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Working in

ACCOUNTANCY

A SPECIAL REPORT

“There’s more
to this job
than just

poring

Oover a

spreadsheet’

Tim Smedley reports on

how finance professionals
have a far wider role than
looking after the numbers

ccountants are, by definition
and by training, good with
numbers. In days gone by
his could mean an entire
career spent holed up in a window-
less office poring over spreadsheets.

However, the modern organisation
requires much more than just bean
counting. Accountants are expected to
incorporate long-term thinking and
strategy into their calculations and
develop an acute understanding of the
wider business and the market in
which it operates.

But questions linger over whether
this “big picture thinking” is suffi-
ciently incorporated into accountancy
training and if the profession still has
some work to do to get up to speed.

“Because of the changing business
environment accountants are looking
much more closely at risk manage-
ment and the overall direction of the
business strategy,” says Gavin Asp-
den, director for qualifications at the
Institute of Chartered Accountants in
England and Wales, the professional
and qualifications body. “It is some-
thing we are talking about more now
than we were several years ago when
it was all corporate governance and
Sarbanes-Oxley rules.”

He warns that there is “a very obvi-
ous danger” that accountants can
enter the profession too ‘“numbers-
heavy”. He says: “I think it is natural
for any accountancy student initially
to focus on passing exams. That tends
to be at the forefront because they’ve
come through an education system
that is predominantly exam driven.”

The ICAEW runs the Associate
Chartered Accountant scheme, one of
the larger accountancy qualifications
on offer, competing against other bod-
ies such as the Association of Char-
tered Certified Accountants and the
Chartered Institute of Management
Accountants.

All involve varying degrees of work-
place training and general business
thinking alongside the technical
exams. However, the stereotype of the
numbers-based profession is such that
it can be self-perpetuating.

Michael Bradley is a recently quali-
fied company accountant at ie:music,
a music management company, and
he recognises this problem: “A lot of
accountants sit at their desk and
don’t get involved in anything apart
from producing the accounts.

“It has been seen as that type of
profession — but actually a modern
accountant has to have a broader
spectrum than that. It’s not good just
to sit there and number-crunch.”

To counter this, some organisations
are changing department structures
or learning and development pro-
grammes to incorporate broader
thinking into accountancy training.

At Lloydspharmacy, the retail
chemist, for example, finance director
Andrew Willetts describes a real shift
in focus over the last two or three
years: “Now, a large part of my team
is based physically within the teams
that they support, in a business part-
nering role, being very close members
of that cross-functional team on a day-
to-day basis.

“They are grounded in the numbers
so can understand the financial per-
formance, but if they can also gain a
good business knowledge then they
have a good opportunity to under-
stand the wider business.”

He adds: “I think and hope it’s the
future direction. It’s good for the busi-
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Numbers game: accountancy might be more than ‘bean-counting’ — but one mistake with the figures can mean a serious loss of respect

ness, it’s good for the individual. The
days of accountants being in an ivory
tower where they don’t need to under-
stand the business, its customers, or
the markets it operates in, are gone or
going.”

Riaz Shah, global learning and
development leader at Ernst & Young,
tells a similar story: “We recruit
around 38,000 people a year world-
wide, about 20,000 of them are gradu-
ates. We typically train them over the
first three years in technical skills.

“But what we’ve introduced more
recently is an extra step of having
globally consistent, non-technical
training in areas such as leadership
skills, relationship building, self
awareness, etc. Our career develop-
ment framework now states that
learning is 10 per cent of your devel-
opment, coaching is 20 per cent, and
70 per cent is going to come through
your experiences.”

However, instilling and maintaining
business acumen can be easier for
large firms with comparatively end-

less resources. In reality, most
accountants work for small teams and
small companies where the onus is on
them to drive their own personal
development.

For them, Mr Shah recommends,
“experiencing different aspects of the
business. So if they shadow a sales
person for a few days, work in a dif-
ferent department for a week, or work
in a different country for a few
months, it’s those experiences that
are going to give them much more
benefit than just attending a training
programme.”

As an example, Mr Bradley is a one-
man finance department within a rel-
atively small business. He argues that
this is an excellent environment to
build a wider portfolio of business
skills.

“I have to know what’s going on in
the industry as a whole so that I can
advise the board on what’s going on
for our company and what’s good for
us to do,” he says. He suggests that
for those who find it more difficult, or

at organisations with more rigid
structures, “you just have to be more
involved and more vocal - get out
there in your company and be in as
many meetings as possible to under-
stand what’s going on and what
advice you can give to aid the com-
pany to move forward”.

The complementary relationship of
accountancy and business leadership
are certainly well known. The ICAEW
likes to point out that 84 per cent of
FTSE 100 companies have one of its
members on their board. Indeed,
many FTSE chief executives were
once finance directors or chief finan-
cial officers.

Mr Shah quotes from the biography
of Steve Jobs, the former Apple co-
founder and chief executive who died
last year, in saying that Apple’s chief
financial officer, Fred Anderson, was
instrumental in persuading Mr Jobs
that their early product would be bet-
ter as a personal computer rather
than a network computer: “So even in
Apple, with a chief executive as pow-

Charlie Bibby

erful as Steve Jobs, you find that the
CFO can still heavily influence the
direction of the business.

“If accountants understand the
business in the way that Fred Ander-
son clearly did then they can have
input into those decisions and help
the business grow.”

However, there is one clear caveat.
While strategic business thinking is
important, the technical training and
numerical grounding are still para-
mount.

“However great you are as an
accountant commercially and strategi-
cally, the moment you make an error
in the numbers is when you lose the
respect of your colleagues,” says Mr
Willetts.

Mr Shah adds, more irreverently:
“You wouldn’t want a surgeon or a
pilot who wasn’t technically good, so
why would you have an accountant
that isn’t?”

When all is said and done, account-
ants must be, by definition and by
profession, good with numbers.

Employers searching for specific skills and experience

Career opportunities

Dina Medland finds there
is a growing range of
openings for those seeking
a move, in spite of an
abundant supply of talent

The scope for accountants to develop
their careers continues to broaden
and the market for jobs remains fluid.
This, coupled with the rising intake of
both school leavers and graduates,
completes what one headhunter terms
“a virtuous circle” for the industry.

One example of the expanding role
for accountants is seen in the trend
for finance directors to become com-
pany chairmen. At the top, experi-
enced finance directors such as Sir
Philip Hampton and David Tyler have
become chairmen at Royal Bank of
Scotland and J. Sainsbury respec-
tively, just as those with a finance
background, such as Ian Livingston,
Colin Day and Ian Dyson, have gone
from finance director roles to becom-
ing chief executives at BT, Filtrona
and Punch Taverns respectively.

“The traditional view has been that
a finance director becomes a chief
executive when times are bad, and
then a marketer takes over when they
are good — but that is no longer the
case,” says Mark Fairbairn, partner
and head of the CFO practice at exec-
utive search firm Odgers Berndtson.

“Finance has grown far broader,
more commercial, more business-
facing and it has made the job much
more attractive at every level.

“Finance jobs have not fallen off as
much as they could have done - if
you’re good, then there are good jobs
available. But employers are far more
risk averse when it comes to recruit-
ment,” he adds.

With an abundance of supply, cli-
ents can afford to be very specific, Mr
Fairbairn adds. Using the example of
a brief to find a finance director for an
airline business, he explains: “Tradi-
tionally, we would have looked at a
breadth of people coming out of con-
sumer and leisure, retail, and multi-
site. Now, all I want to see are people
coming out of airline and travel busi-
nesses.”

The finance route: lan Livingston of BT

For job candidates at all levels, the
timing of a move has become more
important than ever, while the “big
four” accountancy firms (PwC,
Deloitte, Ernst & Young and KPMG)
are reconciled to the role they play as
development machines, focusing on
employee engagement and retention.

Mike Cullen, global head of people
for Ernst & Young, offers a broad per-
spective: “I've been travelling around
the world for the past eight weeks.
Over the past 12 months this recruit-
ment engine of E&Y has recruited
40,000 people around the world. But
what is shocking is that 30,000 people
have left the firm [in that time].”

For the individual, judging when to
move jobs is more art than science.
Nigel Martin spent seven years in the
IT industry when he decided in 2008,
“just before the market got very
tricky”, that it did not offer enough
career development potential.

“I have always been interested in
the financial markets, and I decided
getting an ACA [Associate Chartered
Accountant] qualification was like

getting a medical qualification. At the
time I could not get into one of the big
four because I did not have A-levels —
but I joined a smaller firm, and this
month I start a new role with one of
the big four firms,” he says.

There are also clear regional differ-
ences in the fluidity of the job market.
Tara Ricks, managing director of
Randstad, the global financial and
professional recruitment firm, says:
“It’s different regionally across the
UK - the south-east is far more fluid
than the north, where the economic
cycle has slowed. Companies may hire
on a contract basis rather than a per-
manent one.

“We're seeing that the interview
process is taking longer, as clients
across sectors are making the inter-
view process much more rigorous. If
there are any salary increases, they
tend to be for more technical roles.
Candidates are looking at moves they
would have considered to be ‘side-
ways’ in the past, as part of a defen-
sive strategy,” she adds.

But headhunters counsel against
staying put out of a sense of caution.
“If you feel you are stagnating then
you probably need to get out,” says
Ms Ricks.

However, they do not always agree
on whether more than four years at
one firm is too long. Mr Fairbairn
says: “There is no reason to move if
you’re happy - unless you have been
there for more than four or five years
and there has been no conversation as
to what your next move will be. Or if
you have been there for more than
half your career, which might be fine
for you, you need to think about how
you are seen, and have that conversa-
tion internally first (rather than exter-
nally) before you think of leaving.”

Ernst & Young goes to some lengths
to measure employee engagement, or
what it calls the “smile effect” of its
employees at all levels, including part-
ner. While at partner level the engage-
ment is highest, “there is euphoria at
making partner, then a dip as they
realise what partners have to do, and
then it goes up again,” says Mr Cul-
len.

“Our proposition is almost the oppo-
site of that offered by the civil service.
We appeal to a mindset that does not
want a 30-40 year career, but to those
who are interested in the experience
and challenge of work,” he adds.

Tracy Wood, Ernst & Young’s
youngest-ever partner at 27, deferred
and then abandoned a place at Cam-
bridge University because she wanted
to be an accountant. She trained at a
firm in the north of the country and
has now been at E&Y for 11 years.

“I have had 10 different roles in that
time,” she says. “Every time I have
been ready for a new challenge, I have
said so — and the firm has provided
one. Most people in industry would
move between companies to get the
same level of diversity.”

She sees today’s job market as
“incredibly sticky” but also says indi-
viduals are getting pickier about what
they want to do: “Before, you were
just so busy it was hard keeping up
with clients’ needs. Now it’s hard
because you’re helping businesses go
through difficult changes, which is
emotionally hard as well,” she adds.

For those looking for a limited
amount of change, anecdotal evidence
suggests that there is more internal
movement within companies as they
rearrange their finance departments.
“Companies are streamlining and
looking for efficiencies and so look to
their finance staff for help, and these
roles are becoming more prominent,”
says Luke Collier, head of recruiter
and employer relationships at the
Institute of Chartered Accountants in
England and Wales.

At the start of an accountancy
career, joining one of the big four
firms still allows what Mr Fairbairn
calls “the law of cumulative kudos” to
kick in - historically, this progression
has tended to mean public school, fol-
lowed by Oxford or Cambridge univer-
sities, followed by a big four firm,
followed by a FTSE-100 company.

However, times are changing and

both economic realities and attempts
by firms to widen opportunities mean
that the traffic at senior level contin-
ues to flow both ways between
accountancy firms and the corporate
world.

Margaret Ewing, chief finance
officer of BAA, the airports operator
went back to Deloitte a few years ago
to become a partner and vice-chair-
man, and in 2010 Ian Smith, former
deputy group finance director at
Lloyds Banking Group, returned to
Deloitte as a corporate finance part-
ner.

All those thinking about changing
jobs should note that the factors they
can change are: sector, level, size and
scale of business, and money. As Mr
Fairbairn puts it: “In 2006, you could
change all those at once. Today you
can probably change one or two, and
no more.”

Role — Resort Financial Controller

Requirements

improvement

member

applicants need not re-apply.

Employer — A leading hotel chain with resorts throughout the Caribbean is looking for an experienced Financial Controller with
strong hotel operational background to join the team

The Financial Controller will be responsible for managing all the financial and cost control aspects of the resort ensuring tight
fiscal controls while delivering maximum bottom line results.

Reports directly to the Hotel General Manager with functional responsibility to the Group Finance Director.

* Has a minimum of 5 years experience in a similar controller role and possess a strong hotel operational background
» Capable of supporting the general manager and senior management team make sound financially based decisions
» Strong working experience with monthly and annual reporting, budgets, statutory audits, asset management and process

* Recognised team leader who has demonstrated success in building effective teams while working as a key senior team

* Highly computer literate who has worked with enterprise wide systems. Experience with Oracle Financials will be beneficial.
« Excellent communication skills and a hands on approach to the management of the hotel

* Financial degree, ACA, ACCA or similar designation is highly desirable
* Must be willing to relocate to the Caribbean

SALARY - A very competitive expatriate package will be offered based on the applicant’s experience.

This amazing opportunity will appeal to a results orientated financial professional with a track record of proactive leadership
who seeks a rewarding career in a dynamic, growing and demanding environment. To apply please email your resume and
a covering letter to hrreport6@gmail.com — interviews will be taking place week commencing 23rd January 2012 previous




