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It’s too damn quiet
The ICAEW/CIPFA merger roadshow hits
Luxembourg tonight. It’s Lancashire tomorrow before
going nationwide next week. If this sounds like the
itinerary of some revivalist band tentatively retreading
the boards, that’s not the only parallel. This act is also a
familiar one and in recent years it too has had more
misses than hits. 

Both parties are positive. The ICAEW believes its
consolidation roadshows are convincing members that
merger plans are sound, while its recent polling shows
67% of members are in favour. 

CIPFA, meanwhile, points to the 1990 attempt to
merge the two bodies as evidence of strong support
among its membership. The CIPFA vote at that time
amounted to 80% support. It is ‘cautiously optimistic’
that it has not collapsed in the intervening 15 years.

But the devil is always in the detail. Despite strong
support that last merger attempt failed. ‘Only’61% of
ICAEW members voted in favour. To succeed, positive
votes by both memberships had to exceed two thirds.
The hurdle is set at that daunting level again for October.

What will be preying on the mind of both executives
is that it’s worryingly quiet out there. And the quieter it
is, the lower the potential turnout. The lower the
turnout, the easier it will be for a small group of
opponents to secure a defeat for the proposal.

Now it could be that opposition is greater than anyone
at Moorgate Place or CIPFA’s Robert Street HQ
suspects. Indeed, anti-merger campaigner Bruce
Lawson says his own poll has found only 4% in favour. 

A victory that emphatic is unlikely for either camp.
But given the height of the hurdle, it is too close to call. 

Olympics off to a flier
More encouraging news on the Olympic front. David
Leather, formerly finance chief of the Manchester
Commonwealth Games, has been appointed interim
CFO of London’s Olympic Delivery Authority’s
transition team. The Ernst & Young partner will be
responsible for establishing the finance team, systems,
budgets and forecasts. 

Separately, LOCOG – the London Organising
Committee for the Olympic Games – will be set up to
organise, publicise and stage the 2012 Games. 

The search for chief executives for LOCOG and ODA
has begun. But with one FD with an impressive track
record in place – and another, hopefully to follow – the
2012 games are getting off to a great start. 
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Accountants need to develop better client skills if they are to shake off the
‘boring’tag,writes Peter Belsey.They already have,counters Tom Kelman

Bored to tears
Cards on the table.
I trained as an
accountant and
spent more than a
decade as part of
the audit team with

a top UK firm before joining a behav-
iour change consultancy. I enjoyed my
time there and found my colleagues to
be highly personable and great fun.

So why do I believe accountants are
boring – and, in so doing, risk biting
the hand that feeds me? The answer is
that clients find too many to be boring.

One client described the experience
of meeting his accountant as being
‘like a clipboard coming out’, with a
list of standard questions that meant
little or nothing to him, before the
accountant ‘doctor’ diagnosed the
problem and prescribed the solution.

Another major accountancy firm was
horrified to find a client survey
painting them as ‘arrogant’and ‘insen-
sitive’– close cousins to ‘boring’.

So why do so many accountants
appear to put on a front and not allow
their natural personalities to come to
the fore? Fundamentally, it’s because
they focus too much on the task in
hand, rather than the individual sitting
on the other side of the desk.  

As a result, they act as the imper-
sonal, technical and remote ‘expert’–
a problem exacerbated when using the
naturally deadening written word to
communicate financial information or
advice. The skilled accountant by
contrast, seeks to build a personal
rapport and business relationship with
the client, understanding their prob-
lems and influencing their thinking.  

Historically, accountants were able
to impress clients with the mystique of
technical jargon as they took control
of their affairs. But times have
changed. Today, clients no longer want
to entrust their financial management
exclusively to a third party, but want to
be actively and directly involved. 

The bottom line is that the profes-
sion must adapt to changing expecta-
tions. Time was that ‘boring’ was not
seen as an impediment, ‘dull’ was
dependable and trustworthy. Today
clients want their accountants to show
greater dynamism and rapport in
understanding and meeting rapidly
changing needs.

The irony is that, by so doing they
will be true to themselves.
Peter Belsey is financial services
sector head at Huthwaite International

the
debate

Are accountants boring? There may
have been an element of truth in this
statement in the past – but not now.
When accountants talk to accountants,
they use their own conventions to
ensure that the message is not out-of-
date, or more worryingly, wrong. A
prime example of this is technical
guidance or accounting standards.  

Accountants are not unique in this
respect – other professions use their
own code. But I believe the balance of
code and everyday language is
changing as accountants adapt and
have become more aware of 
their customers’ need for them to be
more visible and communicate 
in a way that is easy for non-account-
ants to understand. 

As the role of the accountant has

developed, from the stereotypical
number cruncher to all-round 
business adviser, they have had to
evolve to keep up with the 
ever-changing demands of commerce
and the public interest for clear, up-to-
date guidance. 

In some instances, accountants are
leading the change. The best way to
illustrate this change is to give an
example of where an accountant has
risen to the challenge and met the
demand for better communication and
visibility – Sir David Tweedie CA,
chairman of the IASB.

The same can be said for the 
environments where accountants
work. You will find accountants
anywhere from a hospital or a televi-
sion company to an accountancy prac-

tice or a farm. Almost every organisa-
tion requires accountancy support of
some kind.

I would also suggest that if account-
ants were anything other than visible,
good communicators then account-
ancy would not be in the good health it
is and held with as high a regard as it is
today by its customers.

Without the flair, integrity,
dynamism, professionalism, energy,
innovation, intellect, humanity and
commitment that make a good
accountant the profession would fall
into disrepute. But I know this will
never happen, as one thing a good
accountant always does first and fore-
most is listen.
Tom Kelman is director of finance at the
Association of Accounting Technicians
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