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The rapid-fire 
technological 
advances, we are 
experiencing daily, 
present almost 
every aspect of our 
society with new 
opportunities and 
new disruptions. 
While we all have 
an appreciation for 
the ways our lives 
are different in the 
decade or so since 
the smart phone 
was introduced, as 
professionals, most of 
us are just beginning 
to think about what 
aspects of our work 
lives can be impacted 
by technology. 
As accountants, 
particularly those in 
small and medium 
practices (SMPs) the 
significant disruptions 
affecting our clients, 
our organisations 
or our governments 
will ultimately lead 
to an explosion of 
opportunities for 
our profession. 
The integration 
of technological 
advancements into 

normal, established 
business operations 
will result in an 
initial disruption. 
If it is a successful 
integration, however, 
it will also lead to 
an opportunity. 
In a perfect world, 
an organisation 
can adjust for the 
disruption, seize 
the new opportunity 
and add value to the 
customer. However, 
as new technologies 
come online at an 
unprecedented rate, 
organisations are 

struggling to analyse 
the disruptions 
and opportunities 
properly. Worse yet, 
many do not have the 
bandwidth or business 
models to incorporate 
a lot of the new 
technologies.  These 
companies are missing 
one key solution: the 
best way to adapt to 
a disruption on the 
technology side is to 
invest proportionally 
on the human side. 
Read on to know 
more… 
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Strategic organisations 
understand the drag created by 
this onslaught of advancements. 
As they look to compensate, 
intuitive leaders will understand 
the critical role the SMP and/or 
the CFO will play in that process. 
We are uniquely positioned 
within the organisation, or in 
support of the organisation, to 
take ownership of this space. The 
tools we use in our profession are 
the exact tools needed to harness 
the potential of the technology. 
The digital driven SMP advisor 
will provide the insight, the 
controls and the systems to help 
their entrepreneurial clients move 
forward strategically. 
IFAC has been speaking publicly 
and providing thought leadership 
on the important role technology 
can play in the value proposition 
of SMPs for years. We believe 
our stakeholders must seize this 
opportunity and understand how 
their services can be enhanced 
and augmented. This rationale led 
IFAC to create their “Technology 
Advisory Group”. 
IFAC’s Technology Advisory 
Group, or TAG, was established 
three years ago. The TAG 
provides thought leadership and 
consultation to IFAC and ensures 
critical data and information 
technology advances receive 
appropriate consideration by 
the IFAC Board. They focus on 
raising awareness on emerging 
technology trends and issues 
impacting business and the global 
accountancy profession. Among 
other activities, the TAG 

IFAC has been speaking 
publicly and providing 
thought leadership on the 
important role technology 
can play in the value 
proposition of SMPs for 
years.

monitors advancements in 
technology that provide the 
greatest opportunities to advance 
the profession. Their work is 
currently focused on blockchain, 
cyber security, data analytics and 
artificial intelligence (AI). 
Blockchain

Oxford Dictionary defines 
blockchain as a system where a 
record of transactions made in 
bitcoin or another cryptocurrency 
are maintained across several 
computers that are linked in a 
peer-to-peer network. Defined 
another way, blockchain is 
an immutable, shared ledger 
technology: a distributed 
structure for the parties 
doing transactions. In short, 
it is a technology that allows 
participants to retain control, 
without one central person 
obtaining full control.

As a profession, we are ahead of 
the curve on blockchain and its 
potential. We have heard the buzz 
surrounding cryptocurrencies and 
while a distributed or decentralised 
ledger is an idea, which is foreign 
to most people outside of our 
profession, we can understand the 
concept and its potential. 

Business leaders tend to think 
their organisation does not have 
the bandwidth to truly explore 
the opportunities blockchain 
might provide and many believe 
the technology will not become a 
mainstream enabler of business 
transformation any time soon. 
IFAC and the professionals we 
support are actively looking 
for opportunities to contribute 
to the blockchain discussion, 
particularly as it relates to 
business process, accounting 
and reporting. The fundamentals 
behind the blockchain concept 
and how they can be applied 
to the financial sector and 
accounting provide SMPs and 
financial professionals with 
enormous potential to add value. 

Trust in an organisation 
or government’s ability 
to secure data effectively 
is becoming one of 
the most important 
roles in transactional 
relationships.

Cybersecurity

Cybersecurity issues and 
cybercrime continue to dismantle 
the trust and transparency 
businesses and governments 
depend on to successfully interact 
with their stakeholders. Trust in 
an organisation or government’s 
ability to secure data effectively 
is becoming one of the most 
important roles in transactional 
relationships. Further, in today’s 
information age, the public 
expects greater openness in 
the aftermath of cybersecurity 
breaches. Stolen data, hacked 
systems and viruses can cause 
significant operational disruption, 
but it is the reputational damage 
that sometimes becomes the most 
problematic. 
Like a lot of the issues that make 
the news on a regular basis, 
we can become desensitised 
to cybersecurity risks. While 
companies understand the 
importance of insuring real 
property and assets, they typically 
do not realise the significant 
challenges that can result from 
the loss, theft or destruction of 
data. According to a 2018 Juniper 
Research study, the average small 
business spends less than $500 
annually on consumer-grade 
cyber security products. 
SMPs have an opportunity to take 
ownership of cybersecurity and 
add value to their clients through 
consultation and expertise. 
Many businesses do not fully 
understand how exposed they 
are to cyber threats and how 
significantly cybercrime can 
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impact their bottom line. As a 
trusted advisor on technology, 
SMPs are in a unique position to 
add additional value and support. 
Financial professionals need to 
think intuitively in terms of their 
role in cybersecurity. This includes 
using their skills and expertise to 
protect data and information, as 
well as reporting on a company’s 
cybersecurity risk management 
program and controls.
Data Analytics
“Information is the oil of the 
21st century, and analytics is 
the combustion engine” (Peter 
Sondergaard, Senior Vice 
President, Gartner).

It is why IFAC is continually 
urging its members to 
focus on increasing their 
capacity in data science, 
data analytics and data 
governance.

At no other time in our history, 
have we been able to gather 
process and interpret data 
this efficiently. As a result, the 
opportunities being realised by 
businesses through the analysis 
and interpretation of data are 
unprecedented. Unprecedented 
change often leads to questions 
surrounding long-established 
processes and procedures.
One of the major obstacles 
for businesses to leverage 
data is on the human side, 
not the technology side. Most 
companies do not have the 
qualified resources to analyse data 
effectively. They need employees 
with data analytics skills that are 
prepared to challenge norms. This 
alone provides an extraordinary 
opportunity for SMPs and 
financial professionals. It is why 
IFAC is continually urging its 
members to focus on increasing 
their capacity in data science, data 
analytics and data governance.

Artificial Intelligence is 
intelligence demonstrated 
by machines that would 
normally only be possible 
by humans.

While SMPs and financial 
professionals probably do not 
need to become data science 
experts, they do need greater 
data science and analytical skills 
in order to derive insights from 
data and to enable more effective 
decision making and control. 
SMPs are strategically situated 
to push an organisation forward 
by interpreting and leveraging 
the data. They are perfectly 
positioned to work alongside 
the enhanced systems and input 
the necessary human thought 
processes into the algorithms that 
will result in the more complex 
data set.

SMPs are increasingly 
embracing cloud-based business 
models as part of their digital 
transformation. By doing so, 
they open up opportunities to 
more efficiently receive data from 
clients (not just your traditional 
trial balance and ledger 
information). With a data-driven 
practice model, SMP advisors 
can work more effectively with 
businesses to look at a greater 
range of metrics to assess 
performance and offer strategic 
value-added advice and insights 
in real-time.  

Professional accountants need 
to understand and have a clear 
insight to think about in terms of 
their role in data analytics. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI)

Artificial Intelligence is 
intelligence demonstrated by 
machines that would normally 
only be possible by humans. 
There is plenty of excitement 
about what AI can do across 
all industries and within every 

part of an organisation, but 
the rollout will be chaotic, and 
understanding where SMPs can 
seize opportunities to add value is 
where IFAC is focused most. 
There are the obvious examples 
of AI; the robots building cars 
or working as customer service 
representatives. Then there are 
the longer-range opportunities 
currently developing into reality; 
the predictive analytics that 
online retailers, big coffee chains 
and any other business with 
the bandwidth are continually 
incorporating into their 
operations. As mentioned before, 
the explosive growth in data will 
be one of the key drivers here and 
the ability for AI and automation 
to process and analyse that data 
faster and in more complex 
ways will come with its own 
opportunity and challenges.  
While other professions and 
industries may suffer significantly 
because of this efficiency, SMP’s 
and financial professionals are 
in the unique position to expand 
their offerings. As data becomes 
more ubiquitous, our industry 
will use it to expand established 
processes.
A simple example of this would 
be updated financial forecasting 
for daily changes in sales. A 
more exciting opportunity/
example can be seen as the AI 
begins to process more data and 
machine learning algorithms are 
incorporated, advanced business 
analytics start to develop. From 
here, financial professionals 
can guide organisations into 
predictive analytics (using 
information to anticipate future 
outcomes) and soon prescriptive 
analytics (guiding predictions into 
actions). 

While more and more daily tasks 
may be handed over to 
technology, the integrated 
thinking and full contextual  
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Last year, the Indian 
government dedicated 
nearly $500 million 
towards a national AI 
initiative, including 
research and 
development. IFAC urges 
the government to partner 
with the financial services 
industry on this important 
initiative.

understanding involved in 
complex problem solving 
remains a challenge to AI 
and modern technology.  The 
systems, procedures, processes 
and auditing functions we put 
in place to help answer those 
complicated problems, remain 
the best solution. And while 
processing and interpreting the 
data drawn from our established 
functions and controls has 
become more advanced, the 
human side of the equation is 
advancing as well. 

Last year, the Indian 
government dedicated nearly 
$500 million towards a national 
AI initiative, including research 
and development. IFAC urges 
the government to partner with 
the financial services industry 
on this important initiative. 
Collaborating with our industry 
on the front end will provide 
for a greater understanding 
of the opportunities that the 
technologies hold and the 
obstacles that need to be 
overcome.
Conclusion 
IFAC member organisations 
and the SMPs they serve have a 
monumental opportunity as it 
relates to technology.  No other 

industry is better positioned 
to benefit from the advances 
currently occurring in areas 
like data analytics, blockchain 
and machine learning.  We 
understand data, metrics and 
targets. We appreciate controls 
and the importance of the 
quality of data being analysed. 
No one inside (or outside) the 
organisation is better positioned 
to create the forecast models or 
data quality audits. We know 
how to implement controls 
to ensure accuracy and how 
to document procedures and 
perform regular audits. 
To realise success through 
technology, corporate 
governance functions will 
need to be adjusted and data 
governance functions will be 
necessary. While information 
systems professionals are 
needed to build out 

For these strategies to 
be effective, they should 
not happen in silos. There 
must be cooperation. 
Strong relationships 
and a commitment 
to collaborate, 
between professional 
organisations, government 
bodies, SMP’s and 
financial professionals 
will allow us to unlock the 
full potential of technology 
and this should be our 
number one priority.

technology solutions, financial 
services professionals need to be 
ready to take ownership of the 
work-products and strategies 
that technology will deliver. 
We can become the thought 

leadership the organisation 
needs to navigate the new 
technology.

Reskilling and upskilling the 
existing workforce will be 
critical as these advancements 
occur.  The talent base must 
be equipped with the required 
skills to work effectively 
with technology. IFAC is 
continually providing support 
for our membership and the 
financial professionals and 
SMP’s they serve to understand 
technology and how it can be 
incorporated into their work. 
Our goal is to enable the SMP 
to help their organisations by 
providing the expertise on 
data quality, control functions, 
predictive analytics and 
other key components of the 
organisation’s technology 
strategy.

While organisations are busy 
examining how to restructure 
and repurpose their resources 
to more effectively integrate 
new technologies, SMP’s and 
financial professionals are 
learning about capabilities 
and incorporating them 
into their product offerings. 
Trade associations and 
other NGO’s are developing 
thought leadership and 
coordinating best practices, 
while governments dedicate 
millions of dollars on strategic 
initiatives. For these strategies 
to be effective, they should 
not happen in silos. There 
must be cooperation. Strong 
relationships and a commitment 
to collaborate, between 
professional organisations, 
government bodies, SMP’s and 
financial professionals will allow 
us to unlock the full potential of 
technology. This should be our 
number one priority. n
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You cannot be lost on a road that is straight. - Proverb


