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Accountancy gets productive

First industry-wide
benchmark
produced for sector

By LYNN KAN

[SINGAPORE] The Repub-
lic’'s accountancy sector has
plugged a gap in its produc-
tivity drive with the first in-
dustry-wide productivity
benchmark.

The Institute of Certified
Public Accountants Singa-
pore (ICPAS) and SAP,
which produced the bench-
mark, intends to publish it
at least yearly to track pro-
ductivity trends in the sec-
tor, said ICPAS CEO Lee
Fook Chiew.

The first benchmarking
exercise, involving 65 CPA
firms and 126 professional
accountants in businesses,
lets firms and accountants
compare themselves with
their local and internation-
al counterparts for the first
time on measures such as
cost, sales, human resourc-
es and technology.

The results showed Sin-
gapore CPA firms fare
worse in devoting training
10urs to employees, and al-
so took twice as long to re-
spond to proposals than
their global peers.

While they are better in
cost recovery than their glo-
bal peers, that may not be
an indication of an efficient-
ly run practice.

“Firms can charge only
so many hours in a year
and this may not be the
best indicator of a firm’s ef-
ficiency in running a profita-
ble firm,” said the report.
“As a result, firms accept
low-value clients, consum-
ing a firm’s limited capacity
and preventing it from re-
serving capacity for its
most valuable clients.” _

The accompanying re-
port suggests Singapore
CPA firms could re-evalu-
ate new business models
such as value pricing,
where pricing is based on
the value of service provid-
ed to the client rather than
the cost of the service.

Singapore has ambi-
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tions to raise the accountan-
cy sector’s GDP contribu-
tion from 2010 levels of
0.46 per cent to close to one
per cent by 2020.

But the diversity in
terms of firm sizes and
types of practices necessi-
tates different measures of
productivity for different
groups, and therefore, dif-

ferent fixes.

In a recent interview
with BT, associate profes-
sor Themin Suwardy of the
Singapore Management
University’s School of Ac-
countancy called the lack of
an industry productivity
benchmark a “big gap” in a
sector striving for higher
levels of productivity be-
cause firms would not
know in which areas they
can improve.

Mr Lee said that the
benchmark will uplift
firm-level productivity, as
companies can implement
programmes that directly
target -their identified
strengths and weaknesses.

He added that the bench-
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marking exercise also gives
a snapshot of the current
levels of productjvity in the
sector and gives ICPAS an
idea of the “common gaps”
faced by firms.

“This will facilitate ef-
forts by the institute and
government stakeholders
to establish targeted initia-
tives and programmes to
raise productivity across
the sector,” he said.

Firms that BT spoke to
acknowledged the useful-
ness of the benchmark in
making their practice bet-
ter-oiled, but saw ways to
make it more useful and rel-
evant.

Terence Ng, partner of
CPA firm Ardent Singa-
pore, said that there should
be more than the 65 CPA
firms participating in the
benchmark. “It should have
at least about 200-300 CPA
firms to make the results
more representative.”

Singapore has about 700
public accounting firms.

Mr Lee agreed that the
reach of the benchmark

should be wider. “Broader
participation will enable fur-
ther analysis and compari-
son and facilitate efforts to
raise productivity among
such firms in the sector.”

Moreover, the bench-
mark’s findings and ques-
tions should be segmented
according to firm sizes.

Currently the findings re-
flect a wide range of firms
from those with revenues
of US$100,000 to US$10
million.

Mr Lee said that subse-
quent editions will take into
consideration firm sizes.

As for whether the
benchmark should be pro-
duced more regularly, Mr
Lee said: “Efforts to raise
productivity may take time
to bear results. Hence, it
may not be useful to con-
duct such benchmarking
more than once a year.”

However, ICPAS will con-
sider tailored-benchmark-
ing exercises to meet specif-
ic objectives and conduct
them on a case-by-case ba-
sis.
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