CBT and the Happy Accountant

Exec Summary

The attached article starts off with the premise that the Accountant is happiest when things are going to plan and that results are as expected, when chaos looms or plans go astray, there is a tendency to become inward focussed and often portray different behaviours as the Accountant tries to rationalise the results, quite often becoming unhappy in the process and gets trapped in a downward spiral of negativity through no fault of his own. Cognitive behavioural Therapy can help by assisting the Accountant to learn when his behaviour is becoming irrational and that by managing himself better he is able to keep calm and collected

Unhappiness and self blame is an anxiety laden internal dialogue

CBT is skills based, just as the accountant learnt the art of double entry bookkeeping, the art of self talk and keeping a balance on their own behaviours  can be learnt. 

CBT can help is several ways which build on the basic training that most accountants have, just as every debit must have a credit, then every thought should have an opposite and opposing idea, if only to challenge the thinking behind it. Quite often keeping the kind open to this alternative view means that the ingrained thinking gets influenced and maybe for the better, being able to have a sensible talk with yourself and rationalising bad experiences as not being ( wholly) your fault is a start.

What makes Accountants Happy

Accountants like to trade, they trade one type of information for another, numbers get plugged into the Management Information system from various sources, are dissected and out pops a set of accounts,  Key performance Indicators or whatever analytical output tool is required to inform, educate and improve the organisation’s performance.. Quite often they may be interpreted correctly, communicate clearly  their intended meaning and cause positive corrective action and everyone is happy, The Accountant more so because things have gone according to plan, that warm glow of satisfaction from having done a job well brings happiness  to his world and he approaches the next task in a positive frame of mind.

Accountants have been taught that accounts must balance, when their own world is equally balanced and their outputs equal their inputs  they achieve a measure of lasting harmony. Reciprocity and sharing becomes second nature and ingrained in their behaviour, all of a sudden the Accountant is seen as Mr Helpful rather than Dr No.
This is a landscape which means that information acquiring and dissemination is seen in a positive light.

Happiness is created through the job being well done and the environment being friendly.

Researchers into Happiness would recognise this landscape, recent work in this area has identified two causes of happiness in individuals, one is genetic, some have bigger happiness genes than others , the other is environmental. One of the main proponents of this Happiness theory was Martin Seligman who developed the notion of two externalities, one being the physical conditions in your life and the other the voluntary activities you choose to undertake which you find interesting or fulfilling. 
The outcome of this thinking is a ‘Happiness’ formula

Being

H=S+C+V

H=Happiness

S= your genetic disposition to happiness

C=the environmental conditions in your life

V=the voluntary activities you undertake.

See Lyubomirsky, Sheldon , Schkade  and Seligman

There are several aspects to this formula which the Accountant will recognise

Firstly , if you genes have served you a state of low happiness then the world is a dangerous place, your hard wired brain sees danger and risk everywhere and there is a naturally tendency to worry which manifests itself in negative view on the world.

Some would say this is a natural propensity in Accountants, what our training teaches us is that we should take these genes out of the locker from time to time and use them to assess the relative risks in say project appraisal. If we are taking a risk adjusted discount rate to evaluate a project then using these hard wired genes and examining the range of risk both worst and best case scenarios then provided we are able to use these genetic traits to our advantage means we are at least taking the first steps to recognise our natural state and attempting to alter our natural pessimism, if you want a balanced view on the correct discount rate, maybe go and get a healthy dose of optimism from the Sales Director.

Everybody has some happiness genes within them, these are a range of states and if nature has dealt you a poor hand at S then techniques have to be adopted whereby your natural state is altered and you learn behaviour that compensates for your inherent poor happiness.

Secondly, the Environment in which you operate can promote happiness, at it’s simplest it can mean turning the thermostat up on cold days and make your environment warmer, at it’s other extreme it is having a hard look at your larger environment and  deciding that the values in the business don’t actually resonate with your own and that maybe you need to move job or find a more creative environment where your  particular  brand of Accountancy is better appreciated.
Thirdly the Voluntary activities you choose, be it playing team games or helping out charitable causes  also influences the way  people feel , you can achieve a greater portion of happiness here when these activities seem pleasureable and you are ‘in the zone’ or ‘focussed’, or indeed in the flow. This can happen with conversations, activities or just plain spending time and gaining satisfaction from Bank reconciliations fort  the local Charity shop.
Finally the overarching principle is that we should not worry unduly and remain in control, we can change our environment and relationships, we can alter the amount of voluntary activities we undertake, we can even learn to behave differently if our natural  pre disposition is at the lower end of the Happiness scale. The point is we can control these factors to a limited extent if we choose to.
We can also influence the mix in the equation, if we cannot find enough alteration in S                                                                 though  learning some different behaviours we may be able to compensate with more  C and  V

The other point to bear in mind when applying this formula is that the dose of happiness we can achieve is not just a function of what happens in our environment but more of how we react to events, there are a whole list of self help books on this subject, the bottom line is that if we can control our perceptions of reality and take an unemotional view on events we can make rational , long lasting, logical and ‘happy’ decisions. This is part of thinking ‘philosophically’, being content with the event and  behaving rationally and not extremely.
Over arching this happiness formula is not only the Accountants sense of balance and having a timely, reliable and accurate output, but also exploring an innate natural curiosity.
Many Accountants feel fulfilled when they understand the processes behind the numbers, this completes the picture and adds a sense of perspective. This deeper exploration of numbers is almost a spiritual experience and wanders into the territory of thinking on a different plane, it is what separates the good accountant from the great. Working at the peak of their potential requires this over arching approach to be applied and the differentiation between numbers and emotions becomes blurred.

Accountants have the mental ability to remain focussed on the numbers and to think of them in terms of their attributes , long term goals and effect on behaviours.
Because these numbers are important to enable the business to function, the provision of this information  must remain focussed and reported in a positive manner. The provision of this information comes with great responsibilities and the ‘Happy’ Accountant has a duty to remain ‘Happy’.

How this is achieved requires self discipline and control on behalf of the Accountant,this can be done at it’s most extremes by either learnt meditational techniques or simply by taking ‘Happy Pills’ (Prozac) , however by far the most useful technique and a balanced approach is via the use for Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 
The accountant and CBT
Extreme thinking- an example
Thinking-
These accounts won’t be well received
The CEO will think I am an idiot

I fear for my job

I am wasting my time

This is an anxiety laden internal dialogue, how do Accountants get into this unhappy mindset, and what tools can be employed to correct this thinking, after all, the  application of accounting rules and procedures should churn out numbers that are materially correct and useful for decision making. What is happening here is a reflection on how the accountant is ‘feeling’ rather than the event itself- the poor performance of the firm as a whole. This is an unhappy mindset for the Accountant who may well therefore affect the quality of his output through having these negative thoughts and being in a depressed state.
Thinking  in negatives is perfectly natural, it is an inbuilt defence mechanism that says that the world is a dangerous place and I must realise that there are dangers out there and be quick to react. However taking this thinking to extremes and letting such thoughts overwhelm us is  dangerous in itself, it can paralyse us into inaction. What is required is a cool clear rational analysis of the facts and a decision making process that takes the respective risks into account.

Just as the accountant learnt the art of double entry bookkeeping, the art of  keeping a balance on their own  thinking and behaviours  can be learnt. Th accountant has to learn to be emotionally dependant on himself, recognise this and learn a series of skills that can get you out of thinking the worse will happen and balancing the possible outcomes.

This recognition comes from a skill that accountants already have , they have a disciplined approach to their work, what is required is a self disciplined approach to their behaviour

There is also a temporal direction to this, diverting your energies by purposefully keeping yourself busy may actually defeat the objective of mood raising, mixing busy, quantitative outputs with focussed qualitative and insightful reports is much more disciplined and fulfilling. The Scatter gun approach and not being consistent is contra to most accountants ( and academics) , however this is often the sort of behaviour that Accountants display under pressure.

Out goes the open mindedness, the willingness to take on new challenges, the ability to change and a reluctance to leave the comfort zones ( or even their desk!) Problem solving becomes problem avoidance. Losing touch with reality and their own feelings just makes the whole process of self discipline much harder, there are no feedback loops here just downward spirals of negativity.
When Accountants get into these bad places, the quality of their work suffers with sometime disastrous consequences for the rest of the organisation.

So what can be done?
Self Discipline and resilience is required, these are learned skills.

Knowing when your behaviour is not the ‘true’ you means developing the ability to look at yourself in an ‘independent ‘manner and use techniques such as ‘self talk’ or Cognitive Behaviour Therapy(CBT), which put quite simply is developing the skill to know when you are going off course and taking necessary action to rectify this imbalance. CBT can help is several ways which build on the basic training that most accountants have, just as every debit must have a credit, then every thought should have an opposite and opposing idea, if only to challenge the thinking behind it.  Quite often keeping the mind open to this alternative view means that the ingrained thinking gets influenced .
Furthermore events don’t cause emotional upsets,  it is our reaction to them that gets the emotions stirring, a debtor going into liquidation shouldn’t mean that the vocal chords go into overdrive and a shouting match erupts with the credit controller for not managing the risk. Questions have to be asked, for sure and  shouting may vent some frustration but the stress hormones released in the body linger for a long time. What has happened is not the event itself that has caused stress  , but the emotional  response.
Putting the event into context and interpreting the outcome in a calm manner is the usual considered response, if you feel nervous or anxious about what you are reporting then you are becoming emotionally  out of balance.  If Accountants can discover the ‘meanings’ behind these feelings then they are part way to behaving and thinking rationally as to how the event can best be accommodated or managed. 
Personality, behaviour and beliefs
The way we behave in accordance with our personality types also influences how we see the world, which in turn reinforces our beliefs and attitudes as we tune in to see only those aspects of the environment  that  confirm our beliefs. CBT can teach us to think differently by reframing those events in a different light. This is not just stimulus and response or moves away from pain towards pleasure, it is a much more emotive feeling  , deep down our brains are programmed to look for patterns of behaviour that fulfil themselves, gradually these patterns of learned behaviour become our core beliefs. Accountants may have come across these feelings

That Department is only in it for themselves

Mr X is uncooperative and doesn’t like to give out any information.

The Accounts department are not allowed to meddle in operational issues.

The business is run on the personality of the CEO.
Accountants need only have one bad experience of the above to reinforce already negative feelings and shaking these beliefs can be difficult if we do not re examine them but cling to them and look for examples ( no matter how insignificant ) which will reinforce our beliefs .

Reinforcing Bad Behaviour
The Brain will be looking for patterns of negativity if negativity is uppermost in the mind, this may manifest itself in the following ways-
Discount or ignore any information that does not fit in with the preconception, therefore Mr x will remain sullen and un cooperative and will not impart any information ( or our receptors just don’t hear any information that is being given out, or indeed we just stop asking Mr X for the information.)

Look for experiences as proof of the pre conception- the marketing department are over exaggerating sales forecasts in order to justify more expenditure in the budget. 

Explain any elements that don’t fit the preconceptions as exceptions rather than rules (just because the CEO is in a good mood today doesn’t alter the fact that he casts a huge shadow over the business on his ( more often) moody days.)
Attribute motivations that fit with the current pre conception- The research department asks for too much money without thinking of the potential Revenue benefits.

The relationships between Sales and Accounts is a typical case, the over optimism of the Sales dept and the over pessimism of the Accounting function usually lead to a clash of cultures especially when Sales forecasts are concerned.

Unconsciously these two departments may just veer from one bad experience to the next especially when there are hidden pre conceptions of optimism ( bullshitting) and pessimism ( negativity) .
When the Accounts department then believes it is perceived as negative , it can be in danger of living to that type and reinforcing that belief around the business.

These reactions count as ‘behaviour’ , when we add the emotional response to this behaviour then physical reactions also take effect and levels of stress hormones in people  raise and this physical feedback loop just makes matter worse. Comments like ‘every time I go into the Account’s  department  I just get depressed’ will have damaging physical symptoms which reinforces the emotional beliefs and reinforces the bad behaviour
Re Framing the situation
By taking a CBT approach , the mindset should  question the assumptions underlying our relationships with other people and departments i.e-
· Looking at our distorted views in a dispassionate manner

· Being conscious  of the underlying assumptions that are prejudicing our thought patterns

· Testing the veracity of our previously held beliefs

· Conducting an unbiased and objective review of the data  to see whether it confirms our knowledge.

· keeping an open mind

· Thinking Differently

Thinking differently  some examples
Scenario
Doomsday
‘Revenue is less than budget this month, so profit will also be reduced, this is unsustainable if it carries on, pretty soon we are going to be up to the limit at our Bank, the Bank will want to know why and send in Reporting Accountants who will probably report that we have no future and we should be placed into administration.’..... and so on and so on
Revised Approach
What happened last time Revenue was not on budget? Weren’t there others equally concerned in the organisation who helped get things back on track, and why wouldn’t they do the same now?

How bad could the above consequences get, even if this scenario came about , it would be ethical and right that doomsday would occur, and then what new opportunities could arise?

Generalisation

Things always go off plan
Revised Approach
Train yourself to look for exceptions to this ‘rule’, on the balance of probability, well constructed budgets have checks and balances in them that means such deviations can be accommodated, or numbers are compiled with some slack, so deviations are to be expected and provided they are recognised as part of the budgetary process then the above sweeping generalisation is just that.

Telepathy

Everybody thinks I am a naysayer  we revel in being Dr No, however  assuming that everyone else buys into this stereotyping just leads to self consciousness on the part of the Accountant  who actually may lose the skill of saying yes or being positive.

Revised Approach
We have no way of knowing what other people are thinking , so behave from an impartial position and not have any pre judgements of how people perceive you, behaving to stereotype and play acting on the naysayer will drive you further into this territory.

Pragmatism

It’s a black or white issue, numbers can’t lie
Revised Approach
The world is not that simple, just because it is on a piece of paper or generated by a computer doesn’t make it right. Keeping such dichotomies in the mind set creates problems with being able to compromise. If you looked at depreciation rates you would see that the estimate of a limited life will vary from different people’s perspectives, similarly, just because you used a risk adjusted discount rate for capital budgeting  doesn’t mean that the end result is set in stone. This extreme pragmatism does not allow for compromise, without compromise there can be no balance or middle ground. Always allow people a way out in discussion and be prepared to listen to other’s points of view and equally be prepared to alter your opinion/number as a result of what you have heard. Think in terms of a continuum or a process rather than polarised extremes.

Emotional Guilt

We are so far off plan and these numbers are so bad, it must be my fault
Revised Approach
Negative events can set emotional responses off the scale. The above reasoning takes us into a bad places. Realise that there are other forces at work which helped you compile these plans, other people will be equally concerned about this fact and being  too emotionally responsible and feeling guilt may actually be clouding your judgement. Ask yourself would anybody else react like this?

The Blame Game

It’s the marketing departments fault,
Revised Approach
When things go wrong, look upon it as a chance to learn and ensure that the situation does not arise again. Blaming others is a mindset which is dysfunctional and not whole world thinking, you are all in this together, and together we will get out of it, what has happened has happened so let’s move forward and not dwell on recriminations.

Justification

I told you so,.... this is as I predicted
Revised Approach
Looking at numbers and proving a point when things have gone wrong, dwelling on insignificant numbers to prove a point is nothing better than points scoring. Look at all the things that have gone right  and try to see the whole picture, re frame how material these differences are  and keep a sense of proportion about the deviation.

Language

This ship is broadly on course
Revised Approach
The use of clean, un emotive language in reporting is paramount. The use of metaphors should be avoided unless it is to prove a clearly defined point. Using the above metaphor, other people’s experiences may well  say the ship could be the ‘Titanic’ the ‘Marie Celeste’ the ‘Endeavour’ setting people off on a mental journey through inappropriate metaphors may well  send the whole organisation into the wrong mindset.
Strive to achieve a neutral , clean language, and keep an objective stance.

Anger management

Don’t  mind read and assume what people are thinking and that they are out to get you, or indeed don’t take everything  personally, if you feel the stress levels rise, articulate your thoughts to the causer and resist the temptation to throttle anyone, such behaviour in the long term just promotes prolonged aggression and aggressive tendencies.

There are five key  negative thoughts that need to be addressed

Everything should be as I want

Everyone is out to get me

People who disagree with me are wrong

I must never compromise and I am always right

I never forgive.

These rules are ingrained into angry behaviour, learn to respect others points of view and be flexible, you may not agree with the other person , but you should recognise the right of that person to take an opposite view.

You should also realise what pushes your anger buttons and adopt/adapt accordingly

Do you get angry when feeling helpless?

Do you get angry when other people don’t appear to be listening?

Do you get angry when you make mistakes?

Do you get angry when you feel threatened?

Do certain people just annoy you?

Are there certain moods or places you are in which make you feel angry?

Familiarity with these situations will mean that anger can be predicted and controlled, being communicative, open and assertive and taking responsibility for your own actions means you will be less prone to irrationality.

Staying Balanced- a positive approach
Rationality and reasoning, which is part of our training comes to the fore here and mollifying extreme positivity or over optimism is a positive benefit of being able to balance coherent and cogent points of view.

Most of the time a natural resilience to set backs and a good degree of impartial common sense will see most issues resolved.

In meetings, know that you will have to have logical and robust data to support your point of view, if meetings are getting heated and out of control, wait for the temperature to lower and  make your point to maximum effect, staying calm under pressure is again a positive emotion.

Use your  experience to provide alternative solutions or points of view and encourage debate.

Sometimes being subordinate and supportive is a more adaptable and accommodating position .

We all have an instinctive desire to put our point of view across and mark our territory, you can do this effectively  if you are quietly confident that you have explored all the possible counter positions and have a rational and reasoned debate about the  (your) suggested outcome.

Be challenging rather than contradictory.

Keeping an open mind and a fresh pair of eyes will also lead you to examine your own beliefs as to why you are taking one particular stance, the fact that you are looking for patterns of behaviour and self fulfilling prophesies may just be an arrangement of coincidental circumstances rather than any deliberate trend.

Focus on results and  outcomes  and make moves towards them.
If there are positives in the Management Accounts this month, focus on these first and get a sense of proportion on deviations from plan. Have a view on recommendations or for remedial action when things have gone astray. Engage the stakeholders in the budgetary process , asking them what they would like to happen to rectify position.. Make the effort to be social and interactive and be approachable, that way you will glean more information out of the business and those who work in it.

When you get a new experience that is a good alternative, repeat that thought over and over to yourself and get it programmed into your brain. 
Recording these  new thought are important, -write them down, draw them on a mindmap, repeatedly visualise them, do whatever is necessary to ingrain these thoughts into your brain.

Recognise when good things are happening and record these events which will enrich and benefit your thinking.

Learning new patterns of thought are context dependant, if the environment can be reproduced and your behaviour can be re examined, then having some pointers in what the outside environment is displaying and behaving in a positive manner, reinforces your belief and these beliefs become ingrained as instinct should you be in the same position again.
 The annual process of budgeting is an example, if you go with the mindset that the CEO has a fixed profit  in mind and that the rest of the numbers simply have to be altered to accommodate this, with the eventual top line being the balancing figure, then this may well not be the right approach to getting buy in from the rest of the organisation.The whole budgetary process gets off on the wrong track. Ask yourself is there any way your behaviour/mindset can be altered to accomodate the CEO’s views, maybe you should take the lead and present an alternative bottom up approach to the budgetary process and then present an alternative which if presented fairly may actually convince the CEO that there needs to be a compromise.
Giving in to the CEO’s whims every  year may well be ‘ safe’ but it is not ethical nor a real appreciation of what is required to get a sensible budget. 

Keeping calm at all times is a good mood enhancer for everyone around you, not only do you exhude calmness you also prevent the fight or flight response in other people and therefore keep them engaged.

Also keep busy, activity scheduling and timetabling meetings and appointments will stop your mind losing track, getting into new ingrained habits will keep your body and mind fresh, Accountants have a training that sees activities in logical steps, use this training to plan days and meetings so that they flow and have a synchroncity. This will stop bad thoughts and old bad behaviour repeating itself and becoming ingrained , (again) This is simple and obvious , but accountants fall into the trap of repeating past reporting behaviours which may be out of step with the current information requirements of the business, as change occurs in the business, so too do the reporting requirements, examine the Board packs for useless or obsolete information, or ask what informal KPIs now need to be formalised and reported is one way of staying fresh and challenged.
Recognise also when events happen that will trigger a reversion to negative behaviour, in a business this may be

The removal of a CEO

The downsizing of the firm and a reduction in headcount

Time taken away from the routine tasks and involved on special assignmenst

Injury or illness

New members of the department

New IT or reporting systems

All these events may trigger a reversion to negative emotional and behavioural activities.

Keep an eye on all these events and other niggles that create ‘stress’ and trigger negative thought, if a negative thought comes into your head, force yourself to think of a positive thought.

There is of course, going back to Happiness, the Golden Rule which is treat others as they would like to be treated, this particular rule has underpinned many religions.
As an adjunct to this behaviour, acheiving long lasting happiness means, amongst other things

· taking care of yourself and manage your negative emotions
· Communicating with others anything that concerns you about yourself or their behaviour
· Sticking  to your principles
· Remaining open to different perspectives

Conclusion

Just as in debits compensate for the credits, happiness does have some negative moments, the ideal place for Accountants is somewhere balanced. To gain some sense of their work , not only is it a question of what is the purpose of these numbers, it also leads to other  questions of the why do we want this information in this format, what good will it do? 

There is almost an Evangelical approach to being an Accountant, is it a job, is it a career or is it a calling?.

Many Happy Accountants will tell you that they become embroiled in the latter mindset, this takes them into areas which go beyond their technical competencies and goes into territories of engagement, connection and commitment, getting the relationship right and achieving this balance is a crucial part of being a Happy Accountant.
