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R O U T E S  T O 
R E C O V E R Y
How businesses can get beyond COVID-19



Only 10% of CFOs say their finance teams have the 
skills they need to support the organisations’ digital 
ambitions. 

Fifty-four percent of employees would spend more 
time learning if specific courses were recommended 
by their manager.

How can we help? 
 
Trusted by over 5,000 organisations worldwide, 
we have over 3,000 innovative learning and training 
resources from podcasts, short courses, videos, 
online certificate programmes, online workshops 
and much more. 

Choose from a wide range of technical, business, 
people and leadership content, including:

      Finance Transformation Programme 
     Data Analytics Series 
     Robotic Process Automation Certificates 
     CIMA On Demand 
     CGMA Essentials 
     Future Finance Business Partnering 

Not sure what learning or training your staff need? 
We can help you carry out a full strategic skills 
gap analysis and help your organisation develop 
a finance competency development framework 
through to advising on suitable learning content for 
your LMS or build your own personal learning site.

© 2020 Association of International Certified Professional Accountants. All  rights reserved. 
CIMA and The Chartered Institute of Management Accountants are trademarks of The 
Chartered Institute of Management Accountants and are registered in the United Kingdom 
and other countries. The design mark is a trademark of the Association of International Certified 
Professional Accountants 2003-57910

*According to LinkedIn’s 2020 Workplace Learning Report

For more information, 
Visit cloud.e2.aicpa-cima.com/cima.

In times of unprecedented change 
and risk, let our team of expert 
consultants help your organisation 
plan a learning strategy or 
intervention for your finance team 
to make sure they are FUTURE ready.

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

2003-57910 CIMA training ad_Final.indd   1 4/17/20   8:20 AM
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2020 Annual MiP Conference: 
Going for Gold
The CIMA Members in Practice Conference is organised 
and run by members in practice. It is tailored to provide 
maximum value for existing members in practice, those 
working within SMEs as well as those looking to start 
their own practice. 

Your 2020 conference will focus on providing in-depth technical 
advancement — real, solid, tangible knowledge and skills that you 
can apply in your business the next day.

As accountants in practice, we are business people — and as 
business people, it is important that we invest time in ourselves.  
If we improve and develop as individuals, we have a greater chance 
of improving our business performance.

In its 35th year, the conference will give you the tools to run your 
business the best way. It will give you the opportunity to gain 
valuable CPD, to network with other members in practice and unlock 
the secrets to growing your business!

© 2020 Association of International Certified Professional Accountants. All rights reserved. CIMA and The Chartered Institute of Management Accountants are trademarks of The Chartered Institute of 
Management Accountants and are registered in the United Kingdom and other countries. The Globe Design is a trademark owned by the Association of International Certified Professional Accountants  
and licensed to CIMA. 1912-01223

Date and time:  
Monday 19 and Tuesday  
20 October 2020. 

Location:  
Chesford Grange Hotel, Kenilworth, 
Warwick CV8 2LD

Expert presentations, including:

 Technical updates  

 Sales and marketing 

 Software advice 

 Technology 

 Soft skills  

 CIMA support and initiatives 

For the full programme and 
speaker details, please visit  
cimaglobal.com/MiP2020.



CIMA President Amal Ratnayake, FCMA, CGMA, spoke at the 
CGMA Africa Conference in September in Cape Town, South 
Africa.

In June 2019 in London, Ratnayake told new members that  
they should never stop learning: “Predict what gaps you might 
come up against in the future and start closing those gaps.”
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For the past year, I have been 
honoured to serve as CIMA 
president and chair of the 

Association of International 
Certified Professional 
Accountants. When my tenure 
began in June 2019, we were 
halfway through the year of 
celebrations for CIMA’s centenary 
and well into our third year of 
operating the Association. For 
the remainder of the year, I 
travelled across the globe, 
meeting with members, 
students, and business leaders as 
we celebrated the evolution of 
our organisation and looked 
forward to the continued success 
of our profession.

In early 2020, when I was 
visiting Sri Lanka, the country 
where I was born, we began to 
hear more about the coronavirus, 
a new and dangerous virus that 

was beginning to creep across 
the globe. Since then, we have 
all witnessed a paradigm shift in 
the way we do business — 
everywhere. Car manufacturers 
shifted from producing cars to 
building respirators. Clothing 
manufacturers began making 
hospital gowns. Offices closed, 
and employees began working 
from home while learning to 
balance home-schooling their 
children and shopping online 
for groceries. Restaurants 
shifted from dine-in to takeout 
and delivery. Telemedicine and 
drive-through lab testing grew 
apace. Online learning platforms 
became the norm.

What do these business 
model shifts have in common? 
Technology has been the 
foundation of their success. 

At CIMA and the 

THE VIEW FROM THE PRESIDENT

AMAL RATNAYAKE, FCMA, CGMA

A year of forward 
thinking

‘Now is the time to put others 
first. To see the human element 

in our business. To do our part to 
protect others as we rebuild our 

global economy.’
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Association, we had already made a start on a 
transformational shift. Although a year ago no one could have 
foreseen the impact of this global health pandemic, our 
commitment to reimagining the profession and ourselves 
provided us with the tools we needed to pivot to this new 
world order. 

We had already begun implementing the technology 
infrastructure needed, enabling us to continue delivering 
value to our members and the profession without 
interruption. Our employees began to work from home, and 
we accelerated initiatives for learning, resources, and 
programmes to support our members as they began to help 
their organisations and clients brave this crisis. We 
implemented at-home testing for CIMA exams with 
safeguards against fraud and initiated discussions with 
governments across the globe to take immediate steps to 
support small business.

We were able to send on-the-moment updates with new 
information and resources, and we created free podcasts, 
checklists, business tools, and online education courses for 
our members that catered to the fluctuating business 
landscape. 

Our forward-thinking initiatives from 2019 and earlier also 
proved beneficial. Our Digital Mindset Pack had sprung to life 
online, and because we partnered with the online education 
platform Coursera, our Go Beyond Disruption learning series 
became available to help millions build critical skills in 
technology and human intelligence. Based on our Future of 
Finance research, we had written the Re-inventing Finance for 
a Digital World white paper, updated the digital finance 

portion of the CIMA Professional Qualification Syllabus, and 
reworked the CGMA Competency Framework. Now, more 
than ever, these tools will help students and current 
professionals learn the vital technology and interpersonal 
skills needed going forward. 

In this moment of major transformation, CIMA and the 
Association remain dedicated to supporting the 
management accounting professionals who have again been 
called upon to find opportunities in a world that is 
constantly changing.

We have long been the voice of calm in a sea of disruption, 
helping others assess the damage and make difficult 
decisions that directly affect employees and their families. 
Now, COVID-19 has placed our profession on the front lines 
of economic recovery, advising our organisations and clients 
on what to do next. 

Amid these difficult decisions, our trusted adviser role is 
paramount. We can interpret data, consider financial 
recovery options, and forecast outcomes. 

The next step, though, is providing trusted advice on how 
to handle our greatest asset: our people. Now is the time to 
put others first. To see the human element in our business. 
To do our part to protect others as we rebuild our global 
economy. 

Our members past and present have always been eager and 
willing to dive headfirst into new challenges, grow, and help 
business leaders thrive during periods of tumultuous change. It 
is my hope that, as an honorary officer, I have fostered a culture 
that celebrates that legacy while laying a foundation to 
reimagine the profession for the next wave of disruptions.  ■

Ratnayake visited New Zealand in November and recognised 
the service of Auckland branch chairperson Niroshini 
Jayasekera, CPA (Australia), ACMA, CGMA.

The CIMA president spoke at a convocation in Colombo in  
his native country of Sri Lanka early this year. 
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downturn. One finding that struck me as 
particularly relevant to finance is that 
digital and analytics-driven productivity 
improvements matter. Companies that are 
further along the digital adoption journey 
are creating more than 7% more revenue 
growth than their competitors. This shows 
why the right tools and data, plus the ability 
to adapt, will serve you and your business 
well in even more competitive times. 

While we are busy keeping pace with 
technological change, managers should not 
forget to invest in people. Make sure your 
teams have the tools they need to do their 
jobs and the support they need to cope with 
the crisis. Keep staff skills up to date so you 
can pivot when circumstances change. 
Know that an adaptable, resilient mindset 
will match technology every time. 

Finally, I would like to send you, your 
families, and friends my very best wishes. 

If ever there was a period in our 
lifetimes when we have had to tap into 
stores of resilience, it has been the past 
few months.

An unexpected, fast-changing 
global health situation, the lives of our 
loved ones at risk, an uncertain economic 
time ahead. Who is not affected?

As the coronavirus situation escalated, 
and I led colleagues in managing the 
impact of the coronavirus on our 
management accounting activities, I used 
experience built from many years of 
practising resilience. I am a passionate 
advocate of this tool, often labelled 
somewhat misleadingly as a “soft” skill. In 
my view, it’s as solid a skill as you could 
have. It is a fundamental part of the 
leadership toolkit. 

Resilience is about keeping a focus on 
key issues as well as making time for 
personal wellbeing. We have concentrated 
initially on what support our members’ 
businesses need from government. We 
have also looked at how we can enable our 
students to continue building their skills 
— which they will need in the future to 
work through adversity. After that, we will 
focus on the impact we can deliver as we 

emerge from the crisis. 
Throughout this period, management 

accountants have played key roles in 
sustaining their businesses and planning 
for the rapid ramp-up of capabilities to 
minimise the economic impact. Always 
looking forward, remaining objective, and 
understanding the drivers of performance 
is in our management accounting DNA. 
And all through this, I have put aside time 
for family, friends, and exercise while 
encouraging others to do the same.

If we can take any positives from this 
otherwise terrible period, it would be that it 
is an opportunity to build up our resilience 
so that we become more capable of dealing 
with adversity. As finance leaders, we must 
be resilient not only for ourselves, but also 
for the people we manage.

Knowledge is fundamental to personal 
resilience. Confidence in the knowledge 
that you have, along with curiosity to 
discover what you do not know, is a good 
position to be in. Also important is having 
the foresight to see the benefits of adapting 
to changing technology. Management 
consultancy McKinsey conducted research 
into what made some firms more resilient 
than others following the last economic 

The 
fundamentals 
of resilience
By Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA

Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA,  
is chief executive–Management 
Accounting at the Association of 
International Certified Professional 
Accountants.



 Opportunity,  
 meet preparation.
The Finance Transformation Certificate Program  
is for leaders in the future of finance.

In association with

© 2020 Association of International Certified Professional Accountants. All rights reserved. AICPA and CIMA are trademarks of the American Institute of CPAs and The 
Chartered Institute of Management Accountants, respectively, and are registered in the US, the EU, the UK and other countries. The Globe Design is a trademark of the 
Association of International Certified Professional Accountants.  2001-23377

What your finance team looks like now is not what it will 
need to look like in the near future. 

The Finance Transformation Certificate Program helps you 
lay the groundwork with insights into why the changes are 
necessary and how your team will need to respond. 

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

2001-23377_1908-08442 Finance Trans FM Ad.indd   1 2/4/20   3:49 PM
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T he shock to the economy from 
the coronavirus pandemic has 
been swift and extreme. Full 
lockdowns closed factories 
and retail outlets, and 

work-from-home rules emptied business 
districts and transport hubs.

Organisations have already initiated 
operating working capital tactics. They are 
reducing inventory levels, pressuring 
customers to settle early, or at a minimum 
to terms, and stretching payables as far as 
possible.

This pressure on customers to pay, 
together with deferral of payables, is 
irreconcilable across the economy, as the 
factors are in direct conflict with each 
other. The outcome is that on a macro-
level, the pace of cash movement between 
trading entities is slowing to a snail’s pace. 
This is in turn leading to conservative 
trading conditions, where elective 
spending is cancelled, driving markets 
into a recessive state.

Without clear direction, paralysis can 
set in, inhibiting decision-making across 
all levels of management. An 
organisation’s ability to weather this storm 
will depend on its capacity to remain 

liquid until trading returns to normal. 
There may be contingency plans in motion 
for revenue, costs, operations, and staffing, 
but ultimately, they need to be validated by 
a cash affordability test. 

Organisations will consequently look to 
finance to take the lead. Through 
implementing rigorous cash management 
principles, finance can add clarity to plans 
and steer the business through this 
difficult period. (See the sidebar, 
“Prioritising Cash Management”, which 
discusses the importance of planning 
ahead to respond to a cash crisis.) 

5 steps to tackle liquidity stress
There are many practices for managing 
cash in a crisis, but they all include five 
critical actions:

Forecast
To manage the risk to liquidity, the 

company will need rolling cash forecasts. 
The current level of uncertainty suggests a 
minimum term of at least six months with 
scenarios mapped out for a range of 
trading conditions, updated monthly.

Any aspect of the business with 
enough impact to “move the cash needle” 

The coronavirus pandemic is forcing 
businesses worldwide to tightly manage 
their cash. Here are five critical steps to 
tackle liquidity stress in a crisis.

By Andy Gifford

A playbook to 
manage cash
in a crisis

1
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should be forecast in enough detail to 
allow for both monitoring and action. 
This forecast will provide a valuable tool 
for management to visualise the 
challenges and come to grips with them 
in a proactive way.

Set spend priorities
Using this detailed forecast, leaders 

can then look at each category of spend 
and prioritise it based on what provides 
the business with the greatest level of 
resilience. Typically, payroll comes first, 
thereafter key suppliers, and then on to 

secondary vendors and lenders.
It’s important to assess existing debt 

positions and check covenants before 
electing to withhold interest or principal 
payments. Where extensions are required, 
these have to be pre-approved by the 
lenders, and variations to terms confirmed 
in writing. Once the priorities are agreed, a 
stand-alone approval process should be 
implemented for all significant items.

Meanwhile, governments across the 
world are offering relief programmes on 
tax, payroll, and loans. Where appropriate, 
these should be built into the payment 

plans and implemented as soon as they 
become available. 

Communicate with stakeholders 
and staff

Internal and external communication 
strategies must be drawn up that target 
stakeholders impacted by the cash plan. 
Suppliers and creditors need as much 
lead time as possible if the intention is to 
break normal payment terms. Similarly, 
dialogue should be opened early with 
those customers identified as critical for 
receipts.

2

3
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It goes without saying that decisions that 
affect staff must follow proper channels. 
Initiatives that change terms of 
employment must be consulted on and 
agreed with staff before decisions to 
implement are made. Where numbers of 
staff are concerned, this could require 
collective discusssions involving workers’ 
councils and possibly unions. The earlier 
these conversations are initiated, the less 
stressful it will be for those involved.

Post-crisis recovery is a key factor. 
Transparency and honesty will go a long 
way to safeguarding business relationships 
until things return to normal. More 
communication is much better than less 
communication when news is bad.

Shorten the reporting cycle
Time is the enemy in these periods. 

Short reporting cycles provide early 
recognition of actual and forecast 

deviations, creating greater opportunity for 
corrective action.

The cash plan will be managed through a 
simple set of reports, including at a 
minimum:
  y Daily cash-on-hand reports.
  y Weekly inflow and outflow reviews.
  y Individual approvals for 

disbursements of significant value — 
in this regard a low threshold should 
be set.

  y Monthly reforecasts based on the 
reviews, looking critically at actual 
performance with revisions based on 
the outlook for trading conditions.
Sharing this data widely through the 

company will demonstrate the importance 
of cash management and secure 
commitment to the plan.

Plan for low cash points
When low points are identified, 

specific plans must be put in place to cover 
them. Operating actions such as reduction 
of inventory, early receipt from customers, 
and slower payments should be planned at 
a detailed level then recorded and tracked as 
part of the forecast. Thereafter, financing 
will be required to cover any still existing 
holes.

Headroom under existing arrangements 
must be assessed and positions confirmed 
before they are required to be drawn on. 
Where new sources are needed, proposals 
must be put in front of lenders early to 
avoid putting additional time pressure on 
the business. It’s certainly worth 
investigating small business government-
backed loan programmes, where available, 
as a potential source. 

This basket of actions will not be a 
surprise to those who have faced liquidity 
stress periods. They are the steps to be taken 
when cash is the primary focus irrespective 
of the cause. There will be times when the 
organisation needs to consider liquidity as 
the primary driver, and having a proven 
playbook ready for implementation creates 
a base for immediate and effective action.  ■

Prioritising cash management
By Jeff Drew

Many businesses are struggling to secure enough cash to deal 
with the economic impact of the coronavirus pandemic. 

It’s a challenge that requires purposeful cash management, 
said Ankur Agrawal, a partner in McKinsey’s New York office and 
co-author of McKinsey’s recent report, “The CFO’s Role in 
Helping Companies Navigate the Coronavirus Crisis” (available at 
tinyurl.com/y9kbml49). Setting up a war room to drive near-term 
cash flow implications is very important, Agrawal said.

“What we mean by cash war room is an infrastructure that 
allows you to rapidly get organised around key cash events, key 
cash KPIs, key cash metrics,” he explained. Such an infrastructure is supported by 
a cash culture, which prioritises management of cash-related items, whether it is 
receivables, payables, outstanding purchase orders, or incoming sales.

Liquidity is one of four top priorities CFOs should be focusing 
on, said Sarah Ghosh, FCMA, CGMA, director and co-founder of 
Onyx AI and a board member for both CIMA and the Association 
of International Certified Professional Accountants. The other 
three are supply chains, workforce, and communication with 
shareholders. 

In reviewing their company’s cash position, CFOs should be 
looking at ways to retrench cash flow in the short term without 
eroding assets for the medium and long term. Another key for 
medium- and long-term success is working with suppliers to 
keep the supply chain moving as much as possible. 

 “This may mean supporting them by paying earlier if this is feasible,” she said.
Another challenge is financial forecasting. It will be more difficult to generate 

revenue projections based on historical data as some key parameters will no 
longer be applicable. 

“CFOs are having to start from a zero base, to determine new assumptions,” 
Ghosh said. “These current trends are unprecedented, so recent historical trends 
are not relevant.”

Ghosh said that the Great Recession of 2007–2009 is the closest comparison to 
the current environment and may provide some insight. 

Regardless, CFOs need to create multiple scenarios for financial modelling 
— and look at the company’s ability to support each one from a liquidity point of 
view, she said. A potential outcome of what we are learning from these 
unprecedented times is that companies may look to build up larger cash reserves 
than they have in the past. 

Jeff Drew (Jeff.Drew@aicpa-cima.com) is an FM magazine senior editor. Senior  
editors Sabine Vollmer (Sabine.Vollmer@aicpa-cima.com) and Drew Adamek 
(Andrew.Adamek@aicpa-cima.com) contributed to this article. 

Andy Gifford, ACCA, is a partner at 
Falcor BC, an accounting and business 
coaching practice in the UK. To 
comment on this article or to suggest 
an idea for another article, contact 
Sabine Vollmer, an FM magazine 
senior editor, at Sabine.Vollmer@
aicpa-cima.com.
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Ankur Agrawal

Sarah Ghosh, 
FCMA, CGMA
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Ann Marie Fagan leads CtrlPrint 
in the UK, developing strategic 
partnerships and business 
relationships with reporting 
organisations and listed companies. 
She has over 20 years’ experience 
in the corporate reporting field, 
having previously worked in the 
Regulatory News Service (RNS) 
at the London Stock Exchange, 
where she played an important 
role in supporting issuers including 
the development of the RNS 
reporting tool.
  

CtrlPrint is a collaboration tool for the 

creation of financial reports produced 

using InDesign and InCopy. CtrlPrint 

allows you to save lots of time and 

work efficiently with your colleagues 

and partners. We also have an ESEF 

reporting solution (XHTML and iXBRL 

for InDesign documents).

Implementing ESEF 
Q  What is ESEF and what does it mean?   

A  The European Securities and Markets Authority (ESMA), the EU securities 
market regulator, has developed the European single electronic format 
(ESEF) reporting rule, which requires, starting in 2020, all issuers listed on an 
EU-regulated market to prepare their annual financial reports in XHTML and 
mark up the IFRS consolidated financial statements within, using XBRL tags and 
the inline XBRL (iXBRL) technology.

What this means for you is that your organisation’s income statement and 
statement of comprehensive income, balance sheet, cash flow statement, 
and statement of changes in equity are to be tagged in iXBRL using the 
business-specific taxonomy, as part of your annual report. This regulatory 
requirement started on 1 January 2020 and applies to the fiscal years closest to 
this date.

Q  What advice would you give to corporates that have yet to decide on 
how they will meet the ESEF requirements?    

A  There are many considerations when choosing the right solution. Some 
are more important than others. Here are questions that might help: What 
delivers the solution in terms of output and process? How fast are you going? 
How can content owners, reviewers, and auditors work together? What level 
of information is supplied? What validations and verifications are carried out? 
How do you handle the different language versions of the annual report? Can 
you re-use the tagging for next year’s report? What support and training are 
included? When is the solution available for use? 

Q  How will this affect the workflow of the corporate project team?    

A  The available solutions fall into three categories — built-in solution, bolt-on 
solution, or an external third party to apply tags on your behalf. Whichever you 
choose, security, version control, and timeliness are important factors.

With a built-in solution, you do not use it just for ESEF; it is used for other 
internal reporting challenges. With a bolt-on solution (CtrlPrint), you want to 
do the tagging and everything related to ESEF internally without any system 
upgrades. With third-party solutions, you give all the authority to tag to an 
external consultant.

Whichever route you choose, make sure information remains within a secure 
environment with easy access to all versions. It is also worth investigating 
whether it tracks your changes, helping to provide a robust audit trail and 
version comparison, and whether tags can be rolled over year to year. Good 
luck with your journey to ESEF. If you have any questions, I am happy to give 
you the best advice I can. 

For more information, visit our website at https://web.ctrlprint.net/esef or call us 
at +44 203 630 0133.
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T he energy company Equinor 
(formerly Statoil) is 
Scandinavia’s largest company, 
with operations in more than 30 
countries and a yearly turnover 

of $64.4 billion. In 2005, we made radical 
changes to our management processes, 
with two purposes: to make them more 
aligned with our people-focused and 
values-based beliefs and to make them 
more adaptive and robust against a 
dynamic and unpredictable business 
environment. 

Both these purposes required major 

changes in both the traditional budget 
process and the mindset behind it. We 
actually ended up kicking out the 
traditional budget in favour of a new set of 
much more effective processes, including 
one for cost management. We found 
inspiration in the management model 
“Beyond Budgeting”, which is described 
more in depth later.

“Kicking out the budget” might seem 
scarier than it really is. It starts with 
“debundling” or separating the three 
budget purposes, which are target setting, 
forecasting, and resource allocation. A 

traditional budget is used to set financial 
targets, but it is also meant to describe 
what we believe next year will look like (a 
forecast). Finally, we use the budget to 
hand out bags of money to the 
organisation (resource allocation).

Three purposes in one process and one 
set of numbers might seem very efficient, 
but here lies also the problem. An 
ambitious sales target will seldom 
represent a good sales forecast. You can’t 
mix aspirations and expectations. Cost and 
investment numbers sent upstairs might 
also be affected by everybody 

A senior adviser at Equinor, Scandinavia’s largest company, shares 
how the oil giant ‘kicked out the budget’ and explains the mindset 
shift needed to become more agile. 

By Bjarte Bogsnes

The art of 
managing cost 
without a budget
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remembering that last year’s proposals 
were cut by 30%.

Fortunately, there is a simple solution. 
As mentioned, we need to solve the three 
purposes in separate processes. (See the 
graphic, “Solving the Budget Conflict”.)

This enables significant improvements 
for each budget purpose, as they are now 
handled in separate processes.

This article is about the third process, 
resource allocation, and how to manage 
cost without a budget. Here is what we do 
at Equinor. Please note that this is our 
way, not the way. Others have found other 

ways, some much simpler than what we 
do. I point to two examples later in this 
article.

Managing investments and 
operating costs
Equinor is in a capital-intensive energy 
business, so let’s start with how we handle 
investments. We invest between $10 
billion and $20 billion annually. Despite 
the big money involved, it is not that 
difficult for the company not to have an 
annual investment budget. Although we 
lately have had some self-imposed 

constraints on our overall investment 
level, there is no annual, detailed 
investment budget with all decisions made 
in the autumn. 

Instead, “the bank is always open”. 
What this means is, the business can 
forward projects for approval at any time. 
How high up one needs to go is regulated 
by a mandate structure, which needs to be 
generous enough to avoid too many 
decisions ending up in the Executive 
Committee. 

“Yes” or “no” to a project depends on 
two things: 
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  y How good is the project — 
strategically, financially, and 
nonfinancially?

  y Do we have the capacity — 
financially, organisationally — as 
things look today?
The second question is answered by 

checking our latest forecast information. 
Many companies use rolling forecasts to 
obtain this information. The forecasts are 
typically updated every quarter and usually 
have a five-quarter time horizon. At 
Equinor we instead apply a dynamic 
forecasting approach. (Read more about the 
difference in my earlier FM article, “Want 
Business Agility? Throw Out the Calendar!”, 
available at tinyurl.com/r7ps4sv.)

We use dynamic forecasting, as opposed 
to rolling forecasting because we have no 
predefined frequency. This is to ensure 
that we have the capacity — which also is a 
dynamic picture — and to confirm that 
new commitments are within our 
constraints. 

Managing operating costs without a 
budget is more challenging, as there are 
fewer big and distinct decision points. 
Here we need other mechanisms. (See the 
chart, “Operating Costs: Tools Available”.)

What we no longer do is the detailed, 
annual budgeting, as depicted on the left 
in the chart. It is too detailed, too early, and 
often “too high up” decision-making. 

Instead, we offer a menu of alternative 
mechanisms to help the business manage 
its own costs. These include:
  y Burn rate guiding (“operate with full 

autonomy within this approximate 
activity level”).

  y Unit cost targets (“you can spend 
more if you produce more”).

  y Benchmarked targets (“eg, unit cost 
below average of peers”).

  y No target at all (“we’ll monitor 
cost trends and intervene only if 
necessary”).
The further to the right we move on this 

menu (in the “Operating Costs: Tools 
Available” chart), the more trust is shown. 
There is, however, one thing that is bound 
to happen when trust is shown: Someone 
will abuse it. At Equinor, it has happened, 
and it will happen again. The simple but 
wrong response is to put everyone in jail 
because someone did something wrong. 
The right response is to deal firmly with 
those involved and let it have the 
necessary consequences, which of course 
should be in proportion to the severity of 
the incident. This could involve dismissal, 
although this would not happen very 
often. This is not about being soft and 
evasive.

These mechanisms need to sit on top of 
what we call a “cost-conscious mindset”, 
but they also stimulate and develop such a 

mindset. Management processes drive 
culture, for better or for worse. 

Asking the right questions
The mindset we are after implies asking 
different questions when a decision with 
cost implications is made. It is about 
frugality, about being cost-conscious on 
every dollar spent.

The traditional question is “Do I have a 
budget for this?” Here, the budget 
represents a “ceiling” that we set on costs, 
where anything higher than the ceiling is 
not considered. By all means, it works! But 
that ceiling is just as effective as a “floor”. 
Budgets that are set aside tend to be spent, 
and it is nothing but rational management 
behaviour. Don’t overspend (you will be 
beaten up), but don’t underspend either. 
Otherwise, you might be asked, “Why did 
you ask for more money than you really 
needed?” You might also risk getting less 
money next year. 

The result? Almost everybody comes in 
spot on budget. And how do many finance 
people react? “What fantastic control we 
have!” I beg to differ. What if some should 
have spent more, or some less, because 
things had changed? I can hardly think of a 
bigger illusion of control.

Instead of the “Do I have a budget?” 
question, we should ask different and 
better questions: 

Solving the budget conflict

The budget 
purposes

• Target

• Forecast

• Resource allocation

Same number — conflicting purposes

1. Separate

Target
What we want
to happen

Forecast
What we think
will happen

Resource 
allocation
What it takes
to make it happen

Different numbers

2. Improve

• Inspiring and stretching
• Volatility, uncertainty, 

complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA)

• Unbiased — expected outcome
• Limited detail

• Dynamic — no detailed allocation
• Key performance indicator targets, 

mandates, decision 
gates, and decision criteria

• Trend monitoring

Event driven — not calendar driven

Solving the budget conflict
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  y Is this really necessary?
  y What is good enough?
  y Is this creating value?
  y Is this within my execution 

framework? (Refer to the tools 
described earlier.)
These are questions that should be 

asked all the time, on every dollar. While 
we also hear such questions in a budget 
regime, it is normally at the end of the 
budget period, typically in November and 
December. “The budget bag is almost 
empty; we have to be cost-conscious!” (but 
only until year end because then the bag is 
filled up again).

The ultimate goal is to get people to 
think about company money in the same 
way as their private money. The first step is 
to start trusting people more than 
traditional budgeting does.

As mentioned at the beginning of the 
article, we found inspiration from the 
Beyond Budgeting model. There are two 
common misunderstandings about 
Beyond Budgeting. First, many believe that 
it is just another way of managing cost. 
That is correct in a sense (and we have just 
discussed how it can be done). But Beyond 
Budgeting is about so much more. 

The model addresses many other 
important parts of a management model 
such as rhythm, target setting, forecasting, 
performance evaluation, and rewards. The 

12 Beyond Budgeting principles also address 
key leadership issues, including purpose, 
values, autonomy, and transparency.

The second misunderstanding is that, 
because Beyond Budgeting means no 
budget, cost is not important, and 
everybody can spend whatever they want. 
This is definitely not the message. 

As already discussed, we will still be 
doing what the budget tried to do for us. 
We are not kicking out some of the good 
and necessary intentions of a budget. We 
are simply saying that we need something 
more intelligent and effective than what a 
100-year-old management technique can 
offer. That is how old the traditional 
budget concept is. 

The pioneer of budgeting? James O. 
McKinsey, the founder of the consulting 
firm McKinsey & Company. I am sure that 
his intentions were the best in explaining 
budgeting as a management tool in his 
1922 book, Budgetary Control; he wanted to 
help organisations perform better. Today, 
we are living in very different times. It is 
these new realities that Beyond Budgeting 
reflects and addresses. (See the list, “12 
Principles of Beyond Budgeting”.)

Many other great concepts and 
communities also challenge traditional 
management, and beliefs about leadership 
and management. To my knowledge, 
however, none of these have any clear 

recommendations about how to manage 
cost in different and better ways than 
through the traditional, detailed, and 
annual budget. Although this might be 
regarded as “finance stuff”, it is too 
important to be ignored. Hardly any part of 
the management model affects a manager 
more decisively than a budget. Everyone is 
involved in the budget process, and almost 
everyone hates it. 

Resources
Articles

“Want Business Agility? Throw Out the 
Calendar!” FM magazine, 2 September 
2019, tinyurl.com/r7ps4sv 

“If the Coronavirus Outbreak Disrupts 
Your Budget,” FM magazine, 11 March 
2020, tinyurl.com/vch4cjv

Publication

Budgeting, Forecasting and Planning in 
Uncertain Times, tinyurl.com/va2bprc 
(ebook)

Online resource

CGMA Cost Transformation Tool, 
tinyurl.com/ujp9n9b

Traditional 
cost budget

Ambition level/ 
burn rate

Relative KPIs

Unit cost 
input/output

Unit cost vs. 
peers

EBIT 

RoACE

(abs/rel)

Messaging and 
monitoring

Absolute KPIs No Targets

Xx
Xx

Xx
Xx
Xx

Xx
Xx
Xx

1003,4 ~1000

“USD/bbl”

“USD/customer”

“USD/employee”

“1. Quartile”

“Better than 
average”

Increasing 
autonomy 

and flexibility

Bottom-line 
focus only

“More video,
less travel ”

Select based on what works best in your business

Monitoring of actual development, intervention if needed only

Increasing 
need for 

strong values 
and clear 
direction

Detailed and 
annual

Operating costs — tools availableOperating costs: Tools available
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For a company embarking on a radical 
transformation journey, there is therefore 
hardly a more effective place to start. 
Making tangible and positive changes to the 
budget process is a very effective way of 
signalling real change. It affects all 
managers, instantly and concretely.

I conclude with two examples from 
other companies. They have both built a 
mindset and a culture so strong that they 
hardly need anything in addition.

A Beyond Budgeting pioneer, the major 
Swedish bank Handelsbanken has operated 
without budgets (and also without targets 
and individual bonuses) for almost 50 
years. Cost control is achieved through 
autonomy and transparency. Branches are 
benchmarked on the key performance 
indicators (KPIs) return on equity, cost-to-
income ratio, and customer satisfaction. It’s 
all visible, and nobody likes to be a laggard. 
The branches have full autonomy to apply 
the right doses of cost to optimise their 
performance on these three KPIs. Very 
simple, very self-regulating — and very 

effective. Handelsbanken is among the 
most cost-effective universal banks in 
Europe, with a cost-to-income ratio lower 
than most international banks.

The Norwegian IT company Miles, with 
operations in Norway, the Baltics, South 
Africa, and India, never had a budget. 
Employees can buy whatever PC they want, 
as expensive as they want, and replace it as 
often as they want. They can attend any 
course or conference, wherever in the 
world, as often as they want. Miles only 
requires one thing: You must post what you 
bought or what you did, and the cost of it, 
on the intranet. 

And the company’s only concern about 
using transparency as the only control 
mechanism? That it would be too effective!

Many organisations adopting Beyond 
Budgeting experience lower costs (although 
many admit that they feared the opposite). 
Others see little change in their cost levels, 
and a few even see somewhat higher costs. 
What they all have in common, however, is 
a change in the composition of cost. They 

see much more “good cost” (which creates 
value) and much less “bad cost” (which 
doesn’t). 

Editor’s note: Case studies on 
Handelsbanken and Miles are taken from the 
author’s book Implementing Beyond 
Budgeting: Unlocking the Performance 
Potential.   ■

Bjarte Bogsnes is active in the Beyond 
Budgeting movement and heads the 
implementation of Beyond Budgeting 
at Equinor (formerly Statoil), 
Scandinavia’s largest company. He is 
the author of Implementing Beyond 
Budgeting: Unlocking the 
Performance Potential. To comment 
on this article or to suggest an idea for 
another article, contact Alexis See Tho, 
an FM magazine associate editor, 
at Alexis.SeeTho@aicpa-cima.com.

12 principles of Beyond Budgeting

Leadership principles

1. Purpose: Engage and inspire people around bold and 
noble causes — not around short-term financial targets.

2. Values: Govern through shared values and sound 
judgement — not through detailed rules and regulations.

3. Transparency: Make information open for self-regulation, 
innovation, learning, and control — don’t restrict it.

4. Organisation: Cultivate a strong sense of belonging and 
organise around accountable teams — avoid hierarchical 
control and bureaucracy.

5. Autonomy: Trust people with freedom to act — don’t 
punish everyone if someone should abuse it.

6. Customers: Connect everyone’s work with customer 
needs — avoid conflicts of interest.

Management processes

7. Rhythm: Organise management processes dynamically 
around business rhythms and events — not around the 
calendar year only.

8. Targets: Set directional, ambitious, and relative goals 
— avoid fixed and cascaded targets.

9. Plans and forecasts: Make planning and forecasting lean 
and unbiased processes — not rigid and political exercises.

10. Resource allocation: Foster a cost-conscious mindset 
and make resources available as needed — not through 
detailed annual budget allocations.

11. Performance evaluation: Evaluate performance 
holistically and with peer feedback for learning and 
development — not based on measurement only and not for 
rewards only.

12. Rewards: Reward shared success against competition 
— not against fixed performance contracts. 
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Adam Bazeley is a senior director 
at SAP Concur, with over eight 
years’ experience working with 
finance teams across the UK to 
solve their spend management 
challenges. Bazeley and his team 
ensure customers have the insight 
into employee spend to make better 
business decisions and comply with 
legislation, easing the burden of 
the travel, expenses, and supplier 
invoice process and enabling skilled 
employees to focus on strategic 
work by reducing time spent on 
mundane manual tasks. 

SAP Concur drives a relentless pursuit 

of what’s possible into everyday travel, 

expense, and invoice processes — 

continuously developing new tools to 

automate and integrate them so your 

people get more done and you get more 

control. With SAP Concur solutions, 

you’ll move beyond yesterday’s tedious 

tasks to keep your business running at 

its best every day, from anywhere.  

What your business can learn about 
employee experience 
Q  Why should financial decision-makers focus on employee experience?   

A  Companies that create exceptional experiences for employees see 
exceptional results. Did you know that 43% of businesses with fewer than 1,000 
employees agree that employee satisfaction is a top challenge? Unmotivated 
employees can have a negative impact on company performance. This is 
ever more challenging with increasingly dispersed workforces, and the cost of 
replacing skilled staff is more expensive than you would imagine. Consequently, 
these challenges can hurt a firm’s bottom line. 

Q  What results can business leaders expect to see when they focus on 
employee experience?    

A  When business leaders understand the importance of employee experience, 
they typically see a high rate of engagement along with a 17% increase in 
productivity. Leaders have also experienced a lower turnover in their staff, which 
improves the customer’s experience. Above everything, they will start to see 
growth in their bottom line. 

Q  What pain points do businesses experience when they look to address 
employee experience?    

A  Retaining talent is a significant challenge for businesses with fewer than 
1,000 employees. As a result of this, businesses look to attract talented 
employees by investing in time-saving tools. Sixty-eight per cent of firms 
consider using technology to improve efficiency and productivity to be an 
important strategic objective. 

Q  How can technology contribute to employee satisfaction?

A  For most of us, working from home has become the new norm and, with 
tech-savvy Millennials making up more and more of the job market, ensuring 
that our employees have the right tools and processes is critical. These workers 
expect businesses to provide technology that enables them to deliver their best 
work and are likely to look elsewhere if faced with labourious, manual tasks. To 
tackle this challenge, 67% of firms cited as a top objective enabling employees 
to focus on strategic work by reducing the time spent on mundane tasks.

Q  As a business leader, what should be your goals for 2020?

A  Investing in the right solutions can take the pressure off the employees and 
boost productivity. When asked about their overarching goals, many businesses 
cited objectives that are directly related to improving employee performance 
and the employee experience. About 69% of businesses cited gaining access to 
highly skilled talent as a top goal.
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Manage your all-important cash with these spreadsheet skills.

By Liam Bastick, FCMA, CGMA

Modelling
working capital 
adjustments in Excel
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(2) all customers pay their invoices on the day the amounts fall 
due; and (3) no bad debts are incurred, this can be reflected as 
shown in the image “Income and Cash Relationship Graph”.

Clearly, the credit period is the “gap” at the beginning of the 
time period, ie, 247 ÷ 1,000 × 365 days = 90 days. This can be 
represented formulaically as:

Days Receivable = 
(Closing Debtors × Days in Period) ÷ Sales in Period

Rearranging, this becomes:

Closing Debtors = 
(Sales in Period × Days Receivable) ÷ Days in Period,

eg, in our example: 247 = (1,000 × 90) ÷ 365.
Therefore, in modelling, we often set the number of days 

receivable (and days payable) as key assumptions for cash flow 
forecasting.

However, it’s not always as simple as that. Consider we are 
planning to build a monthly model (assuming 30 days in a 
month), and sales for the month are again $1,000. Debtor days 
remain at 90.

S preadsheet modellers love to forecast income and 
expenditure items for the company’s income 
statement and then tack on the cash flow statement 
as an afterthought. As we are all fully aware given the 
economic hardships caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic, it is essential to look after cash. Following are some 
tips for deriving cash flow figures from existing profit-and-loss 
projections.

To best explain this, we need to start at the beginning. 
Please feel free to use the accompanying Excel file, which 
can be downloaded from the online version of this article 
at tinyurl.com/y8hkznse, to help clarify the ideas discussed 
below. 

Consider the example shown in the screenshot “Control 
Account Example 1”.

Imagine a company just starts off in business (ie, it has no 
amounts due) and generates sales of $1,000 in the period. At 
the end of the period, assuming no bad debts, $753 has been 
paid, leaving a closing debtor balance of $247. This difference 
is what I refer to as the working capital adjustment.

If we had modelled the sales of $1,000 in the period, 
how might we generate the cash receipts forecast such 
that, as assumptions changed, the receipts would calculate 
appropriately?

Clearly, if we are given the closing debtor balances, the 
problem becomes trivial, so this example assumes we are not 
given those balances. Therefore, let’s consider an alternative 
approach and some of the associated underlying issues that 
need to be considered when modelling. 

Let’s assume that the sales accrue evenly over a period of 
time and, for the sake of this example, that period is one year 
(365 days). Presuming (1) all sales are made on credit terms; 

Control Account example 1

Income and cash relationship graph 
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Based on these calculations, we would generate the results 
shown in the screenshot “Control Account Example 2”.

Erm, that’s right: make sales of $1,000 and have $3,000 
(= 90 ÷ 30 × 365) owing to you by the end of the month. 
Welcome to Loan Sharks R Us. That’s nonsense — and yet, 
as an experienced model auditor, I have seen this erroneous 
calculation crop up on a regular basis. 

Monthly forecasting
The problem is that in this current economic climate most 
businesses want to prepare monthly — more likely weekly 
and even daily — cash flow projections. Clearly, if the days 
receivable or days payable assumption exceeds the number of 
days in each forecast period, this approach is inappropriate 
and will lead to calculation errors.

So what do we do in this situation?
For example, in a monthly model, if payments are made 

exactly one month or two months or three months later (and 
so on), the resolution is simple: The receipts can be calculated 
using a simple OFFSET (displacement) formula

Therefore, let’s complicate the scenario slightly. Imagine 

we are building a monthly forecast model but that the days 
receivable is 75. For the purposes of keeping this article 
reasonably brief, I will simplify the problem by assuming 
an average number of days in a month (say, 30). Using this 
simplifying assumption, this means that payments are made 
on average 2.5 (2.5 = 75 ÷ 30) months after the sale has been 
made.

That 2.5 months figure is important. The integer part (2) 
denotes how many complete months (including the current 
month) have sales payments outstanding. The residual (0.5) 
shows the proportion of the month preceding these complete 
months that is also outstanding. With this borne in mind, the 
OFFSET function can now come to the rescue, as shown in the 
screenshot “Monthly Calculations Example”.

In the illustration, cells J18 and K18 break the number of 
days receivable (cell G18) into the number of whole months 
and residual proportion, respectively, assuming that each 
month has 30 days (cell H13).

The key formula here is the calculation for Closing Debtors 
(Cash Receipts is simply the balancing figure). For example, 
the formula in cell J28 is:

=IF($J$18,SUM(OFFSET(J26,,,1,-MIN($J$18,J$23))),) 
+IF(J$23-$J$18<=0,,OFFSET(J26,,-$J$18)*$K$18)

It may seem a little complex upon first inspection, but it’s 
not as bad as it seems. Essentially, there are two parts to this 
formula identified by the two added IF statements:
1. IF($J$18,SUM(OFFSET(J26,,,1,-MIN($J$18,J$23))),) 

considers the completed number of months where sales 
remain outstanding and adds up the sales for these periods

  In essence, this part of the formula checks that the 
number of completed months is not zero (in this case the 
amount is just zero), and assuming this is not the case, 

Control Account example 2

Monthly Calculations example
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it sums the sales for the relevant number of completed 
months (ie, starts with the current month and then 
considers the sales in previous months, working from right 
to left in the spreadsheet). The MIN formula is required to 
ensure that the model does not try to include periods prior 
to the beginning of the forecast period.

2. IF(J$23-$J$18<=0,,OFFSET(J26,,-$J$18)*$K$18) 
considers the residual (remaining) amount for the month 
before the earliest completed month. For example, if the 
credit period is 2.5 months and the current month is April, 
then March and April will be “whole months” where no 
payment has been received, with half of February’s monies 
still outstanding, too. The reason for the IF statement here 
is to prevent calculations considering periods before the 
beginning of the forecast period.
To clarify, consider the Closing Debtor figure of $1,050 in 

Period 5 (cell N28 in the illustration on the previous page). 
This is calculated as the sales for Periods 4 and 5 (400 + 500, 
respectively), plus half of the Period 3 sales (300 × 0.5 = 150), 
ie, 400 + 500 + 150 = 1,050.

More complex scenarios
It only gets more complicated. What if payments are not made 
evenly? Or some sales are written off as payments are never 
made (ie, bad debts)? Depreciation, anyone ... ?

Think about it: Depreciation arises when cash is laid out in 
one period but the costs are allocated over multiple periods. 
Debtors arise when sales are made in one period but the cash 
receipts are allocated over multiple periods. It’s the same logic, 
just different labelling, as shown in the screenshot “More 
Sophisticated Monthly Example”!

The calculations can be reviewed in depth in the Excel file 
available at tinyurl.com/y8hkznse, but what can be clearly 
seen is the similarity to a depreciation calculation. In this 
illustration, the Cash Receipt Profile percentages do not add 
up to 100%. This is deliberate — the missing 5% is the assumed 
bad debt here.

Word to the wise
This article is intended to be a starting point for considering 
the modelling issues surrounding working capital 
adjustments. You can complicate matters further by 
considering any or all of the following:
  y What proportion of sales or costs is made on credit 

terms?
  y Calculate extended credit periods using the actual 

number of days in each month rather than using an 
average number.

  y Calculations using average days receivable (payable) 
based on both the opening and closing debtor (creditor) 
balances.

  y How adjustments differ by considering public holidays, the 
number of working days, seasonality, and cyclicality, etc.

  y Sales and costs are invoiced in a foreign currency, and 
the exchange rate differs over time.

  y Factoring in segmental reporting, eg, based on customer 
profitability, size, geography, etc.

  y Infrastructure projects often have large one-off payments 
that will occur on specific dates (here you just need to 
calculate which month the payment will occur).
Once you make a start, it gets easier — and your business 

will thank you for it. Always control your cash before it 
controls you.  ■

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. 

More sophisticated monthly example
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Strategic implications
of COVID-19 and its 
aftermath
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I n the long term, the effects of the 
coronavirus pandemic on business 
remain unclear. In the short term, 
company leaders are focused on 
ensuring the safety of employees and 

customers, maintaining financial 
sustainability, and plotting a path to 
resuming business operations.

Even if that path can’t be seen yet, it is 
possible to identify the key strategic 
questions CFOs and other executives will 
need to address:
  y How will the nature of interactions 

with workers, partners, and 
customers change?

  y How can an organisation increase 

financial and supply chain resilience 
in times of stress?

  y How should planning and 
management processes be adapted 
post-pandemic? 

Interactions with employees, 
partners, and customers
The shutdown of large segments of the 
global economy, increased working from 
home, and social-distancing guidelines 
have changed the nature of almost every 
human and commercial interaction. 
China’s economy went from 6.1% growth 
in 2019 to a 6.8% decline in the first quarter 
of 2020, the first decline since quarterly 

Interaction with 
companies, employees, 
and supply chains will 
continue to change. A 
consultant offers planning 
advice for moving forward.

By David A. J. Axson

Instacart employee Eric Cohn 
wears a respirator mask and 
gloves while searching for 
an item for a delivery order 
at a supermarket in Tucson, 
Arizona, in the US in April.  
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numbers were first reported in 1992. US 
retail sales declined 8.7% in a single month 
(March 2020), and overall US 
unemployment increased fivefold in the 
five-week period to mid-April.

As the economy restarts, companies 
will need to determine which elements of 
the behaviour changes during the 
pandemic will become permanent. Will all 
personal care/service professionals have to 
use personal protective equipment? Will 
social-distancing rules be enforced at large 
gatherings, retail stores, restaurants, and 
on airplanes? Will enhanced cleaning 
regimes become a permanent part of 
standard operating procedures? 

One significant impact of the pandemic 
has been the increase in working from 
home. In 2018, according to US Census 
data, 5.3% of Americans primarily worked 
from home. In April 2020, Global 
Workplace Analytics estimated that 25% to 
30% of the workforce will be working 
from home multiple days a week by the 
end of 2021. If true, organisations will 
need to address a number of topics, such 
as ensuring data and communication 
security across a remote workforce; 
creating an environment conducive to 
collaboration; establishing policies for 
funding work-at-home office set-up and 
operation; and assessing the impact of 
reduced on-site staff on real estate 
requirements. 

More significant than the interactions 
with employees will be changes to the 
customer engagement model. Will 
grocery delivery become the norm, or will 
shoppers return to stores? One 
supermarket chain in Ohio in the US 
converted one of its traditional stores to 
become a delivery fulfilment store only. If 
that becomes normal practice, what are 
the implications for store location 
strategies? Will companies that have 
added pick-up or delivery options 
maintain them after the pandemic 
abates? How will hospitality 
organisations earn the trust of customers 
with their hygiene and virus-prevention 
policies? Is the reduction in oil 
consumption and prices simply a 
temporary aberration due to reduced 
economic activity, or could routines such 
as working from home continue, 
triggering an acceleration in the decline 
in the use of carbon-based fuels?

At first glance, the implications may 
seem to be negatives in that they increase 
costs without any commensurate offsets. 
While that is true in some cases, it is 
important to consider the overall 
economics associated with such 
investments. Organisations that can 
successfully demonstrate their ability to 
adapt to a post-coronavirus world are 
likely to benefit from increased customer 
trust and confidence, reduced potential for 

worker absenteeism, and an enhanced 
ability to attract and retain employees. 
However, it will take time to develop a 
sustainable economic model. The US 
airline industry took six years to return to 
pre-9/11 performance levels. For strategic 
planners, a willingness to envision 
alternatives and identify measures of 
success to guide decision-making will be 
increasingly important. 

Supply chain resilience 
The heavy dependence of global supply 
chains on China became clear as 
manufacturing stopped almost overnight, 
disrupting the flow of goods across the 
globe. Many organisations went from lean 
inventory to no inventory in a matter of 
days. As the virus outbreak moved to 
Europe and the US, the impact expanded 
rapidly. The food-processing industry was 
hurt by shutdowns and absenteeism, and 
Amazon’s two-day guaranteed delivery 
became a thing of the past for many 
deliveries. 

However, except for a few notable 
exceptions, such as for personal protective 
equipment, ventilators, cleaning supplies, 
and toilet paper, supply chains have coped 
remarkably well given the scope and scale 
of the disruption. We have also seen a 
number of examples of companies rapidly 
retooling their business to address supply 
shortfalls in critical areas such as 
distilleries making hand sanitiser (see 
“COVID-19: From Spirits to Hand Sanitiser 
in Days,” on page 32) and automotive 
companies producing ventilators.

Much of this relative success can be 
attributed to companies working to create 
more flexible and responsive supply 
chains. It is unlikely that there will be a 
significant move away from global supply 
chains. The benefits of relocating 
manufacturing operations to cheaper 
labour markets, outsourcing large 
elements of customer service and 
back-office work, and investment in 
technology to reduce fixed and variable 
costs have been too significant to abandon. 
Much more likely is that there will be 
increased stress-testing of supply chains 
and potentially some reduction in the 
concentration of supply on one company, 
country, or region to create additional 
flexibility. 

The answer is not to abandon lean 
principles and simply increase stock levels 
across the board to provide a cushion 
against supply disruptions. By using more 

Scenario-planning checklist
Identify scenarios that could have a material impact on your business and could 
reasonably occur as long-term consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Examples to consider could include:
  y Work from home increases to almost 40% of the workforce with a 

commensurate reduction in local travel.
  y Videoconferencing becomes the norm, reducing business travel and 

expense by 30% and credit card volumes by 20%.
  y Gatherings of more than 50 people are not feasible until 2022.
  y Increased grocery sales and reduced dining out continue well after the 

pandemic ends.
  y Some elements of social distancing become the norm.
  y Contactless payment increases; cash usage is almost eliminated to reduce 

spreading risks; ATM networks disappear.
  y Large corporations significantly reduce their dependence upon China or 

other markets. 
  y Stress-testing akin to that applied to financial institutions after the 

financial crisis is instituted across industry sectors where significant 
weaknesses were exposed.

  y Only 50% of lost oil demand reappears over the next five years.
  y New coronavirus strains emerge in two of the next five years with 80% of 

the impact of COVID-19.
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granular demand and supply data, 
focusing on both near-term and long-term 
signals of market and customer behaviour 
and incorporating rational scenario-
planning capabilities, organisations can 
add resilience and flexibility to already 
efficient processes. (See the sidebar, 
“Scenario-Planning Checklist”.)

Planning and management 
processes 
“Static”, “detailed”, and “wrong” define the 
results of most organisations’ planning 
and budgeting processes. Months of 
crunching numbers in spreadsheets yields 
a single, fixed view of the future that has 
little or no basis in reality and rarely 
contemplates that the future may not turn 
out exactly as expected. This is true even in 
the absence of major global events.

Since the Great Recession of 2007–2009, 
organisations have adopted techniques 
that better accommodate uncertainty and 
ambiguity: rolling forecasts, driver-based 
plans, scenario planning, machine 
learning, and advanced analytics. 
However, progress has been fragmented 
and disjointed. Few organisations can 
boast a holistic, integrated, and dynamic 
planning and performance management 
process that fully leverages the 
increasingly rich datasets that are 
available. Organisations need to move 
from piecemeal projects that improve 
parts of the process to prioritising an 

integrated performance management 
architecture that encompasses five 
attributes:
  y Integrated. Seamless integration 

between strategic planning, tactical 
planning, budgeting, forecasting, and 
reporting processes.

  y Scenario-based. Consistent use 
of scenario planning for long-term 
strategic evaluations and sensitivity 
analysis for shorter-term analysis.

  y Data driven. Transition from 
calendar-driven cycles (annual 
plans, quarterly forecasts, monthly 
reports) to data-driven cycles that 
are triggered by changes in market, 
operational, or financial data at a 
granular level.

  y Analytic. Use of advanced analytics 
(artificial intelligence, machine 
learning, cognitive computing, 
and the like) to run large-scale 
simulations at speed to inform 
decision-making.

  y Collaborative. Collaborative 
planning that goes beyond finance, 
beyond cross-functional teams to 
embrace an organisation’s entire 
economic ecosystem including 
customers, suppliers, employees, 
advisers, and regulators.

The bottom line
Within days of the pandemic spreading 
across the globe, corporate cash piles 

diminished, credit facilities were drawn 
down, loan and rent payments were 
missed, and unprecedented government 
fiscal support was provided. It can be 
argued that all were prudent and expedient 
actions given the unprecedented nature of 
events. However, there should be some 
questioning of the effectiveness of 
corporate governance, financing, and 
shareholder principles in the light of 
recent events as it relates to cash and 
capital utilisation. 

From 2017 to 2019, S&P 500 share 
buybacks exceeded $2 trillion, according to 
data from Yardeni Research Inc. In the year 
to March 2019, share buybacks exceeded 
free cash flow generation for the first time 
in more than a decade. While the 
pandemic’s events are clearly unusual, can 
companies continue to distribute so much 
cash to shareholders and then plead for 
government relief when the unexpected 
happens? 

No organisation will ever be able to 
fully prepare for events of the magnitude 
of COVID-19. Yet it is a certainty, not a 
probability, that another seismic global 
economic event will occur in the future. It 
could be triggered by another virus or a 
protracted timeline combating the current 
virus; a communications, power, water, or 
other system outage; a cyber or biological 
attack; a climate event; or other natural 
disaster. The best strategists will be able to 
model the impact of such events, develop 
rational mitigation strategies, and, most 
importantly, position their organisation to 
emerge in a stronger competitive position 
when growth returns.   ■

Consultant and author David A. J. 
Axson is a retired partner from 
Accenture, a co-founder of The Hackett 
Group, and former head of corporate 
planning at Bank of America. To 
comment on this article or to suggest 
an idea for another article, contact Neil 
Amato, an FM magazine senior editor, 
at Neil.Amato@aicpa-cima.com.

A medical worker lifts up a yellow 
helmet after finishing rapid tests for 
the crew of the Explorer Dream cruise 
ship on arrival at JICT port amid the 
spread of the coronavirus in Jakarta, 
Indonesia, on 29 April.
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For a finance director in the city where COVID-19 
hit first, lost business led to creative strategies.

By Alexis See Tho

Wuhan hotel serves up 
innovation during lockdown
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A t midnight on 8 April, a 
celebratory light show lit up 
Wuhan’s skyline. Messages 
on office buildings beamed, 
“Hello, Wuhan”. The world’s 

first city to be put under strict movement 
control to contain the coronavirus’s spread 
ended its lockdown after 76 days. 

In the Chinese industrial hub of 11 
million, the reopening of highways, 
train stations, and the airport began an 
exodus of tens of thousands travelling 
back to their cities and workplaces. In 
the coming months, the city will be 
closely watched worldwide for lessons 
on how communities can recover from 
vast humanitarian and economic losses. 

For businesses emerging into a new 
normal, how will they grapple with lost 
business opportunities? What inventive 
ways and out-of-the-box thinking will 
we see?

At New World Wuhan Hotel a few 
days after the end of the lockdown, 209 
health workers who had been caring for 
coronavirus patients in intensive care 
units — the last remaining group sent 
from another province — were given a 
grand send-off by the city government 
and hotel staff. As a police motorcade 
escorting the buses of medical workers 
departed from the hotel, preparations for 
a reopening began in earnest. 

But when the hotel reopens, will there 
be visitors to Wuhan? 

“The pandemic has caused a huge 
change to our industry and market,” 
said Janet Yan, FCMA, CGMA, finance 
director of New World Wuhan Hotel in an 
interview with FM magazine. 

In January, when the city was put on 
strict quarantine measures to contain 
the virus’s spread, the hotel immediately 
closed its restaurants, cancelled wedding 
banquets, and refunded room bookings. 

At a customarily busy time when 
families gather for a Lunar New Year 
reunion dinner and up to 90% of its 327 
rooms are occupied, the five-star hotel 
was closed to the public and only hosted 
the health workers and about 20 stranded 
hotel guests who didn’t manage to leave 
the city before the lockdown.

Part of Rosewood Hotel Group 
— a subsidiary of Hong Kong-based 
conglomerate Chow Tai Fook Enterprises 
— which owns 39 luxury hotels from 
Paris to the Caribbean with more than 
10,000 employees, the hotel typically 
hosts domestic business travellers. 
It also attracts some international 
travellers from France, the US, and Japan 
due to manufacturing facilities that 
automakers Peugeot-Citroën, General 
Motors, and Honda set up in the city with 
local carmakers.

With many countries still battling 
the coronavirus spread, the travel and 
hospitality industries may take the 
longest time to recover. The longer 
a crisis, the more likely temporary 
measures become permanent fixtures.

Already, millions of office workers 
worldwide are being forced to work 
from home and replace face-to-face 
interactions with virtual meetings. Travel 
budgets have been slashed to save costs. 
Many CFOs are considering permanently 
moving employees to full-time remote 
positions. In finance, it’s also becoming 
clear that remote auditing is possible. 
Virtual annual general meetings are also 
springing up out of necessity.

For hotels, the road to recovery will 
not be as simple as picking up where 
they left off.

Quest for new customers
But Yan’s team has not been caught 
unprepared. 

In the past two months after the 
initial crisis response mode, Yan’s 
finance team of 19 employees, working 
from home, started researching new 
business opportunities. They first 
looked at new businesses for the hotel’s 
restaurants. 

“Because business or travel trips will 
be stopped, the only group of people we 
can rely on is our own community,” Yan 
said. “We need to expand our consumer 
channels.”

As a finance director whose role 
includes business partnering, Yan 
said part of her remit is to support the 
guest services and restaurant divisions’ 
marketing efforts. “During this time, 
we’re constantly thinking about what’s 
next in our operational strategy.”

“Previously, when our guests walk 
into our hotel’s restaurants, what they 
seek are luxury and first-class service and 
dining ambience,” Yan said. “But if these 

can no longer be our main selling points 
after coronavirus, we need to reconsider 
customers’ needs.”

And their search for answers started 
with a humble breakfast item — steamed 
buns. 

From social media posts by friends 
and relatives during the lockdown, 
her team members realised that many 
started cooking a lot more and a 
recurring theme in families’ kitchens 
was wheat-based food — breads, buns, 
noodles, and dumplings. Likes and 
comments abounded for these posts.

“So we thought, what’s a food item 
that’s suitable for the young and old in a 
family, easy to deliver, and can be sold at 
an affordable price point?” she said. They 
also scrutinised available online sales 
channels and the additional costs to sell 
on these channels.

Brainstorming sessions led to 
steamed buns, or baozi in Mandarin, as 
the first test product. Soft, pillowy, and 
stuffed with sweet or savoury fillings, 
they are one of the most common 
breakfast items in China. A morning 
rush to school or work for many includes 
a pit stop at their neighbourhood 
steamed bun seller.

The main objective was to assess 
the market’s demand for ready-made 
food delivered to customers’ doorstep, 
Yan said. Would a five-star hotel brand 
associated with high quality and food 
safety standards be enough to win 
over consumers from more recognised 
food brands?

Using neighbourhood group chats
As eight pork buns in a packet, vacuum 
sealed, and delivered to designated 
pick-up points in neighbourhoods, the 
test product gained traction. At CNY 48 
($7) per packet, the hotel sold 300 buns 
on the first day the product was rolled 
out in February. In following weeks, 
the staff grew bolder in their offerings. 
Durian pancakes, cakes of all kinds, and 
roast duck were added to the list.

What’s fascinating is how they’re 
reaching these new customers. It’s a 
lesson in spotting consumer trends and 
making quick adjustments. 

During Wuhan’s lockdown, when 
one person from each household could 
go out only once every three days for 
necessities, a new form of buying and 
selling emerged. 

Families that didn’t want to venture 

When the coronavirus outbreak shut 
down Wuhan, New World Wuhan Hotel 

began selling steamed buns from 
the hotel’s kitchen in surrounding 

neighbourhoods. 
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to sell vegetables, fruits, and meat. 
The social nature of the chat 

platforms sparked interest amongst 
users as they could see what neighbours 
and friends were purchasing, said Ashley 
Dudarenok, founder of ChoZan, a digital 
marketing agency in Hong Kong. (See the 
sidebar, “What Is Community-Focused 
Retail?”)

As the lockdown continued, the 
number of community chat groups 
exploded. Bigger brands such as Walmart 
and Alibaba’s Freshippo entered 
the space by building apps within 
WeChat called mini programs. The 
neighbourhood group chats also evolved 
beyond groceries to community groups 
for parenting and fitness.

After the lockdown, this 
decentralised, community-focused 
service and product sales model 
may continue to be a strong trend, 
Dudarenok said.

The hotel seized on this new 
opportunity. It set up online groups for 
neighbourhoods it wanted to target. 
The orders are then delivered to pick-up 
points in neighbourhoods with help 
from apartment buildings’ management.

But the test products need to 
be perfected. Yan said hotel staff 
were working on product taste and 
delivery lead time to better target 
these communities. A bonus would be 
social-media-worthy aesthetics, where 
“the packaging or design compels them 
to take pictures and show it off to friends 
on social media”.

Reinventing hotel’s place and 
purpose
Steamed buns aside, Yan’s team has also 
been cooking up other business plans.

The hotel plans to propose outdoor 
weddings to its customers who had 
to postpone their wedding banquet 
bookings. Just as necessary as food, 
“people still need to get married”, 
she said.

Chinese weddings are usually 
large-scale celebrations with friends and 
extended family members invited. In the 
countryside, the whole village would be 
involved. In cities, indoor banquets in 
restaurants or hotels with hundreds of 
guests are common. But this will change 
as people take precautionary measures 
to avoid contracting the virus.

With the warming weather, people 
will want to be outside. The open space 

Resources
CGMA report

Connecting Value Generation for the 
Long Term: A Practical Guide to the 
CGMA Business Model Framework, 
tinyurl.com/y8guamjn

CGMA tool

“Porter’s Five Forces of Competitive 
Position Analysis”, tinyurl.com/y8gy2ton

What is community-focused retail?
Buying and selling via chat groups on WeChat, a ubiquitous messaging and social 
media app in China, emerged when cities in the country went on lockdown. Because 
people weren’t able to go to their neighbourhood markets to buy groceries, sellers at 
small fresh food markets were seeing almost zero customers. Unable to set up 
online stores overnight but determined to find customers, these sellers started 
creating group chats for nearby neighbourhoods to market their fresh produce. 

The chat groups are typically arranged according to apartment buildings or 
neighbourhood compounds, and they reach an immense number of consumers 
because “the density of population in China is unmatched. In a one-kilometre 
radius, there may be hundreds of thousands of people”, said Ashley Dudarenok, 
founder of ChoZan, a digital marketing agency.

How it works
“Every day [sellers] would send them a message saying, ‘Hey, we have spinach and 
fish today’. Think about what happens — people on the group would make their 
orders and even if you were not thinking of buying anything, you’re seeing all your 
neighbours purchasing things and then you also want to buy it,” Dudarenok said.

Purchases would then be delivered at designated times each day to these 
neighbourhoods. There’s also group buying: If buyers in a neighbourhood chat 
group buy above a certain amount, the seller would offer discounts. So, there was 
incentive for neighbours to speak to each other and group their purchases together 
to benefit from the discounts. Neighbours also acted as reliable reviewers. A 
neighbour could ask someone who bought something if the products were a good 
buy and if they would recommend them.

“Even though we’re getting back one way or another, people are rather anxious 
and social distancing is going to be the reality in 2020,” Dudarenok added. “This 
[community-focused retail] is a new way to be connected and to have this 
community — to buy, consume, share and talk, and enjoy. You get to know your 
neighbours at a different level.”

Why it matters
Costs to acquire new customers have increased tremendously in China, and this is 
a comparatively low-cost method to obtain a database of new customers. Weeks 
into Wuhan’s lockdown, big businesses such as Walmart and Alibaba’s Freshippo 
entered the space by creating mini programs (an app within an app) to sell to 
WeChat users. The mini programs are not new, but the pandemic has accelerated 
consumers’ use of these programs.

“Companies need to find a way to make the consumer journey less lonely,” 
Dudarenok said. “People want to be part of the community, part of ... a group like 
them. Those that understand it early enough and use technology to make the 
process seamless, fun, and easy will be the biggest winners.”

outdoors at all bought groceries online. 
Small neighbourhood grocers that 
couldn’t compete with big supermarkets 
with online stores decided to set up 
chat groups on WeChat, a social media 
platform, to take orders. 

These neighbourhood retailers added 
customers they knew into the chat group 
and posted notices in neighbourhoods 
to get more people in the community 
included. These small retailers 
essentially created their own online 
platform for residential neighbourhoods 
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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.

will allow wedding guests to practise 
physical distancing while enjoying 
the social aspects of a gathering, Yan 
said. In March, her team attended an 
online wedding expo to gauge consumer 
demand for wedding events in the 
coming months. Further planning will 
include pinning down suitable outdoor 
locations and pricing for these packages.

Suite rooms for staycations, gym 
memberships, and steak dinners are also 
on pre-sale ahead of its reopening. The 
deals have longer-than-usual validity 
periods on them, some up to a year. This 
is to assure customers that they can 
take advantage of the discounted prices 
well into the future after the pandemic 
subsides, Yan said. 

It’s about reinventing what a hotel 
can offer by taking apart services 
typically reserved for room guests and 
marketing them piecemeal to a wider 
base of customers. Guests may walk 
into the hotel for different services, but 
all enjoy the five-star experience. This 
rethinking of a hotel’s place and purpose 
is an idea long espoused by the group’s 
CEO, Sonia Cheng. 

“Traditionally, it’s all just about 
people coming in. You stay over in 
the room. You use the restaurant, the 
meeting space, for events. That’s it. 
But now I think it’s about building 
community,” Cheng said in an interview 
with travel news site Skift. “People want 
to be connected … the behaviours of 
consumers are changing. And we need 
to change and re-look at the whole hotel 
real estate model to cater to that.”

Connecting finance and the business
For finance professionals, the pandemic 
has made it even more apparent that risk 
management skills are vital, Yan said.

“Before this crisis, a company may 
not even realise that it is only three 
months away from running out of cash,” 
she said. “You may never think of crisis 
preparation and crisis recovery planning 
because things have been going 
smoothly.”

But in moments of emergency, 
companies realise there needs to be 
contingency planning — what to do 

when workers can’t show up at work but 
there’s work to be done, or if the finance 
processes are really traditional and banks 
are closed, how to keep the business 
going, she said.

She also thinks the notion that a 
management accountant’s work connects 
both finance and the business will 
receive greater buy-in and influence in 
companies after the coronavirus. 

“The pandemic has altered companies’ 
business opportunities, business model, 
and operations,” she said, adding that 
a management accountant will really 
need to keep up with the operational 
changes and evaluate the stakeholder 
relationships. 

“By doing this, you will have an even 
deeper understanding of the data you 
have and not a case of just acknowledging 
and recording the revenue numbers from 
operations.” 

Road to recovery
As the hotel reopens, forecasting and 
reforecasting will continue as the finance 
team keeps a close eye on revenues and 
profits. Her team will also need to look at 
more ways to control costs and increase 
cash flow to get through this downturn 
before the business fully recovers. It has 

Janet Yan, FCMA, CGMA,  
leads the finance team 

at New World Wuhan Hotel.

so far avoided layoffs, which was key in 
sustaining employee morale, Yan said.

Another key activity is procurement. 
The hotel used 450 kilogrammes 
of disinfecting alcohol during the 
lockdown. Stocking up on disinfectants 
and protective equipment for its staff is 
crucial to keep the hotel doors open.

“How will Wuhan’s business 
environment look like, whether it will 
recover to pre-coronavirus levels or not 
at all, we need to know these scenarios,” 
Yan said.

But Yan admits that there’s simply 
not enough information at this point for 
complete answers to those questions. 

“I honestly don’t know. I see the 
manufacturing industry and the 
government workers back to work,” 
she said. “But our industry is one of the 
hardest-hit, and we may be the last to 
recover from this. Of course, our hope is 
we can at least return to normal operating 
conditions by the end of the year.”

On the day when the lockdown 
ended, Yan and her husband went for a 
drive around the city. They are feeling 
more at ease. Their 7-year-old son, 
who, during the lockdown, couldn’t 
return to Wuhan from what was 
supposed to be a weeklong Lunar New 
Year holiday at his grandparents’ two 
provinces away, was finally home after 
three months.

They saw young couples out 
dating, people and cars back on the 
roads, bringing back a glimpse of the 
exuberance in the city before January. 
But the city is no longer the same 
and may never be the same again. 
Of mainland China’s total reported 
casualties, the vast majority have been 
in Wuhan. 

“Yes, we may be in the epicentre, but 
when I speak to friends and co-workers, 
we’re all still very optimistic,” Yan said. 
“No matter how much longer we need 
to wear masks or how much longer we 
need to be on guard against the virus, 
we’re doing the little that we can in our 
work, in our personal lives to help this 
city bounce back to life.”   ■
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ES W hen the coronavirus 

pandemic brought 
lockdown and social 
distancing, BrewDog 
faced the prospect of its 

102 bars, from Columbus, Ohio, in the US, 
to London and from Berlin to Brisbane in 
Australia, remaining closed for the 
foreseeable future. This implied a 70% 
drop in revenue overnight. 

But the brewer and distiller’s 
immediate response to the crisis was to 
look at its resources and work out how 

they could be put to best use. The sudden 
public need for vast quantities of hand 
sanitiser as a result of the pandemic 
created an opportunity for BrewDog to 
pivot some of its operations. The 
company’s experience with making quick 
strategic changes, which has helped fuel 
its rapid growth in recent years, enabled 
the swift introduction of a new product 
line in the pandemic-altered environment.

The scarcity of hand sanitiser in the 
region around its headquarters in Ellon, 
near Aberdeen in Scotland, led BrewDog to 

Ben Press, ACMA, CGMA, 
BrewDog’s retail finance 
manager, explains how the 
company quickly switched 
production from gin, rum, 
and vodka. 

By Samantha White

COVID-19: 
From spirits to 
hand sanitiser 

in days BrewDog’s senior distiller, Jamie Muir, packages hand sanitiser for 
distribution. After making the switch to producing hand sanitiser, the 

company distributed the first batch within a few days, to healthcare 
services, charities, and other frontline workers.
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dedicate its distillery to producing this 
important tool in the fight to prevent the 
spread of the coronavirus. The first batch 
was distributed within a few days, free of 
charge, to healthcare services, charities, 
and other frontline workers, explained Ben 
Press, ACMA, CGMA, BrewDog’s retail 
finance manager.

The transition did come with 
challenges. Given the sudden demand 
generated by the pandemic, the pump 
bottles normally used to dispense hand 
sanitiser could not be sourced 
immediately, so the team solved this 
packaging dilemma by using containers 
they already had on the premises. The first 
batches of sanitiser were delivered in beer 
bottles. 

The pump dispenser bottles eventually 
arrived, and the distillery began running 
24 hours a day. It developed the capacity to 
produce up to 12 hectolitres per day, the 
equivalent of 12,000 100ml bottles of hand 
sanitiser. By 28 April, the number of units 
donated had reached more than 250,000. 

The vans usually used for local 
deliveries of beers and spirits are now 
being used to distribute the sanitiser, as 
well as to deliver meals to people who are 
isolated or in rural areas.

When the message about the changes 
to operations went out to employees, 
“everybody wanted to chip in and help”, 
Press said. “We have this mentality that 
we’re all in it together, and everyone just 
does what is needed, so for us this is kind 
of a normal thing.” 

In his three years with the company, as 
well as being responsible for the 
management accounts of the company’s 
bars, Press has packed bottles of gin, done 
an occasional shift in the bar, and worked 
in the lab, as well as on the packaging line 
in the brewery. 

Since it was founded in 2007, the 
company has undergone rapid expansion, 
has operations in the US, Australia, and 
Germany, and employs 3,000 people. “We 
have the ability to react very quickly to any 

changes, given that we’ve been growing so 
fast,” Press said. “We’re used to working at 
pace, so turning production around pretty 
quickly wasn’t as scary as it could have 
been.” 

This spirit of innovation and flexibility 
is rooted in “a shared mentality and a 
shared vision of what we want the 
company to be”, he said. “By making sure 
we’ve got all like-minded people, it makes 
things like this so much easier.”

Cultural fit is the first priority in the 
company’s hiring decisions. “What our 
recruitment team always looks for is, first, 
whether the person is a good fit, and then, 
do they have the skillset to do the role?”

One way of gauging that fit is to seek 
people with passion. As Press described it, 
“we like to get geeky people. You can be 
geeky about anything; Lego is a popular 
one. Our former people director was 
obsessed with Christmas films”. This latter 
passion involved owning every single one 
that had ever been released on DVD, 
categorising them, and starting to watch 
them three months before Christmas to get 
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Ben Press, ACMA, CGMA, BrewDog’s 
retail finance manager, says “everybody 
wanted to chip in and help” when 
employees learned of the changeover 
to producing hand sanitiser.

The distillery developed 
the capacity to produce 
12,000 100ml bottles of 
hand sanitiser.



34  I  FM MAGAZINE  I  June 2020

Samantha White is a freelance writer 
based in the UK. 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.

Hear more
Ben Press, ACMA, CGMA, BrewDog’s 
retail finance manager, talks about the 
company’s pivot from producing spirits 
to hand sanitiser in an FM magazine 
podcast episode available at  
tinyurl.com/ycr4sjs7.

through them all in time for the festive 
season. “It’s just weird and wonderful 
things like that — if you can tap into that 
geekiness, you can make people geeky 
about beer, and about BrewDog, and about 
what we’re doing.”

To keep the business going and 
preserve as many jobs as possible through 
the lockdown period, the two co-founders, 
James Watt and Martin Dickie, announced 
they will not draw a salary in 2020. The 
COO and board members have each agreed 
to take a 50% pay cut. UK government 

programmes, such as the furlough scheme 
and business rates (local tax) relief, will 
also help. 

The aim of the sanitiser project was to 
meet an immediate need in the local 
community as quickly as possible. “As 
soon as our founder, James, put the word 
out, we were bombarded with requests, 
through social media and our mailboxes, 
from people trying to get hold of hand gel, 
which just shows how in demand it is,” 
Press said. 

The gel made in the initial phase of 

production contained 69% alcohol, above 
the 60% minimum recommended by the 
UK Health and Safety Executive and in 
accordance with World Health 
Organization guidelines. It was welcomed 
by charities including the Aberlour Trust 
and the ARCHIE Foundation, which 
support children and families in the local 
community. 

In the subsequent phases, learning has 
prompted adjustments and 
improvements. In response to feedback 
from local hospitals that the alcohol 
content required for sanitiser used in 
clinical care is higher than that used by 
individuals, BrewDog worked with the 
UK’s National Health Service to meet that 
specification. On 3 April, less than two 
weeks after the first batch was produced, 
the company received approval and an 
order for the new version of the sanitiser, 
which has an 80% alcohol content. 

As its bars around the world remain 
closed, the company has created a virtual 
alternative, a further example of its 
adaptability and willingness to innovate. 
“The virtual bar was an idea that we came 
up with so that regulars to a certain bar 
would still be able to catch up with all the 
people that they might normally see 
whenever they go out, and have a drink 
together, without leaving the comfort of 
their own home or breaking social-
distancing rules,” Press said. 

The virtual bar opened for the first time 
on a Friday, 27 March, and featured a pub 
quiz, guided beer tastings, and live music. 
Held over Zoom, it attracted more than 
1,000 participants, the maximum number 
permitted by the online meetings 
platform.   ■

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 S

Stream episodes at  
fm-magazine.com/podcast  
or subscribe on  
Apple Podcasts or  
Google Play.
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A s the coronavirus crisis has 
illustrated, in today’s 
dynamic and rapidly 
changing world, the approach 
to risk could end up being the 

difference between a company’s survival 
and its demise. 

Sarah Kuijlaars, FCMA, CGMA, an 
experienced CFO and currently a 
nonexecutive board member for the 
UK-based international provider of mobile 
modular power, temperature control, and 
energy services, Aggreko, knows this. 

The sudden halting of some of the 
world’s biggest economies in response to 
the coronavirus crisis shows the vital role 
risk management plays in strategy and 
operations today. When changes come in 
today’s complex global economies, they 
often come fast. 

“The world is changing so quickly, 
there’s so much disruption that managing 
risk is even more important now than in 
the past,” she said. 

Beyond checking the box 
It’s important to make others in top 
positions look at risk awareness as not just 
something that’s part of some 
cumbersome regulations but an integral 
piece of a company’s operations that could 
insulate a company from what could be 
devastating losses. 

Management accountants should 
closely scrutinise how business operations 
approach areas of risk, whether it’s 
developing plans on how to respond to 
geopolitical events that could affect 
operations or looking at how personnel 

policies are upheld. It also requires 
keeping those below you accountable and 
drilling into risk assessments to make sure 
there is substance behind any plans. 

“Encourage risk to be part of the 
day-to-day conversations and not a 
check-the-box compliance at the end of 
the year,” Kuijlaars said.

One way Kuijlaars has done this is to 
encourage top leaders to focus on worker 
safety issues rather than relying just on 
health and safety executives. That has 
meant visiting work sites and emphasising 
policies that allow and encourage workers 
to “stop work” when they feel unsafe. 
Having a top financial leader emphasise 
this message makes it clear that it’s a 
company priority, she said. 

“Practising the ‘if not me, then who’ 
personal responsibility is critical to ensure 
that every employee and contractor gets 
home safe every day,” Kuijlaars said. 

Connecting risk with market 
opportunities 
The most effective way to demonstrate the 
need to plan for risk is to show how it 
helps the bottom line, Kuijlaars said. No 
product manager wants to see their newest 

endeavour fail, and framing conversations 
about risk in ways that relate to product 
success can win you important allies, she 
said. 

“Engage in the language the product 
manager uses to help him or her 
understand that managing risk is part of 
managing a successful project,” Kuijlaars 
said. 

She suggests shifting the conversation 
away from what needs to be done to meet 
the bare minimum of regulations. Instead, 
show how paying close attention to worker 
safety plans, vendor reputations, and more 
can support a successful product launch 
and better business in general. 

Kuijlaars suggests bringing risk 
management into daily conversations 
about corporate operations and making 
sure best practice is put in place. Doing so 
will mean savings in money and time from 
accidents avoided and crises mitigated in 
smart ways because of work done at the 
front end to anticipate problems. 

“There’s more acknowledgement today 
that there’s risk around us,” she said. “You 
have to manage that and manage it 
proactively.” 

But make sure you are not the person at 

Companies can use risk management to steer clear of disasters and to identify 
important opportunities, according to Sarah Kuijlaars, FCMA, CGMA. 

By Sarah Ovaska

Making risk a
central focus 

‘Engage in the language the product
manager uses to help him or her
understand that managing risk is part of
managing a successful project.’
Sarah Kuijlaars, FCMA, CGMA
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the table who gives a solid “no” vote to 
endeavours because of potential risk. You 
may feel better in the short term to reject a 
new proposal or service because of the 
unknown nature of how the endeavour 
will work out, but that won’t help your 
company in the long term. 

“Doing nothing is also a risk, as you can 
potentially lose market share and shrink 
your company’s reach and revenue,” she 
said. 

Kuijlaars suggests keeping an open 
mind while still emphasising the need to 
manage and address risk.   ■

Sarah Ovaska is a freelance writer 
based in the US. To comment on this 
article or to suggest an idea for 
another article, contact Ken Tysiac,  
FM magazine’s editorial director, at 
Kenneth.Tysiac@aicpa-cima.com.

Sarah Kuijlaars, FCMA, 
CGMA, a nonexecutive board 
member for UK-based 
Aggreko, says discussing 
risk management daily can 
save companies time and 
money when a crisis hits.



Become a culture champion 
by embodying positive and 
productive workplace values.

By Jessica Hubbard

Serving 
as a role 
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W ith so much emphasis 
currently being placed 
on the ability to create 
opportunity and 
innovate amidst 

complexity, finance teams and 
departments often find themselves 
operating at breakneck speed. Despite the 
fast pace and the necessity for innovation, 
it’s as important as ever to step back for a 
moment and practise cultivating an ethical 
and uplifting workplace culture.

According to Mandy Morgan, chief 
executive of Akim Business Solutions in 
South Africa, finance professionals in all 
areas of business, and especially in 
leadership positions, have an obligation to 
their companies and teams to lead by 
example, “never compromising on what is 
right and what is wrong”.
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Often, however, these professionals are 
placed in extremely difficult situations 
whereby their ethical values may be tested, 
and their decisions directly influence the 
future trajectory of the entire organisation. 

“Finance professionals are often 
perceived to hold the ‘keys to the safe’ 
when it comes to making discretionary 
decisions on how an organisation directs 
resources,” said Guy Addison, director at 
South Africa-based Addison Incorporated, 
and that can often lead to conflict with 
other people’s priorities. 

Yet Addison believes that some form of 
friction within teams is healthy and noted 
that finance professionals need to 
understand and appreciate their unique 
position within an organisation. 

With this in mind, how can finance 
professionals become culture champions 

and promote ethical, productive, and 
positive workplace values? Morgan and 
Addison suggested the following:

Encourage communication
Always create open lines of 
communication between yourself and 
your team, advised Morgan. These don’t 
need to be formal arrangements — just 
telling your team regularly that you are 
there and willing to listen makes it easier 
for team members to approach you with 
difficult decisions. “If a leader is 
unapproachable, their team won’t be 
willing to have those difficult discussions 
… which could prevent bad choices,” she 
said. 

Be willing to stand alone
Taking the line of least resistance may 
work in the short term, but more often 
than not, finance professionals need to be 
courageous, according to Addison. In his 
view, finance professionals need to be 
willing to stand alone on matters of sound 
ethics and professional responsibility. The 
tone from the top should encourage 
professionals to feel confident in taking a 
naturally sceptical stance.

Recognise and reward excellence
When a team member excels, recognise 
their achievement and acknowledge the 
work they have done. “This encourages 
team members to keep positive and to 
want to repeat their good performance,” 
Morgan said. “Nothing is more 
demoralising than not receiving 
recognition for good performance … or, 
even worse, someone else getting the 
recognition.”

Seek mentorship
Mentors are important for all professionals 
in the workplace, Addison said. Finance 

professionals should seek out finance 
professionals who have deep experience in 
their discipline. “In that trusting 
relationship, be courageous and willing to 
engage in meaningful discussions around 
the work environment,” he advised. 

Keep conversations positive
Research has supported the idea that 
positive thinking breeds success, and 
Morgan reiterated that “positivity creates 
positivity”. 

“There is plenty to be negative about, 
but trying to channel conversations in a 
positive direction uplifts the team,” she 
explained. “There is always something 
positive. Remember the small things … 
compliments, encouragement, well 
wishes, and even small gestures like a 
chocolate, a team lunch, etc. All these 
things cost little but have a big impact on 
team morale.” 

Trust your instincts
“In the early parts of one’s career, you have 
a high technical competence in relation to 
managerial competence,” Addison noted. 
As you progress, this shifts, and you learn 
to trust your gut about situations. 
“Throughout your career, be willing and 
open to listening to your gut feel about 
situations and make sure that you don’t 
give up until you have found the answers,” 
he said. “Finance professionals are often 
focused on their technical skills, but their 
leadership and relational skills determine 
how successful they will be once they join 
the workforce.” 

“Everyone can bring their own 
contribution to the professional scepticism 
process,” added Peter Steel, vice-president–
Professional Standards and Conduct at the 
Association of International Certified 
Professional Accountants. “Teamwork is a 
powerful tool to ensure robustness of the 
process — those more junior in the 
organisation may have access to the 
detailed transactions, whilst the more 
senior members of the team may be 
looking at the bigger picture.”    ■

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

Resources
Articles

“New Code of Ethics Is True to CIMA’s 
Core Principles”, FM magazine, 
October 2019, tinyurl.com/yy7z679l

“The Shifting Shape of Ethics”, FM 
magazine, 24 October 2018,  
tinyurl.com/thm9fzw

Podcast

“Driving Ethical Behaviour in a Global 
Organisation”, FM magazine, 21 August 
2019, tinyurl.com/wwlo26p

Online resources

CIMA Code of Ethics, tinyurl.com/
y36gnvca

AICPA Code of Professional Conduct, 
tinyurl.com/rjjhjy8

‘Finance professionals are often focused 
on their technical skills, but their 
leadership and relational skills 
determine how successful they will be 
once they join the workforce.’
Guy Addison, director at Addison Incorporated
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George Alexandrou is an associate 
professor at the Faculty of Business 
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for the University of London’s Global 
MBA programme. He is a member of 
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The world’s oldest provider of academic 

awards through distance learning, 

the University of London challenges 

and inspires students from around the 

world. Its Global MBA is the University’s 

flagship business programme, with four 

intakes per year. 

Power-charge your career 
Q  How can an MBA help to advance a career in accountancy and 
finance?   

A  An accountant or finance professional has specialist knowledge in their 
field, but if they want to progress higher up the management ladder to the most 
senior jobs, they will also need a more holistic perspective of the organisation. 
The MBA is the best qualification to help them develop this broader skillset. 
It is usually taken as a second academic degree and requires considerable 
working managerial experience. It helps to refresh and consolidate knowledge 
and power-charge career progression for individuals aspiring to higher-level 
managerial jobs. 

Q  What advantages does an accountancy or finance background bring  
to MBA students?    

A  The MBA is a broad degree that develops students’ skills and increases their 
knowledge in all areas of business. Having the analytical mind and approach 
of an accountant or finance professional can really help students as they learn 
how to find solutions to complex, multidimensional problems. To be a successful 
manager you will have to analyse the complicated problems and scenarios of 
corporate life, and students who know how to take an analytical approach to 
problem-solving will be at an advantage. 

Q  How does the Global MBA programme complement CIMA 
qualifications?    

A  If you have an existing CIMA qualification, you can apply for Recognition 
of Prior Learning, which means you wouldn’t have to take all the modules. 
However, I would actually advise students that revising and revisiting the 
knowledge you gained in your CIMA qualification during the MBA is very 
useful to make sure you understand the most up-to-date applications of that 
knowledge. We sometimes think we know a topic, but in a complex business 
environment, things are changing all the time, and it’s always useful to update 
and sharpen our skills. There’s an old saying that a professor sets the same 
exam questions every year because the answers change every year! 

Q  What advice would you give CIMA members who are considering  
an MBA?

A  An MBA should not be a quick fix, and I would advise students not to cut 
corners. Don’t just try and get through the programme as quickly as possible 
— take your time and enjoy the learning process. If you don’t think you will 
enjoy it, don’t do it. You may find it challenging, particularly if you have had a 
few years away from academic education, but you should make the most of 
this opportunity to learn. The world is changing and becoming more complex. 
There are constantly new instruments, new securities, new intermediaries, new 
methods of doing things. The MBA will allow you to refresh your knowledge and 
learn new skills to be able to deal with that ever-changing business landscape.
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return to a previous 
employer



G oing to work for a completely 
new company is a daunting 
experience. But what happens 
when your new company is a 
company you’ve worked at 

before? Can you just slip back in? And will 
your history and any pre-existing 
relationships be an advantage or a 
drawback?

Sometimes it doesn’t matter
If the company is a huge multinational 
and you’re returning to a different 
business unit or the time elapsed is ten 
years, you will effectively be working at a 
new company that feels strangely familiar 
in places. Returning is much more of an 
issue if the business is small or medium-
size or if you are going back within a few 
years.

Do your homework
Don’t expect the company to be exactly the 
same. Even if you’ve been away for only a 
couple of years, a lot may have changed. 
Perhaps you left a business that was a 
mid-level player but is now at the top of its 
sector, or perhaps the market for the 
company’s products has shrunk. Things 
could be different inside the business, too. 
There will be new alliances, some people 
will have moved on, and new people who 
have no idea who you are will have joined. 
Make an effort to rebuild old relationships 
and forge new ones. 

Focus on the positives
If you are joining a new company, you 
have a huge amount of startup work to do, 
and your network will probably consist of 
a handful of people. You will have an 
outsider’s view of the politics and culture. 
If you’re returning, you will know most 
basics and will speak the company’s 
language, with the advantage of having 

recently seen different ways of working 
and having a fresh perspective.

Use the opportunity to rebrand 
yourself
Even if many people who know you are 
still with the company, it’s still a chance to 
reposition yourself. Make it clear that 
you’re not the same old you. Rather, you’ve 
grown, you’ve got more experience, and 
you’ve got new skills. Think, too, about any 
negative perceptions that people might 
have had. Now is the time to change those 
perceptions.

Don’t be too cocky, though
If you left to get more experience and have 
come back in a more senior role, this is a 
success story. But you shouldn’t stride in 
like a conquering hero and lord it over 
those you once worked with. Instead, 
recognise that everyone has grown and 
progressed in their careers. Your 
progression may have been more rapid and 
impressive, but everyone will know that 
already. You can afford to show a little 
humility. Ask people to help you and bring 
you up to speed. Show that you’re 
interested in what they’ve done over the 
last few years, too.

Be honest about returning in a  
similar role
Let’s say you went off to do greater things 
and they didn’t work out. In this case, just 
be honest about things not working out. 
Being straight about what happened is the 
best way to shut down gossip, move on, 
and get your career back on track. You can 
add a positive spin by saying that you 
learned a lot about yourself, about how 
organisations work, and about what is 
important to you. Don’t worry too much 
about what others think. People are much 
more interested in their own careers than 

yours, and they’ll forget about your setback 
sooner or later.

Be ready to apologise
It goes without saying that the possibility 
of returning is one reason you shouldn’t 
settle scores and burn bridges when you 
leave. But what if you did? In this case, you 
have to eat your words and say you’re 
sorry. Here, you should expect some snide 
remarks. But if you demonstrate genuine 
contrition and show that you are prepared 
to make amends and work hard, you will 
probably be forgiven in time.

Remember that you’re not alone
What you’re doing is quite normal. 
Particularly if you work in an industry with 
a few big players, at some point, you’re 
likely to become a boomerang worker. 
Some companies, such as McKinsey, 
actively encourage employees to go away, 
get experience elsewhere, and return — 
and have thriving alumni networks.

Finally, make sure you have a  
forward focus
It’s fine to talk about your previous time 
with the business, but don’t wallow in 
nostalgia for the good old days when you 
worked there before. People are interested 
in where you’re going, not where you’ve 
come from. Bringing up the past makes 
you look like part of the past, not the 
future.   ■

It’s OK to lean on past experience, but make sure you take a humble, 
forward-looking approach when returning to an organisation. 

By Rhymer Rigby

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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Unilever’s finance team has been at the forefront 
of moves to create a level playing field for reporting 
environmental impacts in financial disclosures.

By Oliver Rowe

Strategies for 
embedding climate 
reporting
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I n consumer goods company 
Unilever’s sustainability metrics, the 
assessment of a product’s 
environmental impact doesn’t stop 
when the product is shipped, or even 

when it is purchased from a retailer by a 
customer. The company measures its 
impact right across its value chain, from 
the production of its raw and packing 
materials through to end consumer use.

Sustainability has been a longtime 
focus of Unilever. In 2010 under then CEO 
Paul Polman, HonFCMA, it launched its 
ten-year Sustainable Living Plan (USLP), 
which set out to “decouple” its growth 
from its environmental footprint so that 
greater financial success wouldn’t have a 
proportionate impact on the world’s 
environment.

Graeme Pitkethly, Unilever’s CFO, is a 
vice-chair of the Task Force on Climate-
Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD), 
which includes more than 1,000 global 
business, public sector, and national 

government supporters across more than 
50 countries. 

Roger Seabrook, FCMA, CGMA, 
vice-president of finance, marketing and 
sustainability at Unilever, said the USLP 
was “ground-breaking in that it looked 
across the entire lifetime of the product” in 
assessing Unilever’s environmental 
impact.

He explained: “Of course we included 
our own activities, our factories, our staff, 
our offices, and so on. But importantly it 
included both the footprint of our 
suppliers and the eventual consumer use. 
So it looked at how consumers were using 
the products and their eventual disposal.”

One of Unilever’s three top-line 
sustainability goals was to halve the 
company’s environmental impact per 
consumer use of product. Progress against 
this has been mixed: While the company 
reported in its 2018 Sustainable Living 
Report there had been a 52% reduction 
since 2008 in “CO₂ from energy per tonne 

of production”, since 2010 greenhouse gas 
impact per consumer use has increased by 
around 6%.

Seabrook explained: “[The] complete 
value chain is obviously important 
because that’s the full impact on the 
planet.” But he added that Unilever’s 
“ability to influence consumers is 
obviously different from our ability to 
influence suppliers or our own 
operations”. 

The TCFD sought to encourage climate 
disclosure to enable financial markets to 
properly address climate risk. Seabrook 
said the logic was that “if the market can 
price climate risk appropriately, then that 
pricing mechanism will influence 
behaviour and lead to more sustainable 
business models”.

Inclusion in financial statements
After the TCFD published its 
recommendations in 2017 (see the sidebar 
“Principles for Effective Disclosures”), the 
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Unilever finance team was tasked with 
looking at how to embed them within its 
reporting. “The premise of [the TCFD] was 
that these disclosures would be made in 
the financial statements, not in a separate 
sustainability report or somewhere else,” 
Seabrook said.

By making them part of mainstream 
financial disclosures, they become more 
visible, subject to more scrutiny, and better 
integrated into governance structures, 
Seabrook said.

Of the TCFD’s recommended four areas 
of disclosure — governance, strategy, risk 
management, and metrics and targets — 
Unilever saw most potential to improve its 
strategy disclosures. To do this it carried 
out climate scenario analysis work, as 
recommended by the TCFD.

Using internationally accepted climate 
models, it looked at two scenarios: a 
two-degree Celsius and a four-degree 
Celsius global temperature rise by 2100. It 
then “stress-tested” the business at an 
earlier point on those temperature rise 
trajectories — at the year 2030.

The analyses were applied to Unilever’s 

2015 footprint and run without assuming 
mitigation or adaptation by the company; 
ie, they identified the gross impacts.

For the two-degree modelling, Seabrook 
explained the company used “surrogate or 
proxy data — so the carbon footprint data, 
commodity prices, and whatever 
assumptions we could get to fill in gaps. 
And we focused on the P&L — what’s the 
impact on sales and on the sourcing cost?”

In this lower temperature rise scenario, 
countries across the world work together 
to accelerate the investment in low-carbon 
energy technologies and limit emissions 
from deforestation and change in land use. 
Unilever’s model anticipates zero net 
deforestation and net negative emissions.

The four-degree scenario is based on 
increasingly severe impacts of climate 
change as countries’ collective efforts to 
tackle climate change fragment. For 
Unilever, the four-degree rise would mean 
agricultural prices increase because of 
water stress and that turnover increases 
are limited by reduced GDP growth.

The conclusion from both models was 
that the biggest impact for Unilever was on 

Principles for effective 
disclosures 
The Task Force on Climate-Related 
Financial Disclosures set out in its 
June 2017 report seven principles for 
effective disclosure. It encourages 
companies to consider these as they 
develop climate-related financial 
disclosures. The report is available at 
tinyurl.com/y9wd59yq.
 Disclosures should be:

1. Relevant; 
2. Specific and complete;
3. Clear, balanced, and 

understandable; 
4. Consistent over time;
5. Comparable among 

organisations within a sector, 
industry, or portfolio; 

6. Reliable, verifiable, and objective; 
and 

7. Provided on a timely basis.

A call to action
A delay to tackling climate change will come at a cost, 
quantified by the United Nations at almost $1.2 trillion over 
the next 15 years. And while climate change presents a 
financial risk to the global economy, it provides companies 
with opportunities — including differentiating themselves 
from their competitors. 

It’s also an opportunity for accountants — to apply their 
skills and expertise “to the uncharted challenges that climate 
change presents”, according to a February statement by the 
chief executives of global accountancy bodies (see “Accounting 
Profession Leaders Call for Action Against Climate Change”, 
FM magazine, 25 February 2020, tinyurl.com/v5d487q). In their 
call to action to the accountancy profession, the chief 
executives — including the Association’s president and CEO, 
Barry Melancon, CPA, CGMA, FCMA — said: “Professional 
accountants have a responsibility to act in the public interest. 
Many argue that this responsibility must now include helping 
organisations to address climate change.”

The statement also urged accountants to commit to a 
series of actions that include using and implementing 
reporting frameworks such as those of the International 
Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) and the Task Force on 
Climate-Related Financial Disclosures (TCFD). Melancon is 
chair of the IIRC and has advocated the benefits of integrated 
thinking and reporting for understanding and responding to 
the risk of climate change.

The principles of the International Integrated Reporting 
Framework, adopted by 2,000 organisations in more than 70 
countries, are compatible with the TCFD recommendations, 
which were set out in 2017. The recommendations have 
considerable backing, including in the UK from the Financial 
Reporting Council, which is conducting a major review of how 
companies and auditors assess, report, and respond to the 
impact of climate change.

The chief executives of global accountancy bodies’ February 
call to action said that accountants should:
  y Provide sound advice and services as organisations, 

capital markets, and governments develop and 
implement plans for climate change mitigation and 
adaptation. 

  y Use and implement existing and developing reporting 
frameworks such as those from the IIRC and the TCFD. 

  y Contribute to the efforts of the organisations they 
work with to integrate climate change risk into 
organisational strategy, finance, operations, and 
communications. 

  y Support sustainable decision-making within the 
organisations they work for by allocating budgets and 
resources and by developing high-quality and timely 
information and insights through measurement and 
disclosure, built on robust and transparent accounting 
systems. 
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its agriculture supply chain. The company 
then did “deep dives” on what climate 
change would mean for the availability — 
and price — of soybean oil, which is an 
important ingredient in many of the 
company’s food products. It reported on 
this in 2018 and then decided to look in 
depth at palm oil and tea.

“The key thing, of course, is what you 
do in terms of making different decisions,” 
Seabrook said. 

Creating a level playing field
Also important is how much a company 
reveals about its strategy. “You’ve got the 
challenge of balancing appropriate 
disclosures with not sharing commercially 
sensitive information,” he said. To create a 
level playing field requires all companies 
to disclose against common standards, he 
urged.

The expectation is that investors and 
others will seek to require companies to 
disclose and that this will raise the bar over 
time. BlackRock, with close to $7 trillion 
under its management, is one example of a 
large institutional investor taking action in 
this way.

There are some challenges for 
companies in creating scenarios and 
reporting on their analysis. In their 
CIMA-funded study of TCFD 
implementation (available at tinyurl.com/
suoqfu5), researchers at Sydney University, 
professor of accounting Wai Fong Chua and 
accounting lecturer Tanya Fiedler, found 
there were commercial challenges 
associated with creating scenarios and 
“putting forward-looking financial 
information to the market that, while built 
on ‘plausible assumptions’, is not a 
forecast”. They found there was uncertainty 
around scenario definitions and whether 
they should be quantitative or qualitative. 
They also suggested that “existing climate 
models are not fit for purpose when used in 
the top-down analytical methods of 
traditional financial models”.

A further challenge is that the 
disclosures are spread across the reporting 
accounts — in governance, risk, and 
strategy reports, as well as in the financial 
statements. “So the question is how do you 
then curate it in a way that the reader can 
get to what they need to quickly,” Seabrook 
said.

Management accountants’ role
For management accountants, this work is 
very much about driving better decisions 

and being forward looking (see the sidebar 
“A Call to Action”). It is about the need to 
combine financial with nonfinancial 
information — for example, around the 
complex question of how to put a price on 
carbon. It’s also about strategy — how to 
reduce emissions and prepare for the 
consequences of the already changing 
climate. It can also challenge long-held 
internal assumptions about existing 
business models. 

Unilever’s 2019 annual report and 
accounts contains a wide range of 
nonfinancial metrics, including 
greenhouse gas emissions. “It is a very 
different kind of reporting than that of 
well-established financial accounting 
systems with all the checks and balances 
built up over years of experience,” 
Seabrook said.

“All accountants are going to have to get 
more fluent at integrating these different 
kinds of measures together with the 
financial measures and drawing out 
meaning internally for better decisions, 
but also external disclosure to provide 
consistent information to enable 
comparison of companies,” he said.

As well as risks, climate change also 
offers opportunities for new, sustainable 
business models — for example, products 
that require less water or less energy 

through lower temperature use will 
become sought after. Seabrook said: “As 
consumers demand these products, huge 
opportunities open up to those companies 
that can meet them with the right product 
at the right price.”

Advice 
Seabrook’s advice for management 
accountants to get started with climate-
related disclosures is:
  y Review what you are already 

disclosing and start from there.
  y Learn from what others are doing 

— in both similar and different 
businesses. Talk to them to learn 
from their experience but be aware 
that starting points will differ.

  y Think about your current view of the 
material impacts on your business.

  y Consider a multifunctional team 
approach.

  y Take small steps and don’t try to do 
everything in one go.   ■

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

Roger Seabrook, FCMA, 
CGMA, the vice-president 
of finance, marketing and 
sustainability at Unilever.
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2020 elections to CIMA Council
Newly elected members

The following members have been 
elected for their first term as Members 

of Council, to serve from the close of the 
Annual General Meeting on 3 June 2020 
until the close of the Annual General 
Meeting in 2023:
Louise O’Brien — Central London and North 
Thames constituency (EC1)

Jonathan Nicholls — South West England and 
South Wales (EC2)
Jaco Moolman — East, West Central and South 
Africa (EC10)
Brien Hueppauff — South East England 
constituency (EC12)

Re-elected members
The following members have been re-elected 

to serve for another term on Council from the 
close of the Annual General Meeting on  
3 June 2020 until the close of the Annual 
General Meeting in 2023:
Hasmukh Mistry — West Midlands 
constituency (EC4)
Janet Brown — North East England 
constituency (EC5)
Stephen Milne — Scotland constituency (EC7) 

CIMA president: ‘Management accountants must adapt — quickly’

In February, CIMA President Amal Ratnayake, FCMA, CGMA, 
spoke at a series of UK events. He welcomed new members at 

an event at Drapers’ Hall in London, and in Birmingham he 
met members at a “Future of Accounting” event.

At the president’s lunch in Leeds, Ratnayake spoke about how 
technical innovation is transforming management accounting. He 
told the audience of members, high-achieving students, recruiters, 
and CIMA volunteers that technology is influencing all levels of 
finance. “To remain relevant in their roles, management 
accountants must adapt — quickly. That means embracing the new 
skills we need to deliver on … new services areas and technologies.”

He emphasised the need to develop skills of creativity, 
influence, innovation, leadership, and problem-solving. “We 
must match technological intelligence with human intelligence 
to capitalise on all the digital age has to offer,” he said. 

Also in February, Ratnayake introduced the Money Talks 
events in Bucharest in Romania, and Warsaw and Krakow in 
Poland. Rebecca McCaffry, FCMA, CGMA, associate technical 
director–Management Accounting at the Association of 
International Certified Professional Accountants, presented on the 
joint Association-KPMG International report Finance Transformation: 
The Human Perspective, which led to a panel discussion.

CIMA President Amal 
Ratnayake, FCMA, CGMA, 
above, and the Association’s 
Rebecca McCaffry, FCMA, 
CGMA, speak at Money Talks 
events in Warsaw and Krakow 
in Poland.

Above and at 
right, CIMA 
President Amal 
Ratnayake, FCMA, 
CGMA, attends the 
president’s lunch 
in Leeds.
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In February, the Association of 
International Certified Professional 

Accountants signed a cooperation 
agreement with the Polish Chamber of 
Statutory Auditors (PIBR) to support the 
audit profession. 

It would allow PIBR members to obtain CPA 
and CIMA qualifications and Association 
members to have access to the PIBR. The 
agreement would also give access to the 
Association’s Auditing in the Future project 
resources focused on new technologies. There 
would be cooperation on CPD and events for 
members of both organisations.

Jakub Bejnarowicz, the Association’s 
regional director, Europe, said the cooperation 
agreement is “a milestone in the development 
of our business in Europe”. He added: “[It is] 
also an extremely important event from the 
perspective of the future of finance, and above 
all audit in Poland.”

Coronavirus hub provides  
support for members

The Association of International Certified Professional Accountants has 
been monitoring the impact of the coronavirus on members, students, 

staff, and the profession. It set up a coronavirus hub, available at  
tinyurl.com/udbvyzm, which brings together content and support for 
CIMA members on both technical and wellbeing topics.

Obituary notice

We express our condolences to the 
family of Philip Arthur Hewitt, FCMA, 

CGMA, FCA, who died in March. Hewitt was 
CIMA president in 1992–93 and received 
the Institute’s medal in 1996.

Association to cooperate with Polish Chamber of Statutory Auditors

For the first time, CIMA students can now 
take their exams remotely. The 

coronavirus pandemic forced many test 
centres to close, preventing the delivery of 
CIMA Objective Tests and Case Study exams 
to students around the world.

The format of the exams has not 
changed, and established testing software is 
being used to deliver them. Students now have 
the choice to be tested remotely, except in China 
and Russia, or to go to a test centre where open. 

Stephen Flatman, vice-president of 
examinations–Management Accounting at the 
Association of International Certified 
Professional Accountants, said test centres had 
been closed around the world “to ensure 
everyone’s safety and wellbeing”. He added: 
“CIMA students [can now] take their Objective 
Tests and Case Study exams from their homes 
and with minimal disruption.”

CIMA students move to remote testing
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Barbara Misterska-Dragan, president of the Polish Chamber of Statutory 
Auditors, and Jakub Bejnarowicz, the Association of International Certified 
Professional Accountants’ regional director, Europe.



Launching
a new era
S atellites orbiting the planet are fundamental to 

today’s global economy. They are critical for high-
speed internet in remote areas, navigation (think 
GPS), and weather forecasts, and they can help us 
solve global challenges such as climate change.

Last year, Elon Musk’s SpaceX began launching batches of 
satellites to build a mega-constellation of 12,000 this decade, 
more than the number of satellites that humans have sent into 
space since Sputnik’s launch in 
1957. These satellites are smaller 
and much cheaper to build. The 
goal is to blanket the globe with 
high-speed internet service. Other 
key players racing to be the 
dominant satellite operator are 
Amazon and Telesat. But critics 
say the world is unprepared to 
manage an orbital congestion of 
thousands of satellites.

For governments and 
organisations, how will 
technologies powered by 
satellites fit into long-term 
strategy? Will a connected world 
that includes underserved and 
remote populations change  
what you do?

A SpaceX Falcon 9 rocket carrying 60 satellites lifts 
off from Cape Canaveral in Florida in the US. The 
satellites, some as small as a briefcase, will be part 
of SpaceX’s constellation that orbits the Earth.PH
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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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Join our
Global
Career Hub
— where top companies and top talent in 
the accounting profession come together.

Thinking about a career move? 

The Association of International Certifi ed Professional
Accountants Global Career Hub, combining the strengths of
the AICPA® and CIMA®, connects you to your next opportunity. 

Our job search tool lets you choose from a wide variety of jobs, 
updated daily and customizable by role, location, salary or
sector. You can also create job alerts that are delivered straight 
into your inbox, as well as fi nd dedicated  career advice on 
everything you need to support your job search.

Kick-start your search:
mycareer.aicpa-cima.com
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