Thought(ful) Accounting

 As in most walks of life, thinking is not the same as doing, so it is with accounting, thought accounting is not just reporting, indeed it is not just accounting, but a more empathic approach to how numbers have a meaning.

‘Thought accounting has a special quality. 
In thinking about the effect the numbers have on other people, the accountant is ‘mentalising’, in other words   understanding  others’ behaviour in terms of their emotions and ways of reacting to performance measurement.
Research suggests that if accountants talk to end users about their feelings on receiving KPI measurement or other performance related criteria then this very process seems to accelerate the development of empathy and enhance communication of the intended message. Connecting to how we feel and think helps us to understand how they are receptive to information.
Thought Accounting means examining your own thoughts about the intended message and  it’s resonance with various end users and other professionals. Although the evidence is at this stage only suggestive it does indicate that people find the process of thinking about thinking stimulating and powerful.

It is almost the golden rule of Thought Accounting that you should report numbers as people would like to receive and perceive them rather than following your own agenda on presentation and clearly having your fingerprints all over the numbers just to prove your own point. 

There is also evidence that end users financial literacy’s learning is enhanced when they spend time thinking about how they react to the numbers  and how they ‘learn’, so Thought Accounting has a very important role to play in behavior and response.

There are various ways we might explain the power of Thought Accounting.

The prosaic explanation is simply that it is inherently interesting, in the way that, say, discussing how  multiplication tables can be learnt by rote (i.e without thinking), although deep down it is how you develop the instinctive feel in numbers so that you can subconsciously alert yourself to things that look wrong, even though the numbers appear to be sound.- this is the essence of ‘thought accounting’, not just accepting numbers per se because they are self evident, but looking at how these numbers are put together, the intended consequence of how they are displayed and the framework in which they are set.
A psychological explanation would be that ‘thought accounting’ doesn’t just provide us with information but it encourages a deeper more powerful type of introspection. This, I guess, is the idea of ‘mindfulness’, as the practice of meditation is now often called. This takes time and practice.
The  neurological processes are key. What is it that happens when the  brain has time to reflect? Is it something akin to what happens when we stand between two large mirrors and our image rebounds into the distance? When we receive numerical data do our thoughts bounce around looking for patterns that we recognize ( usually based on past experiences) or are we just thinking out loud, hoping that a pattern will emerge, generating more neural connections than occur when we simply think about something outside us?

People ( end users) will always have different styles of learning, different personality traits and different ways of understanding information, what works for one department  may well not work someone else.
Similarly time pressures on different occasions may well mean that the delivery of the same data has to change to be heard or recognized.

 NLP practitioners would have a field day when we examine how people relate to information and how they prefer to receive it. 
Thought accounting is therefore a two pronged process

Firstly the originator  (accountant) needs to carefully frame the message and then deliver it in  a style that he knows will get maximum attention and correct interpretation.

Secondly the user need to understand the conceptual framework in which the information is delivered and understand that the delivery may not be quite perfect for him but nevertheless there needs to some effort of thought to interpret what is actually being said and the intended message. 
So I guess in the final analysis Thought Accounting is all about communication and how we receive/perceive data.

Underpinning this is a mantra that Accountants have a duty to improve Financial literacy around the place because
· It makes it easier for them to get their message across when literacy ( and understanding ) levels are high

· It puts the numbers in the subconscious and instinctive part of the users brain and therefore ‘thinking’ time is kept to a minimum .

