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Professionalism of Finance
Breakfast Seminar

In January 2008 PKF hosted a breakfast debate entit
professionalism of the finance function in Central
Government...... What does it mean for you?” Dame Mary
Keegan, Head of the Government Finance Profession, HM

Jan 2008
led “The

Treasury, led the discussions by outlining the exte
and its impact. She referred to this year’s 25 yea

for the Government Finance Profession and the accel
pace of change in recent years. The attendees were
to share their views, concerns and experiences.

Set out below are the main points from session.

The Environment

There is a huge opportunity for
finance to demonstrate its value
to the organisation. In the past,
cost savings could be achieved
by across the board percentage
budget reductions. However,
the ongoing requirement to
make 5% efficiency savings
makes this traditional approach
unsustainable. Consequently,
finance has moved up the
agenda of policy makers and
service delivery managers. In
turn, there is an increasing need
for finance professionals to be
more commercial and develop
relevant skills.
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Examples were given during the
discussion where finance
departments are now being
approached by managers for
help in achieving savings. The
appointment of non-executives
and commercially minded
chairman on Boards is also
having a positive impact on the
role of finance.

It was agreed that soft skills
such as communication and
empathy are as important as
technical proficiency if finance is
to make a proactive contribution
to the delivery of government’s
objectives. In addition, it is
critical that finance
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professionals understand the
Business in order to be effective
in their role.

People issues

Key to developing the finance
function in central government
are people with the right skills
and the implementation of
appropriate career structures.
Talent exists internally and this
needs to be nurtured. However,
it will continue to be important to
recruit people with different
expertise.

For those finance professionals
seeking to leave the private
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sector for opportunities in the
Central Government, the
recruitment process must
appear daunting, highly
formalised and in stark contrast
to the processes that they are
used to. Perhaps there are
lessons that HR in Central
Government could learn in
ensuring that candidates are
clear about the process and in
some instances take a step
back and question the
approach. The application and
interview processes are new
entrant’s first “taste” of the
public sector so it is important
that it is right.

The other area that HR could
address is the structuring of
remuneration packages. Inthe
private sector these are less
focused on base salaries but
have added flexibility to meet
the differing requirements of
candidates depending on their
personal circumstances. Non-
financial recognition is also
more widely used in the private
than the public sector.

There was discussion about
whether a “glass ceiling” exists
for trainee accountants and
whether this was a perception or
areality. Concern was
expressed that senior civil
service opportunities were more
likely to be given to policy
makers than finance
professionals The importance
of equality and diversity could
have a wider meaning here than
its traditional one . It was
agreed that finance

professionals need to actively
seek to progress within the
public sector taking
responsibility for this rather than
just waiting for it to happen.

Closer working between Central
Government and NDPBs needs
to be encouraged. The
contribution of finance in these
bodies often is not matched in
the Centre. Also, increased
communication is essential for
those working in the centre to
understand the implications and
the impact of the decisions and
actions made by the
Departments.

Measuring professionalism

Itis only three years ago that
the requirement was introduced
for all Finance Director positions
in Central Government to be
held by qualified accountants.
Significant progress has been
made but unlike the private
sector where the finance
function and the Chief Executive
Officer often appear “joined at
the hip” the public sector finance
function has not yet achieved
the same profile.

The public sector is less “hungry
for the numbers” than the
private sector and there is
possibly also too much focus on
“traffic light indicators” rather
than a desire by senior
management to understand and
utilise the underlying financial
information.

e Function

There was general agreement
that this will change if the
finance professionals “get the
basics right” and as more
departments have non-execs
from the private sector on their
Boards. Technical accountants
must be able to present
complex finance issues and
make them understood by
senior management in order
that robust and informed
decisions can be made. Good
communication skills are
essential for all finance
professionals - senior
management must feel that they
are working with Finance as a
key part of the team rather than
being dictated to by it. Thus
professionalism will be clearly
evident to others when these
areas are seen to have
changed.

There were several examples
guoted of where Finance has
taken the initiative to get closer
to the “line of operations”.
Moving finance from a
“transactional operations” role to
that of Business Partnership is
key. Some department have this
in place and finance
professional act as advisers to
the business, encouraging good
financial management and
disciplines. A further example
was given of finance staff acting
as business partners but sitting
within the teams they work with
while still being accountable
within the Finance organisation.
These were all viewed as good
examples of “joined up working”.
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There was a discussion on the
level of commercialism in the
public sector. It was recognised
that policy makers cannot
necessarily become truly
commercial and that support
was needed from the finance
function.

There is a need to bring in
different skills and wider
experience into public sector
finance and decision making.
The aim must be for a culture
where people are encouraged to
seek and benefit from out
other’s experiences rather than
believing the problems are
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unigue to the public sector.
There must be a move away
from the “not invented here”
mentality.

The components of
government’s budgets were
described as simple in that they
largely comprise remuneration
and procurement costs.
However, in many ways the
work of the finance department
is more complex than in the
private sector as government’s
objectives are not focused on
the single objective of
shareholder value. Service
quality and quantity is important

e Function

in its own right. There was a
view expressed that finance
within Central Government
would benefit from fewer but
more highly skilled finance
managers.

Conclusion

The discussion concluded by
reflecting on the challenges that
are faced by the finance
function over the coming years.
Budgets are being tightened.
There are “hard times” ahead
and this is an opportunity for the
finance function to demonstrate
its effectiveness by taking up
the challenge!



