168,820.

But the overall picture of
resilience conceals a great deal
of adaptation. Nicky Binning,
head of experienced hire recruit-
ment at KPMG, points out that

some of the firm’s activities are
counter-cyclical. She says: “Dur-
ing the recession we focused on
moving our people internally,
from areas such as mergers and
acquisitions and finance into
insolvency or compliance. We
did shed some people, but not
many.”

Jenny Herbert, resourcing
senior manager at BDO, a sec-

ond-tier firm, says demand for
the diverse services offered by
accountancy firms is variable
even in ordinary times.
“Because our accountants are
multi-skilled, they are very flexi-
ble. In difficult times, we can
move people around both within
streams and geographically.”

As the ICAEW's Mr Prother-

ough says, over recent decades
companies of all stripes have
hired accountants to diverse
management roles, from the C
suite to marketing. Last year,
some found themselves working
overtime to revitalise struggling
companies; others found them-
selves jobless.

“In 2009, some accountants
were taking jobs on a short-term
basis; some were taking sizeable
pay cuts. The junior market got
hit pretty hard,” says recruiter
Mr Istead.

Today, there seems to be a
clear bounce-back. Leading advi-
sory firms are seeing a pick-up
in demand. Ms Binning at
KPMG, says: “At the moment
we have good opportunities in
performance and technology
advisory, and in risk and com-
pliance, which has become
another growth area as clients
seek help to deal with changing
regulations.”

Next year, KPMG expects to
hire about 1,000 qualified
accountants, and another 1,000
trainees, up from 600 in 2009 and
back to pre-recession levels.

Mr Istead says recruiter
Michael Page already sees “a
huge increase in demand in the
City”, as well as a pick-up from
businesses across Britain hiring
accountants to work in ”forward
planning, sales and operational
support – roles that we haven't
seen for 18 months”.

The only clouds are over the
UK public sector, where govern-
ment plans for 25 per cent
budget reductions have cast a
long shadow.

But away from the public sec-
tor, High Fliers Research, in its
Graduate Market 2010 survey,
predicts a 13.9 per cent rise in
graduate recruitment by
accountancy and professional
services firms this year.

Some accountancy firms will
take 30 per cent more graduates,
says the ICAEW’s Mr Prother-
ough.

Graduates previously drawn
to banking seem to have
awoken to the stability of
accountancy, says Ms Herbert at
BDO. “We have seen a lot more
graduates who are considering
both banking and accounting.

Previously we saw only those
focused on accounting.”

Does that mean unsuitable
candidates?

No, she says. Rather, the pro-
fession’s challenge is to attract
graduates who have strong
inter-personal skills alongside
academic ability. “The reality is
that accountancy is about peo-
ple, and client-handling skills
are central.”

And the desire of many gradu-
ates to “do good” is bolstering
even applications for public sec-
tor trainee places. The number
of students enrolled at the Char-
tered Institute of Public Finance
and Accountancy rose 17 per
cent last year, and there is no
let-up in interest.

Chris Harris, Cipfa’s resources
director, says: “When the spot-
light is on public services, even
in terms of cut-backs, that
seems to stimulate interest in
our profession.”

Recovery and recession accel-
erate change and accountants
will continue to lead adaptation,
both in the private and the pub-
lic sector.

Analysis
Ross Tieman reports
on the sector’s
recruiting trends
during the downturn

There seems to be a
clear bounce­back –
some firms will take
30 per cent more
graduates

Profile Julie Rice, forensic services, BDO

Picking through a Kuwaiti
minefield or foraging in a second
world war air­raid shelter beneath
London for documents hardly
sounds like a typical day in the
life of an accountant, writes
Ross Tieman.

Nor, perhaps, can every newly
qualified accountant expect a
three­month posting to Sydney,
Australia, after three years of
study. Accountancy certainly
seems to have delivered some
remarkable experiences for Julie
Rice, newly promoted to a
partnership role in the forensic
services department of BDO LLP,
the accountancy organisation.

Yet it is also striking how
flexible the profession has been.

For the past few years, as a
parent of young children, she was
able to work four days a week,
one of them from home, to help
balance family and employer
needs. Male colleagues at BDO
have the same options, she says.

Now that her children are eight
and four, Ms Rice felt able to
accept a partnership at the firm

in London and once more
increase the amount of time and
energy she commits to a career
that continues to fascinate her.

Eighteen years ago, equipped
with a first degree in French from
Exeter University, she took a job
with an independent housing
association, the Peabody Trust,
to help fund her MPhil studies in
French and history. Interviewing
applicants for rented
accommodation opened her eyes
to a world beyond academia.

“I felt I knew very little of the
business world,” she says. “I felt
accountancy training would give
me a good insight. I was right.”

Her successful application for
an audit training contract at BDO
was followed by ”a very hard life”
for two and a half years, as she
worked nine months of the year
on audit accounts and studied
full­time for the other three.

Qualifying in 1997, she
temporarily reinforced the firm’s
Sydney office, before asking
“what next” – a question that
prompts around a third of new

qualifiers to quit big firms.
“I wasn’t sure I would stay with

the profession,” she says. But a
chance meeting set Ms Rice on
the path to forensic accounting.

Suddenly she had to switch to
a different mind­set. “We never
knew what was coming through
the door,” she says. “It required
a more fluid way of thinking.”

One of her first projects
involved tallying reparations for a
United Nations compensation
commission set up after the first
Gulf War. “I was travelling round
the Middle East meeting people,
flying in a Hercules. I walked
across a minefield in Kuwait.”

After additional training in
valuations in July, Ms Rice
became a forensic services
partner. “A lot of our work is
expert­witness related,” she says.
“We are involved in complex
financial evaluations that may end
up in court.” A typical case might
involve a claim by a business for
loss of profit after disruption to
its capacity to supply its goods
or services.

One of the pleasing aspects is
a high level of contact with
people from very diverse
backgrounds: “I enjoy the fact
that I usually don’t know what I
am likely to be doing next week,”
she says. “Forensic services is a
real challenge, intellectually and
personally.”

Fortuitously, accounting, and
BDO as an employer, have
proved very flexible in two ways.
First, she says, because the firm
provides diverse services
underpinned by the ACA
qualification, BDO is able to move
people from one department to
another according to client
demand.

Second, the firm facilitates
flexibility in the way employees
work, making it easier for parents
to balance childcare needs, or
making it easier for staff to
pursue outside interests, yet
continue to work at a high level.

“This is something that you
don’t think about in the early
part of your career,” she says,
“but it is something people

should think about – including
men.” Her husband, who works
for another accounting firm, has
been more involved in raising a
family because of this kind of
flexibility in the profession, she
says.

Now there is flexibility to
increase her professional
commitment and take a
partnership role. “One reason
accountancy is fulfilling as a
career is that it is an umbrella
term. There are so many very
different specialisations available:
you may be an auditor, a tax
expert, a business recovery
expert – there’s probably a
specialisation to suit almost
anybody.”

Would Ms Rice recommend a
career in accountancy?

“Yes. I have had such a good
career. There are boring bits in
any job, but I think forensic
accounting is fascinating work.
Besides, the training and the
work experience is a brilliant
foundation for any future career
that you might choose.” Rice: flexibility should be a prime consideration Charlie Bibby
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Smaller
firm
overcomes
lure of the
‘big four’

One of the perennial
cries of woe from
smaller accounting
firms is that the “big

four” firms cream off the best
graduates year after year.

They are the largest firms;
they have a global marketing
position; they have the big glo-
bal clients. It seems a world
apart and it is very hard for the
smaller firms to compete.

This rift between the largest
firms and the rest continues on
through career paths, as the
brightest in the smaller and
medium-sized firms tend to
gravitate at some point to the
large firms. They pay more and
the opportunities are greater.

Occasionally, the brain drain
operates in reverse. But this is
more rare and often comes
about when disillusionment
with working in a large organi-
sation is the motivating force.

Small firms can thrive, how-
ever, but only if they have a
different motivation, replacing
the “them and us” disgruntle-
ment with an ambition to think
and behave like a large firm
while retaining the cultural
advantages of small scale.

One good example is Rees Pol-
lock, a seven-partner, 60-staff
firm with an annual turnover of
£7m based near Blackfriars in
the City of London. It sprang
out of the uncertainty following
the merger of Ernst & Whinney
and Arthur Young 20 years ago
that created today’s big four
firm of Ernst & Young.

A few young partners from
the small business practice of
Arthur Young decided to get out
and set up on their own. They
ran into tough times with an
economic downturn and part-
nership squabbles in the early
years but they have no doubt
that the key to their long-term
success has been recruitment
and the culture that they have
created as a result.

“Recruitment is the most
important element,” says
recently retired founding part-
ner Andy Pollock. “It is why we
have been so successful. We
started out with a vision that
we could be as good as the big
firms in our market.”

They also started out with a
stroke of luck. As part of the
deal that extricated them from
the Ernst & Young merger they
came away with an agreement
that, at least for the first few
years, Ernst & Young would
provide the training for their
staff.

This gave them a huge boost
in the marketplace. “It was very
good for public relations,” says
another of the founding part-
ners, Simon Rees, “and the pros-

pect of being trained at the
same level as Ernst & Young
staff was good for recruiting.”

It also embedded a steady
stream of bright graduates into
the culture of the new firm.
“The key to recruitment was
having the same quality of grad-
uates that we had been our-
selves in Ernst & Young,” says
Mr Pollock.

“That meant that when we
were doing work in the City par-
ticularly, they saw the quality
of the people on our side of the
table when we were helping on
a deal, for example, and they
would then ask us to come and
do more work for them.”

It set up a virtuous cultural
circle. “The differentiation we
have is that we started off with
a good bunch of people and

have maintained that with very
high quality people, thinking on
their feet, and getting on well
with clients,” says Mr Rees,
“and we have done that by pay-

ing at the top of the market and
having interesting clients.”

The work of a firm of this size
is varied, but it has developed
niches. Mr Rees spotted the
potential of the hedge fund mar-

ket early: it now acts for three
of the top 20 hedge fund manag-
ers in Europe. On the restaurant
side it is involved with Yo!
Sushi, Leon and Richoux. It
looks after jewellers Boodles
and film company Hammer
House of Horrors. “It is useful to
have names which graduates
will have heard of,” says Mr
Rees.

The firm also thought hard
about the way it recruited its
graduate intake. It recruits six a
year compared with the big four
firms’ average of about 1,000
each but it has to ensure that
the people it brings in will fit
well into the culture that the
firm has created.

“From the beginning,” says
Catherine Kimberlin, a founding
partner who has directed

recruitment and training, “we
looked to people who would
have liked a big four firm but
who were also looking for some-
thing a bit different, with
greater responsibility sooner,
more opportunity to be individu-
als and greater flexibility.”

The firm does this by having a
very different interview and
recruitment technique. It has a
numeracy test but does not
bother with psychometric test-
ing. The first stage is an inter-
view with Helen Norman, the
audit manager who oversees
recruitment and training.

“We are trying to get a feel for
them as a person,” she says,
“and we tend not to ask the
standard interview questions
about leadership and all that
stuff. It is more to see whether

they will fit in. You need that in
a client-facing business.”

Then candidates are taken to
the pub by existing students
and staff. “It feels like a more
personal approach,” she says,
recalling her own first interview
with the firm. “I didn’t feel it
was like the others where you
reeled off your prepared
answers. They really engaged
with you and you remember
that.”

A second interview follows
with Catherine Kimberlin. “We
are looking for people who can
rise to the challenge of going
out to clients on their own
within a year,” she says.

“The key,” says Mr Pollock,
“is recruiting good people and
also doing good work. And you
can’t do one without the other.”

Case study
Robert Bruce looks at
the recruitment
policies that are key to
securing the top talent

Will they fit in? Candidates are taken to the pub by existing students and staff for ‘a more personal approach’ Alamy

‘We seek people who
would have liked a big
four firm but who are
looking for greater
responsibility sooner
and greater flexibility’
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