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Globalisation has changed the way the world does business. 
The free flow of goods and services across borders has created 
wealth and opportunities as companies grow their revenues 
by expanding their reach. No longer do national borders 
constrain our ambitions.

Nowhere has the impact of economic globalisation been 
greater than in Hong Kong and Singapore. Both cities share a 
history at the crossroads of world trade. With their enticing    
‘East meets West’ cultures, pro-business policies and skilled 
workforces, Hong Kong and Singapore continue to attract 
talented people from around the world.

Where once the flow of talent was one way – into Hong Kong 
and Singapore – talented people from both cities are now 
seeking their fortunes internationally, in search of new 
experiences and career opportunities.

There are few professions afforded more opportunities by 
globalisation than finance and accounting. The need for 
accountability and transparency increases the more complex 
trade becomes, so it is little wonder people with finance and 
accounting skills are highly sought after.

Among the best aspects of a career in finance and accounting 
are the choices it provides. Financial professionals are needed 
in businesses large and small, across all industries and in 
every country. Finance and accounting expertise has become 
a truly global skill set that can be adapted as needs dictate.

The universal demand for finance and accounting 
professionals means a world of opportunities exist for those 
in the profession – literally. Although this is a good thing 
overall, it can create challenges for employers, including high 
staff turnover, retention problems and a shortage of talent.

Introduction
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This report from ACCA and Robert Half shines a light on the 
difficulties companies have finding skilled finance and 
accounting professionals, their willingness to recruit talent 
from overseas and the barriers that may prevent them from 
doing so. 

Based on the research, the message for employers is clear: 
Providing global opportunities for your staff can be an 
effective strategy for retaining your best and brightest. Many 
professionals view an overseas opportunity as a means of 
career development. So sending staff overseas can be a 
strategic retention tactic that makes recipients even more 
valuable to the organisation when they return. Offering the 
chance to gain international experience is also a good strategy for 
a company seeking to attract talent from overseas.

For finance and accounting professionals interested in 
working abroad, this information can provide insight on 
what employers are looking for and how to increase your 
chances of landing an overseas assignment.

ACCA and Robert Half are proud to once again partner in 
preparing a research report designed to provide timely hiring 
and career information for finance and accounting 
professionals. We hope these insights will prove useful to you. 



The data referenced in this report was generated by a survey 
developed by ACCA and Robert Half and conducted online 
through an independent research company, Galaxy Research.  
Respondents included ACCA members and employers, and 
Robert Half contacts in Hong Kong and Singapore. There 
were 645 respondents from Hong Kong and 793 from 
Singapore who took part in the survey. 

The majority of respondents, 94 per cent in Hong Kong and 
92 per cent in Singapore, were finance, accounting or banking 
professionals.  Human resources professionals also accounted 
for a small proportion of the respondents, five per cent in 
Hong Kong and seven per cent in Singapore.

Methodology

Finance, accounting or banking professional without hiring responsibility

Finance, accounting or banking professional with hiring responsibility

Human Resources professional

Partner/Business owner

Job Functions

Respondents’ job functions

SingaporeHong Kong
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 53%  56% 41%  36%

5% 7%

1% 1% 



The report details the expectations, priorities and concerns of 
finance and accounting professionals and the companies that 
employ them. Here are the top three responses to some of 
the key questions.
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Key Findings

Cost of relocation is too high 
 

Lack of knowledge of  
local practices 

Difficultly finding &  
evaluating candidates 

Hong Kong Singapore

Biggest obstacl�es for empl�oyers hiring from overseas 

67%

50%

37%

43%

21%

27%

To grow their career

Better salary package

Improve overall lifestyle

New work experiences

Hong Kong Singapore

Main reason empl�oyees want international� or regional� experience

24%

27%

21%

22%

14%

10%

12%

12%

Appropriate skills &  
job knowledge

Adaptability

Collaboration skills

Hong Kong Singapore

Attributes empl�oyers l�ook for in overseas candidates

93%

90%

89%

86%

88%

83%



A Mobile Workforce

Finance and accounting professionals are a mobile workforce, 
with less than one in six employees in Hong Kong and 
Singapore expecting to be in the same role with the same 
employer in two years’ time. Some expect a promotion with 
their existing employer or a move to a new employer. Some 
expect both a promotion and a new employer. (Table 1)

It is therefore understandable that employers in both markets 
are finding it challenging to find suitable staff, as well as 
retain the staff they already have. 
  
HARD TO FIND THE RIGHT FIT
One of the most significant findings of this report is the level 
of challenge companies face finding skilled finance and 
accounting professionals. Ninety-three per cent of Hong 
Kong employers and 97 per cent of Singapore employers 

indicated they find recruiting finance and accounting staff a 
challenge. This compares to 67 per cent globally. (Table 2)

Entry-level professionals are in greatest demand (Hong  
Kong 61 per cent, Singapore 70 per cent), although middle 
management positions also feature prominently (Hong  
Kong 55 per cent, Singapore 56 per cent). Only five per cent 
of Hong Kong employers and 12 per cent of Singapore 
employers plan to build up their leadership teams with  
more senior management or director level hires. 

In regards to skill set, finance roles were said to be the most 
difficult to fill (Hong Kong 30 per cent, Singapore 28 per 
cent), followed by compliance positions (Hong Kong 24 per 
cent, Singapore 18 per cent).  
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Table 1: Which of these options best summarises your career plan over the next 2 years?

Stay with my existing employer in my current role

Seek a promotion with my existing employer

Move to a new employer

Seek a promotion with a new employer

Seek to change my career

Don’t know

 16%  15%

 27%  25%

19% 25%

7% 8%

25% 22%

6% 5%
Hong Kong Singapore

Hong Kong

Singapore 

Global

93%

97%

67%

Table 2: How challenging  is it to find skilled professionals today?

Very Challenging Somewhat Challenging

27%

32%

19%

66%

65%

48%

Total�
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A GLOBAL TALENT QUEST
It is clear from the survey that the talent quest is a global one. 
Among the Hong Kong companies in the market hiring 
permanent finance and accounting staff, 30 per cent believe 
it is likely the new recruits will come from overseas.  In 
Singapore, one in every two (51 per cent) new recruits is 
expected to come from overseas.

There is also a strong desire among finance and accounting 
professionals to gain international experience.  The survey 
found two-thirds of finance and accounting professionals in 
Hong Kong (67 per cent) and nearly three-quarters from 
Singapore (73 per cent) are interested in moving overseas  
for jobs.  

When asked to describe the top reason they want to work 
overseas, the desire for advancement took precedence over 
the desire for adventure. It is about career experience more 
than life experience. Gaining knowledge to grow their career 
was the most important reason – selected by 24 per cent of 
respondents from Hong Kong and 27 per cent from Singapore.  
The ability to gain a better salary wasn’t far behind, with 21 
per cent of Hong Kong respondents and 22 per cent of 
Singaporeans citing pay as the top reason for their desire to 
work overseas. (Table 3)

 Table 3: What is the most important reason you would like to work overseas?

Career growth

Better salary

Improve overall lifestyle 

New work experiences 

A new challenge

Experience new cultures

Learn how my profession/business operates in another market

Share my knowledge with professionals in other countries 3%
5%

4%
2%

10%

9%

12%
12%

14%

10%

11%
12%

21%

22%

24%
27%

Hong Kong Singapore



 Table 5: Which of these benefits would you expect to receive in an overseas relocation package?

Housing allowance 91% 91%

Moving allowance 76% 81%

Transportation costs 54% 61%

Car allowance 37% 52%

Medical insurance 82% 81%

Children’s education 34% 43%

Tax preparation assistance 66% 64%

Return visits to home country 79% 78%

Cultural training/education 35% 40%

Employment assistance for spouses 30% 41%

Other benefit 3%2% Hong Kong Singapore
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Table 4: Why is it unlikely that your organisation will hire staff from overseas?

Cost of relocation is too high

They lack knowledge of local accounting practices and regulations

Finding and evaluating candidates is difficult

Other reasons

Training takes too much time

Tight employment laws and government regulations

 67%
 50%

27%
 21%

15%
8%

14%
4%

43%
37%

16%
18%

Hong Kong Singapore

REASONS FOR AVOIDING AN OVERSEAS HIRE
Cost is the main concern of companies that do not plan  
to hire overseas staff.  They also are concerned about a lack 
of knowledge of local accounting practices as well as the 
logistical issue of finding and evaluating foreign candidates. 

With Singaporean employers more likely to hire  
international staff, it is not surprising that they are 
substantially more concerned than Hong Kong employers 
about the tightness of employment laws and government 
regulations related to hiring foreign employees. (Table 4)

EXPECTATIONS FOR BENEFITS AND COMPENSATION
The idea that a move to an international market will result in 
better benefits and compensation is still common.  Employees 
expect that a relocation package will incorporate a housing 
allowance (Hong Kong 91 per cent, Singapore 91 per cent) as 
well as medical insurance (Hong Kong 82 per cent, Singapore 
81 per cent). Moving allowances, transportation allowances, 
and return visits home are all benefits expected by the majority 
of survey respondents. (Table 5)



Singapore

OVERSEAS OPPORTUNITIES HARD TO COME BY
Finance and accounting professionals understand the benefits 
to their career of working in different markets, but few 
employers provide regular opportunities for their staff to gain 
international or regional exposure. Of the Hong Kong 
companies that send employees overseas or to Mainland 
China, only eight per cent do so on a regular basis. Similarly 
in Singapore, just 13 per cent provide regular overseas 
secondments. (Table 6)

These numbers are in stark contrast to the 67 per cent of 
Hong Kong and 73 per cent of Singapore finance and 
accounting professionals interested in gaining overseas 
experience. This creates a gap between what employers offer 
and what employees would like.  

With the skills shortage fuelling a willingness to hire from 
overseas, employees may need to look to a new company in 
another market to gain the international or regional expe-
rience they want.   

 Table 6: (To companies that do send their staff overseas or to Mainland China)  
How often does your organisation send finance and accounting staff on overseas secondments?

The Great Divide

THE BENEFITS TO EMPLOYERS
While the number of companies promoting regular 
secondments is low, the companies that do offer this 
opportunity gain numerous benefits from the sharing of 
experience and best practices.  

The top three reasons Hong Kong and Singapore employers 
send their finance and accounting staff overseas are:

Regularly

Occasionally

Rarely

1. To encourage the transfer 
of knowledge and expertise 
between teams

2. To enhance the training and 
development of employees

3. To increase the diversity of 
experience within the 
organisation

1. To encourage the transfer 
of knowledge and expertise 
between teams

2. To enhance the training and 
development of employees

3. To plug a skills shortage

Hong Kong Singapore

38%44%

49%48%

13%8%
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Hong Kong



The Selection Process

So what do employers look for when choosing a candidate 
for an overseas position?

There are many factors that can help an employee get the nod 
for an international role. First, employers need to know the 
staff member can do the job, so an emphatic 93 per cent  
of employers in Hong Kong and 90 per cent in Singapore  
rate appropriate skills and job knowledge as very important 
or essential. 

Hong Kong Singapore
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Local Language Fluency
Essential
Very Important

12%
38%

18%
37%

Cultural Sensitivity
Essential
Very Important

28%
46%

15%
55%

Adaptability
Essential
Very Important

36%
50%

36%
53%

Leadership Skills
Essential
Very Important

28%
46%

16%
53%

Collaboration Skills
Essential
Very Important

27%
56%

24%
64%

Appropriate Skills/Job Knowledge
Essential
Very Important

39%
51%

35%
58%

Recognised Accounting Qualification
Essential
Very Important

18%
37% 

15%
35% 

Employers also value interpersonal skills, such as adaptability, 
collaboration skills and the ability to demonstrate cultural 
sensitivity. Other factors that can sway a decision in an 
employee’s favour include having a recognised accounting 
qualification, as well as local language proficiency.

 Table 7: How important do you consider the following factors when selecting an employee for an overseas opportunity? 



Case Studies

A DIFFERENT MINDSET 
DFS reaps the rewards of encouraging international mobility

If you are looking for a company offering opportunities for 
international exposure, then DFS should be at the top of your 
list. As Ms Elaine Loh FCCA, Vice President of Corporate 
Reporting and Group Financial Control explains, DFS not 
only appreciates global experience, it actively encourages it. 

“As an international company, it is part of our retention 
strategy to provide our employees with opportunities to work 
in other offices around the world. We value employees who 
are open to new challenges and seeking  career development,” 
she said. 

DFS’ worldwide transactional, financial, accounting and 
reporting functions are based in Singapore. Within the finance 
leadership team here, there are a few expatriates who 
have relocated mainly from DFS’ United States and Hong 
Kong offices. 

“DFS has a progressive strategy of moving its key talent 
around different countries to give them experience. As we 
operate a worldwide shared service centre here, we are always 
looking for professionals who have knowledge of the 
language and culture of the countries that we support. For 
the finance function, we do not actively recruit externally but 
rather we review our internal talent pool to identify and 
develop talent for key positions,” said Ms Loh.

“Our expatriates are familiar with how the company works, 
so they settle into their jobs here with ease. And we provide 
assistance to help them get acclimated. We offer a pre-
assignment orientation trip for the employee and spouse to 
ensure they can assess housing and schooling options. Our 
other relocation benefits include housing, education, home 
leave passage and relocation support, where applicable,” said 
Ms Loh.

The possibility of international travel is also part of DFS’ 
pitch when recruiting fresh graduates. “There are ample 
opportunities for the finance staff to travel and visit 
DFS’ locations in Asia and the U.S. on a regular basis. 
These visits allow employees to have personal engagement 
with their internal customers, as well as to get familiar with 
issues that concern their work. Where required, employees 
are also seconded to assist the local operation or acquire job 
experience,” Ms Loh said. 
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“In selecting an employee for an overseas assignment, we 
look for someone who is adaptable and open to other cultures. 
Usually, they are our top performers. They have integrity and 
can be trusted, and have the energy and drive to carry out 
their duties to the best of their abilities,” said Ms Loh.

So what does DFS gain from this active encouragement of a 
mobile workforce? According to Ms Loh, DFS has an available 
pool of talent who have global business knowledge, coupled 
with cross cultural agility and sensitivity, exactly the type of 
talent needed in a multinational company.

“People have to step out of their comfort zones when they 
are placed in a foreign environment.  They tend to become 
more broadminded, less risk adverse, and more willing to 
explore and learn new things. In short, they acquire a different 
mindset,” said Ms Loh.

AN ADVENTURER AT HEART
Vic Tan shares his experiences working in eight different markets

There is a saying - ‘One Tok Bilong You’ – which means we 
are all from the same village.

Mr Vic Tan FCCA, Vice President of Finance & Operations, 
Asia, at Ralph Lauren, first heard the saying as a young finance 
professional when he took the bold step of moving from 
Singapore to Papua New Guinea.

“My aim was to get foreign exposure.  I felt if you worked in 
another market, you were going to get a lot more experience 
and responsibilities early in your career.  So at 24, when I got 
the opportunity I just jumped at it,” he said.

From his first leap of faith, Mr Tan has made international 
mobility his personal calling. Few people can match his 
record of working in eight countries, including some of the 
most isolated emerging markets on earth.  After Papua New 
Guinea, Mr Tan moved to the Solomon Islands, Fiji, Kingdom 
of Tonga, Myanmar, Singapore, Indonesia and recently Hong 
Kong, which included responsibilites over Greater China and 
Southeast Asia.

Mr Tan attributes his ability to move across countries to three 
factors: first, his ability to hit the ground running by getting 
up to speed on local accounting practices; second, his love of 
different cultures and his spirit of adventure; and third – and 
most important of all – his ability to be street smart.  



AN ADVENTURER AT HEART (Continued)
“The finance skill set is very portable, regardless of which 
country you go to,” said Mr Tan.  “There are of course a couple 
of gaps you need to fill immediately, like understanding tax 
laws and local accounting requirements. So talk to the 
auditors and find out what is required. And you’ve got to be 
industry specific, so know the business and the accounting 
requirements for the industry you are in.”

“You need to be adventurous. I like different cultures, to learn 
new languages and to try new foods,” said Mr Tan. Unlike 
many expatriates, Mr Tan made a point of engaging with the 
local teams wherever he went. He would start conversations 
with colleagues, which would often lead to lunch/dinner 
invitations and the chance to bond and form real 
friendships. 

While Mr Tan made friends easily, he never stopped being 
aware of the need to stay switched on – a trait he calls being 
‘street smart.’  

“I contrast street smart with book smart. Book smart means 
you understand what you have been taught and can apply it 
to a given situation. Street smart is about adapting to your 
environment, knowing what to say and what not to say, 
where to go and where not to go, who to mix with and who 
to avoid. It’s knowing how to get things done – that’s street 
smart,” he explained.

Mr Tan has seen firsthand how each country has a different 
way of doing things. What may be taboo in one place is 
perfectly acceptable in another. Mr Tan’s advice for anyone 
arriving to work in a new country is to be sensitive and keep 
an open mind. “If you are receptive and willing to learn and 
experience new things, then you will know what’s required of 
you in three to six months. It won’t take long. But if you are 
a person who refuses to learn, and always wants to be with 
your own nationality while in a foreign country, then you 
will never learn anything,” he said.

FROM EUROPE TO ASIA  
Advice from a financial professional who has lived across four continents

Having lived on four continents and worked on three, a 
global perspective comes naturally to Ms Angela Jones*. Even 
before she began her working life, she knew she wanted a 
career that could take her anywhere.  That’s why she chose 
finance.

After working in Australia and Europe, Ms Jones took the 
bold step of moving to Hong Kong without the safety net of 
a job, and had to confront a range of challenges and 
changes.   

“People wanted to cut my salary by four before they would 
give me a job,” she said. “The environment is absolutely 
different, especially the density in Hong Kong. It hit me 
like a brick from day one. I would never have survived 
unless I had a very special skill set and a lot of persistence,”  
she explained.  

Ms Jones’ international knowledge of the accounting, legal 
and tax norms in Europe make her a valuable asset to her 
current employer. “I have to be a bridge between Europe and 
Asia.  It’s not just about language, it’s about mentality.  I help 
our markets in Europe understand Asia, and I help Asia 
understand the mentality in Europe,” she said.

So what does it take to successfully move your skills from one 
country to another? “You want to have a couple of 
differentiators that make you stand out, such as another 
language, experience working with different cultures and  
an ability to manage multinational teams. Anyone can  
get accounting qualifications, but new thinking styles, 
international exposure and an ability to challenge the status 
quo are more difficult to attain,” she explained. 

Ms Jones advises caution against making the move to a new 
market too early in a person’s career. “You need to have a 
track record and at least five to six years of experience. The 
more basic skill sets can be easily found in the local 
population.” So how does she feel about yet another move to 
a new job in a new country? “I don’t have a lot of fear, so that 
makes it easy for me,” she said.
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*Changed name for anonymity 



Bridging The Great Divide: 
Tips And Insights
FOR EMPLOYERS
The opportunity for overseas experience can be a selling point 
Companies that can offer international opportunities should 
use this to their advantage to attract the best talent. Employers 
need to keep in mind that they are not just competing with 
other potential employers in Singapore or Hong Kong – the 
quest to attract and retain talent is a global one.  

Look overseas to fill vacancies 
If a suitable candidate does not exist in one country, the 
search can be widened to neighbouring countries or even to 
other continents. Bringing in recruits from other countries 
does more than just fill the job – it can provide new ideas 
and energy to a team. An international hire is certainly 
preferable to putting the wrong person in the chair, or even 
worse, leaving the chair vacant.  

Develop a system of regular overseas secondments 
Overseas assignments help a company share knowledge and 
best practices across different locations. To obtain the 
maximum benefit of this skills sharing, companies should 
consider developing a system of regular secondment 
opportunities designed to raise standards across the 
organisation.  

Be creative when it comes to employee benefits
While cost is the principal barrier to hiring overseas talent, 
there are other types of benefits an employer could consider. 
Many of these can be offered at minimal cost, such as 
providing a mentor to help with the transition or assigning 
an administrative person to assist with the logistics of the 
move, including finding an apartment, arranging a hotel for 
arrival, and getting utilities and phones connected. Talented 
and mobile professionals will look at the total package – and 
its impact on their career and family – when choosing a new 
employer.

Reap the rewards
The knowledge employees gain while in overseas positions 
makes them valuable, particularly in roles that require co-
ordinating efforts across multiple markets. Apart from putting 
their skills to good use, employers should plan for further 
career development when an employee returns. This will 
ensure the leadership, experience and diversity of skills 
acquired while on assignment are retained within the 
organisation.

FOR EMPLOYEES
Have a global perspective as well as an international CV
In the global quest for talent, companies are looking for  
more than the mainstream. They value employees with 
international experience, as it increases a candidate’s emp-
loyability by more than a few notches. And if an employee is 
finding it difficult to gain international experience with their 
current company, then it may be time to find another 
employer in the market they want to enter.

Be realistic about what you expect to receive 
Employees still have a long wish list when it comes to benefits 
they expect to receive from an overseas posting. The real 
benefit of an overseas opportunity may go beyond money.  
Gaining invaluable experience doing business in the global 
marketplace will hold an employee in good stead when the 
jobs with the big packages are on offer.  

It is important to be flexible and open to compromise when 
negotiating an overseas contract. Employers may be able to 
offer added benefits in non-cash form, such as logistical help 
with the move, as well as support for family members to ease 
them in to their new home.

Get up to speed on another country’s rules and regulations
Employers are concerned that new international employees 
will be unfamiliar with local accounting and reporting 
procedures. Knowing this allows ambitious individuals to  
get ahead of the curve. Being able to demonstrate an 
understanding of how different countries do things will help 
an employee secure that new job or that elusive overseas 
secondment. 

Ask for it
Employees who want an overseas assignment should ask  
for it. Employees demonstrate initiative, confidence and 
ambition by requesting the opportunity to better themselves 
through exposure to a new market. When choosing between 
equally qualified candidates, many employers will give the 
job to the employee who has shown the most enthusiasm.
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At the moment, the balance of power lies with employees as 
the demand is high for skilled people and companies 
continue to hire in anticipation of growth. Skilled finance 
and accounting professional are in a strong position to ask 
their employers to give them exposure to new markets, or to 
look for employment elsewhere if they desire international 
or regional experience.

But the balance may swiftly swing back the employers’ way 
if economic conditions soften. An extended economic 
downturn would lessen the challenge of finding good local 
staff and ease the pressure to hire from overseas.  However, 
companies will still be looking for people with international 
experience to strengthen their internal capabilities, as well 
as to prepare for growth.

For employees, international experience may help them rise 
to the top in any job market. Having an international track 
record may be the factor that tips the scale in their favour. 

In the long-term, companies will need people with 
international perspectives and skills to keep their global 
businesses going. And candidates will need to have an 
overseas track record to secure the best positions. 

Conclusion
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Founded in 1948, Robert Half International (NYSE: RHI) is 
the world’s first and largest specialised recruitment firm. Our 
divisions place professionals on a temporary, temporary-to-
hire and permanent basis in the accounting and finance, 
technology, office administration, legal, and creative, market-
ing and design fields.  

With more than 350 locations worldwide, Robert Half is 
dedicated to providing highly skilled professionals whose 
skills are well-matched to their unique hiring requirements 
and workplace environment. 

Robert Half has built a stellar reputation for high ethical 
standards, a specialised focus and unparalleled service. As 
one of the only truly global specialised recruitment firms 
focusing exclusively in professional positions, Robert Half 
continues to help businesses worldwide find the skills they 
need, while assisting untold numbers of job seekers in finding 
meaningful employment.

ACCA (the Association of Chartered Certified Accountants) 
is the global body for professional accountants. We aim to 
offer business-relevant, first-choice qualifications to people 
of application, ability and ambition around the world who seek 
a rewarding career in accountancy, finance and management.

We support our 147,000 members and 424,000 students in 
170 countries, helping them to develop successful careers in 
accounting and business, with the skills needed by employers. 
We work through a network of 83 offices and centres and 
more than 8,500 Approved Employers worldwide, who 
provide high standards of employee learning and development.

ACCA works in the public interest, assuring that its members 
are appropriately regulated for the work they carry out and, 
promoting principles-based approaches to regulation. We 
actively seek to enhance the public value of accounting in 
society through international research and we take a 
progressive stance on global issues to ensure accountancy as 
a profession continues to grow in reputation and influence.

About Robert HalfAbout ACCA
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ACCA Hong Kong
+852 2524 4988
info@hk.accaglobal.com
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Robert Half Hong Kong
+852 3653 7300
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