Big Accounting
In keeping with the mood of the Government desire to have a ‘Big Society’, I thought I would put down some markers of how the humble accountant could contribute.

The main challenge seems to be driven by a desire to deliver goods and services to everyone in Society on an equal basis and get  everyone working together. In an age of austerity therefore, this ‘working together ‘ means being more open and honest with your key stakeholders to work more effectively 

One of the things accountants have been criticised for has been the withholder of information  and that quite often the cry of ‘commercial  sensitivity’ has been used as an excuse to retain information relating to supply chain issues which may actually improve performance rather than expose the organisation’s inner workings.

Businesses should be able to create genuine partnerships and utilise resources better, the accountant can help by using his favourite currency of exchange which is of course information. 

 One such area is Gross margin information. In supply chain management the provision of margin information to and from customers has always been a sensitive area, however, suppliers and customers will talk, sooner or later they will find out how much margin is being created and then they will re negotiate. This may well sour the relationship once this knowledge emerges .  Wouldn’t it be better to disclose this upfront to the supplier/customer and be open and honest, that way the third party can help out if things go sour. 

A further example is widening the distribution list of the Monthly Accounts pack,for example we have seen banks request more and more information about the business performance and adherence to covenants  which now requires the provision of more  and more information regarding operational issues which in itself leads to more follow up questions.

I don’t see a lot of objecting accountants to this ( other than the fact that it leads to more not less work) but surely such transparency would have a beneficial effect if other stakeholders , especially more ordinary creditors could have cash flow forecasts, at least it would give them some assurance that they will be paid. When crises have arisen with the firm’s own customer portfolio , the reaction has been exactly like the Bank, that is ,let’s assess the credit worthiness and our business risk and look  at how we can nurture this relationship . This is where the Accountant comes into his own, he can use his skills to help the sales department assess the business risk of their existing customer base and any potential additions  this is the essence of ‘Big  Accounting ‘ 

Risk management means having Accounting functions and FDs big enough to disclose hitherto internal information to external parties, but if this means opening up the debate and having an adult and transparent relationship with your stakeholders then isn’t this what ‘Big Accounting’ and a Big Society is about? 

I don’t think it is unreasonable to open up the information flow, and just as we should be breaking down internal silos, Accountants should be big enough and wise enough to open the ledgers and disclose.

This is actually counter intuitive to an Accountant in these present climes, the mindset is to hunker down and not disclose anything for fear of questioning, but I would argue, in keeping with the Governments proposals, more not less relationship building is  required.

Big Accounting requires Big Accountants not small minds.  

