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Executive summary

This report presents the findings of a March 2010 ACCA survey on talent management practices
across the finance profession. Over 1,400 individuals responded to this survey covering 105
countries, making it one of the most comprehensive surveys on talent management practices
undertaken across the profession. This study is the first part of a wider study, which will
conclude later in 2010 with a broader review of world-class integrated talent management
practices in finance. The second part of the study will highlight the practices organisations
should be adopting in order to deliver the best possible talent programmes for finance
professionals. The work on talent management is a core feature of ACCA’s global thought
leadership programme for 2010, Accountants for Business.

At the heart of the Accountants for Business programme is
an acknowledgement of the value that accountants bring
to all sizes of organisation and to all sectors of the global
economy. It sees the role of accountants as promoting sound
business practices, championing sustainable development,
and identifying value drivers that deliver high-performing
organisations. In the new world, post-crisis, organisational
value will be not driven solely by economic impetus, as has
been the case during the last 15 years of the global economic
boom. The days of easy credit and rising asset prices are
over; instead, the new global economy will be shaped by
slower growth, less funding and lower asset prices. The global
economy will shift from a world where value has been created
by sheer economic momentum to a world where value needs to
be created; innovation will be a key factor.
Organisations will depend upon the talent they employ. Human,
not physical, capital will be the global currency and the
primary organisational asset. The talents, skills, experience and
knowledge that people bring to all sorts of businesses will be
the principal ingredient of success. Organisational processes
and business models will be adapted, and technology leveraged
to get the best out of this resource. Good talent management
practices lay the foundation for business growth, and are at the
heart of value creation in the knowledge economy.
In the finance profession, this idea sits well. The first decade
of this century has seen the accountancy profession extend
its influence throughout the global business community, and
organisations are increasingly recognising the contribution and
value that professional accountants make to their business.
They are placing more importance on identifying, developing,
deploying and retaining talent in finance.
This survey seeks to obtain a snapshot of the current talent
management practices that organisations are adopting, as well
as considering some of the challenges and major issues they
face. ACCA’s last survey of talent management practices was in
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20061, so the present survey provides an opportunity to draw
comparisons with the situation four years ago.
The key findings from this survey are:
• The importance of talent management programmes; this
survey concludes that talent management is a significant
matter for the finance profession; finance professionals
see the benefits of well-executed talent management
programmes. This finding is consistent with the conclusions
of the survey in 2006.
• There are several reasons why talent management
particularly matters to the finance profession. Among these
is that it is critical to developing high-potential individuals
and for identifying future finance leaders. However, the
benefits are also much broader, in supporting succession
planning and addressing key skills shortages.
• Talent management will be more important after the global
economic crisis. The economic downturn had a significant
impact on talent development programmes and strategies
in many organisations; recruitment activities were put on
hold and investment in talent management programmes
was reduced. The downturn also identified skill gaps across
finance.
• There are few organisations that fully integrate talent
identification, development, deployment and retention
processes across the finance profession. Fewer than
20% of respondents indicated that their organisations
had an integrated talent strategy that included finance
professionals. Our survey suggests that, at present, most
talent management practices are informal, sometimes run in
isolation, and often functionally based without being part of
a wider plan. Even so, this is an improvement in comparison
with the survey in 2006, when 41% of respondents
indicated that their organisations did not have a talent
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management programme for finance professionals at all. It
suggests that talent management practices have become
more widespread over the last four years.
• There is broad support for implementating talent
management practices, although our results suggest
there is a gap between the perceived benefits and their
realisation. Current practice is not seen as delivering the
intended outcomes, which may suggest that investment in
talent strategies is not being optimised. This is particularly
important, given the importance of cost control for most
organisations, and their need to ensure effective return
on investment. Challenges cited by respondents included:
organisations having other priorities; the cost of running
talent development programmes; and the lack of visibility
of the return on investment. This is consistent with the
conclusions of the survey report in 2006.

faced. Broadly our survey suggests that talent management
programmes are more well-defined in larger organisations
than they are in smaller ones, have broader coverage, and
are generally perceived to be more successful by finance
employees working in public practice, the corporate sector
and in financial services.

• A wide range of finance talent management activities is
available to organisations, yet there is significant underuse of activities which respondents perceive to be most
effective, and potential over-use of those deemed less
effective. Organisations may need to reconsider current
offerings, and possibly rebalance their investment in different
development activities.
• A number of skills are critical for finance leaders, and
need to be included in talent management programmes.
Respondents identified strategic vision, the ability to manage
change, commercial acumen and the skill in building
high-performing finance teams. Such abilities have been
critical over the last 18 months.
• Finally, regardless of sector or size of organisations, there
is agreement on how important talent management is.
However, our survey also reveals the differences – between
sectors and between organisations of different sizes – in
the approaches to talent management and the challenges
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Introduction

The fallout from the banking collapse and the ensuing economic downturn had a profound
effect on the focus and priorities of Chief Financial Officers (CFOs) and other finance leaders.
The headline messages were simple: organisations were calling out for help from finance as
a business partner; in particular cash management, cost reduction, and forecasting became
boardroom priorities across businesses, regardless of size or sector. In 2009, the skills of
finance professionals came to the fore. They were busy helping organisations to reduce debt and
de-leverage their businesses, restructuring the business and financing model, producing more
effective risk analysis and financial forecasts, stress-testing financial models, scenario testing
and planning, liaising with the banks or regulatory authorities, driving efficiencies in back office
transaction processing to support cash flow, and so on. Accountants across all sectors were
leveraging their skills, knowledge, capabilities and experience across a range of different areas
to help drive value within their organisations.
The economic downturn highlighted the importance of the finance function and the role that
professional accountants, both internal and external to the organisation, had to play in supporting
businesses through difficult trading conditions. The dominance and influence that CFOs and
finance leaders have had has, arguably, never been greater. This is partly as a consequence of
the downturn, but also as an outcome of a longer-term growing recognition of the value that the
finance function can add to the organisation. The challenge for finance professionals, in 2010 and
beyond, is to capitalise on these opportunities, particularly in a global economy which, according
to ACCA’s latest economic survey, will recover only slowly, and possibly stagnate in the short
term2. To this end, the talents that accountants bring to organisations will need to be leveraged
in the most effective way. Finance operations will be better placed if they systematically identify,
develop, deploy and retain those who make a significant difference and contribution to the
organisation’s success.
In future, organisations are unlikely to be able to rely on market momentum to add value to their
activities. Instead, innovative ways to create value will need to be found, which goes
hand-in-hand with identifying and deploying talented individuals. The need to establish and
implement superior yet cost-efficient talent management practices throughout the finance function
should be a major priority.

2
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Does talent management still matter?

The findings from our survey show overwhelming agreement that talent management
programmes are critical to organisational success.
Of all the respondents to our survey
72.4% agreed or strongly agreed that
‘a talent management strategy and the
effective retention of finance talent was
critical to ensuring strategic objectives
were met’. The survey provides strong
evidence that finance staff recognise
the value and importance of talent
management. Three-quarters of
respondents to our survey cited access
to talent programmes as being ‘very
important’ for finance professionals, with
less than 2% of respondents suggesting
that talent programmes were not
important. (Fig. 1).

Figure 1:
How important do you think it is that
finance professionals have access to
talent programmes?
% rating
100%

75%

23%

2%
	Very
Important

Almost 70% of respondents considered
that it is very important for organisations
to have a formal programme to develop
the best finance talent in the organisation
(Fig. 2).
There findings are consistent with the
survey undertaken by ACCA on talent
management practices in 20063, where
85% of respondents believe that interest
in talent management would increase,
and 75% agree that talent management
would become more important for
organisations.

Quite
Important

Not
Important

Figure 2:
How important do you think it is for
the organisation to have a formal talent programme
in place to develop its best finance talent?

Very Important

		
28%

Quite Important
Not Important

69%

3%
100%
% rating
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Why does talent management matter?

What is the primary benefit of talent managment programmes? And why should organisations
invest in human capital when the signs of economic recovery are fragile and there is continued
concern over the cost base and spending? Our survey provides strong evidence that when talent
management programmes are delivered effectively, there are multiple benefits, both for the
organisation and for the finance professionals it employs.
Respondents considered that a core
objective of talent management
programmes is the identification of highpotential individuals (Fig. 3): 80.9% of
respondents scored this objective as 4 or
5 (5 being very important). A cornerstone
of good practice in talent management
is identifying talented people at critical
points in the value chain. Talent
management practices need to target
those individuals, and those areas of
the business, where there is the greatest
opportunity of improving business
performance. Organisations should
be asking themselves which roles in
finance are the most important, who are
the individuals that significantly make
a difference to business performance,
and focusing their efforts and resources
on these. It should be noted that ‘most
important’ is not necessarily the same
thing as ‘most senior’. The nature of the
value chain will determine the relative
importance of finance professionals
in the organisation, and where its key
talents need to be deployed.
Figure 3 shows that a similar number
(80.1%) of respondents saw talent
management programmes as critical to
developing key finance staff, and 78%
saw it as crucial to developing the future
finance leaders or the organisation.
Our survey suggests that talent
programmes have wide range of other
benefits too.
Engagement – Almost 75% of
respondents felt that talent programmes
play an important role in keeping finance
staff engaged and motivated; so it is
easy to see how continued investment
in talent programmes, particularly
during a downturn, can assist with staff
motivation. Engagement of finance staff
will be important throughout 2010,
because organisations will need to create
relationships which drive collaboration
and innovation across the organisation
and within finance.
Succession – Just over 75% of
respondents indicated that effective
talent management programmes are
8

Figure 3:
The key objective of
talent management programmes
		

25%

50%

75%

100%

Support organisational change 			          l
Address skill shortages 				    l
Assist in succession planning 			         

l

Facilitate mobility of staff 				  l
Develop high potential individuals 			      l
Produce future finance leaders 			  

      

l

Enable the achievement of orgn strategy 		          l
Meet future skills requirements 			     l
Attract and recruit key finance staff 			

l

Develop key finance staff 				      l
Retain key staff 					     l
Ensure staff remain engaged, morale high 		  

       l

Effective return on training investment 		        l
% agreeing scoring 4 or 5 “very important”

important to succession planning for the most senior finance roles. This finding is
particularly important in the context of a broadening remit for finance leaders, and
the need to develop and improve vital finance skills in the organisation and to identify
future talent.
Skills shortages and deployment – 75% of respondents suggested that talent
management was important in addressing finance skills shortages throughout
the organisation. This is also connected with mobility, and with moving talented
people into the areas of the organisation where they are most needed: 54.7% of
respondents felt that talent programmes facilitate the movement of finance staff within
the organisation; 75.8% indicated that effective talent management practices are
necessary in order to meet future skill requirements. These findings support the notion
that it is necessary to have organisational clarity about individual career paths, and
deploying talented individuals in the areas where they will be most effective.
Financials – Ensuring an appropriate return on training investment was also cited as
an important objective of talent management programmes by 60% of respondents. By
identifying the talented individuals in finance who contribute most to its performance,
the organisation is much better placed to target its training spend where it can
realise the most benefit. Consequently it can generate a better return on its training
investment.
It is worth reflecting that these issues are interlinked. Developing individuals with
good skills and being transparent over career paths can help the succession planning
process. Effective practices in these areas also support staff engagement levels,
enabling an effective return on the organisation’s training spend.

That was then... a look back at 2009

How were talent management practices in finance affected by the global economic downturn
in 2009?

Looking back on 2009, our survey
suggests that many organisations
adopted radical approaches towards their
talent strategies (Fig. 4).
Staff numbers reduced, talent
programmes cut – There was a
large contraction of recruitment and
development activities in 2009,
with nearly 40% of organisations
reducing the number of finance staff
in the organisation, and over 60% of
organisations putting the recruitment
of finance staff on hold. There was also
less reliance on external recruitment
agencies. Only 22% of organisations
reported an increase in the number of
temporary finance staff being employed,
possibly indicating a need for more
flexible resources, or understaffing in key
finance areas. The evidence suggests
that there was little mobility between
finance roles during the crisis. Over
50% of respondents indicated that
their organisation’s talent management
programmes for finance staff had been
put on hold.

Figure 4:
What happened to talent strategies during
the global economic crisis of 2009?
    61%                39%

Finance staff reduced

       37%                63%	Recruitment put on hold
     51%                49%

Increased focus on retention

      38%               

Less reliance on recruitment agencies

62%

76%                24%

Finance staff re-deployed elsewhere

78%                22%

Increase in temporary staff

     49%                51%

Learning and Development budget reduced

     48%                52%

Talent programmes put on hold

   61%                39%

Technical skill shortages identified

    59%                41%

Business skill shortages identified

69%                31%
100%
% saying “No”

0%

Focus on technical rather than business skills
100%
% saying “Yes”

Budgets cut – Over 50% of respondents
indicated that the budget for training
and development had been reduced
during the downturn. The economic crisis
provided a rationale for finance leaders
to critically assess and review the cost
base, and provided validation for cutting
costs. Investment in talent programmes
and in learning and development is still
considered to be a discretionary cost
rather than an investment by some, so
it is perhaps not surprising that training
budgets were reduced.
Skill gaps identification – A significant
proportion of respondents indicated that
the economic downturn exposed finance
skills gaps. Almost 40% indicated that
their organisation found a significant
technical skills gap, and just over 40%
suggested that gaps in business skills
were identified.
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Now... and the next 12 months

How do current talent strategies operate? Will talent management become more or less
important over the next 12 months?

The majority of respondents felt that
talent management would be more
important after the global economic
crisis than before (Fig. 5). Only 4% of
respondents felt that talent management
was going to be less important now
than before the global economic crisis,
with 43% suggesting it was going to be
of the same importance as previously.
Interestingly, however, there was less
confidence among respondents that
their organisation’s interest in talent
management would increase, only 29%
of respondents supported this notion.
The majority, 57%, indicated that
their organisation’s interest in talent
management would stay the same.
There may be some disparity between
individuals believing that talent should
now become important and their faith
that their organisation would act on this.
Only a minority of respondents (18.3%)
indicated that their organisation currently
had a talent strategy that is crossorganisational, and in which all finance
professionals could participate. More
generally, the picture across the finance
profession is of talent programmes that
are informal and not widespread. There is
also evidence to suggest that many talent
management practices currently operate
in isolation; they are not part of any
overall talent strategy. Some organisations
are operating programmes for their
finance professionals within particular
functions or service lines only.
Talent management practices for finance
professionals need further development,
and as figure 6 shows, few organisations
are operating fully integrated talent
management practices that include the
different aspects of talent identification,
development, deployment and retention.
There was a mixed response from survey
respondents to the question about who
organisational talent programmes apply
to in the finance function. Approximately
38% of respondents indicated that
programmes apply to executives and
senior management only; a further 34%
suggested that programmes are applied
to middle management and above ;
and the remaining 27% indicated that
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Figure 5:
Do you think talent management is more or less
important than before the global economic crisis?

52.9%

43.1%

4%

More Important

Same

Less Important

% rating

Figure 6:
The breadth of current organisational
talent strategies for finance professionals
Cross organisational talent
management strategy which finance
professionals have access to
18%
No talent management or
informal and not widespread
34%

Integrated and co-ordinated
talent management activities
for a particular function
within finance or particular
service line
15%

Isolated streams of talent
management but no overalltalent
strategy or wider talent plan
33%

Now... and the next 12 months

talent management programmes are
made available to all finance staff in the
organisation. This is an interesting finding
and raises the obvious question why many
organisations are only identifying key
finance talent at higher levels of seniority,
rather than right along the value chain.
Although over 50% of respondents
believe that talent management is more
important now than before the economic
crisis, there is less confidence about
the extent to which organisations will
invest resources in these programmes,
and the extent to which they will be
made a priority (Fig. 7). This is perhaps
a wider reflection of the uncertainty that
exists in many markets about the state
of the economy, the business outlook,
and the likely performance of individual
companies.
Recruitment outlook – Less than 25%
of respondents expected the recruitment
of finance staff to increase over the
next 12 months; in fact, over 45% of
respondents took the opposite view.
Similarly, the majority of respondents
did not believe that their organisation
will prioritise external talent recruitment
over internal talent identification; this
may suggest that organisations are wary
of the costs associated with external
recruitment, and prefer to look within the
organisation itself to identify and develop
finance talent. However, respondents were
more confident that retention of finance
staff would become harder as more
opportunities become available in the
external market.
Budgets – While 29% of respondents
agreed that talent budgets are to be
increased over the next 12 months, over
1/3 of respondents disagreed.
Training participation – Expectations were
divided more or less equally about the
potential opportunities to participate in
talent programmes (Fig. 7), with 32% of
respondents indicating that they expected
to see more opportunities over the next
12 months, and 36% not expecting more
opportunities. This may be because of
funding issues. More generally 35% of

Figure 7:
The next 12 months:
Where next for tALENT development?

I expect the retention of finance staff will become
harder because of more opportunities in the
external marketplace

-10%

I expect talent management to be an increasing
priority for the organisation

-12%

-19%

28%

-20%

28%

10%

27%

8%

I expect there will be more training opportunites
for finance staff

-12%

-22%

I expect there will be more opportunities for
participation in talent programmes

-14%

-22%

24%

-21%

21%

I expect the learning and development budget to
be increased
I expect the recruitment of finance staff to
increase
I expect the organisation will prioritise external
talent requirement rather than the development of
internal talent
-60%

-14%

-19%

-21%

-40%

13%

-28%

-31%

-20%

8%

8%

18% 6%

14% 6%

0%

20%

40%

60%

% respondents rating
Strongly disagree    Disagree    Agree    Strongly agree

respondents do not expect there to be more training opportunities available for finance
staff over the next 12 months.
Those respondents who suggested that interest in talent management was likely to
increase during 2010 identified four main reasons why.
• Finance capabilities – respondents suggested that the main reason why interest in
talent programmes may increase during 2010 was the need to build the appropriate
finance capabilities in the organisation to meet business needs. This is consistent
with other findings already discussed in this survey. Significant skills gaps were
exposed during the economic crisis and need to be redressed.
• Succession planning – respondents indicated that interest in talent management may
increase in order to support effective succession planning for the top finance roles.
• Retention – consistent with the notion that over 40% of respondents expect the
retention of finance staff to become harder, respondents indicated that interest in
talent management may increase in order to help retain staff. Our survey clearly
shows that respondents feel that talent programmes are an important part of a more
effective retention strategy.
• Recruitment – some respondents felt that an increased investment in talent
programmes would be necessary to attract the best candidates to their organisation.

talent management in 2010: foundations for growth
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The success of current talent strategies

This report has shown that survey respondents believe that effective talent strategies provide
the organisation with multiple benefits. There is a strong argument for establishing formal talent
programmes and strategies. But how successful are current programmes?
The survey results indicate some
disjunction between the perceived
importance of talent strategies, and the
realisation of their benefits in practice
(Fig. 8).

l % rating important / very important l % rating successful / very successful

% respondents rating

Talent strategies are not delivering the
benefits that they should be. This has
significant implications. It may mean
that investment in talent strategies and
activities is not being optimised, and
finance professionals can give only
sub-optimal support to the organisation
in helping meet its corporate objectives.
Are organisations attracting, developing
and retaining the finance staff they need?
Possibly not. Is the engagement and
motivation of finance staff suffering as a
consequence of sub-optimal delivery of
talent initiatives? Maybe. With continuing
pressure on the organisational cost base,
these findings are a matter of concern.

Figure 8:
Comparison of the
perceived importance of talent strategy objectives
with their perceived success

75%

l

l

l l

l

l

l

l

l l

l

l

l

50%

l

l
l l l

l

25%

l
l l l

l

l

l
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Ensure staff remain engaged, morale high

Retaining key staff

Develop key finance staff

Attract and recruit key finance staff

Meet future skills requirements

Enable the achievement of orgn strategy

Produce future finance leaders

Develop high potential individuals

Facilitate mobility of staff

Assist in succession planning

Address skill shortages

Support organisational change

0%

Which talent management activities are companies using?

What are organisations currently doing to develop their finance talent? Which talent strategies
are successful? Which are less effective?
Three key issues arose from our survey
concerning the development activities
organisations use to develop their finance
talent.

l
l l

l

l
l l l
l
l
l l l l
l

Competence frameworks

E-learning

Training

Mentoring

Coaching

Career planning tools / activities

Stretch assignments and action learning

Secondments outside finance / service line

0%

Many organisations are not using an
appropriate blend of development activities
to develop their finance talent, and
some activities may not be generating
proportionate benefits. In particular,
it is interesting to note the value that
respondents place on coaching and
mentoring practices. ACCA’s 2008 report
on coaching concludes that coaching
remains an aspiration rather than a reality
for most organisations that employed
finance professionals; however, it is highly
valued as a development tool4.

l

l l

Appraisal using 360 degree feedback

l

l
l l
l
l

Further professinal qualifications

l l

Networking

l l

l

l

Seminars and conferences

l

Back to the floor scheme

l

Shadowing

25%

l l

Talent assessment centre

50%

Secondments across finance / service line

Thirdly, and most importantly, there
was a large discrepancy between the
number of respondents who considered
that a development activity was highly
effective and the number stating that their
organisation used the activity.

75%

Succession planning

Secondly, there is a broad correlation
between the development activities that
respondents rated as the most highly
effective, and the number of respondents
stating that their organisation used that
specific activity. Thus, where a particular
development activity is deemed to be
more effective, generally more respondents
indicated that their organisation uses the
activity.

l % indicating development activity used
l % rating the activity as “highly effective”

% respondents rating

First, there is a wide range of development
activities in use to develop talent (Fig. 9),
but the full range is only used in the minority
of organisations. The most popular activities
include training courses, followed, in
descending order, by seminars, conferences,
coaching and mentoring practices, and
pursuing professional qualifications.

Figure 9:
Comparison of the use of talent management activities
with their effectiveness rating

These findings are consistent with the
survey findings from 2006 where concerns
were expressed about the effectiveness of
various activities used to develop finance
talent in the workplace. The report of the
2006 survey concludes that organisations
were not delivering talent activities in
the most effective way, and that talent
programmes were not as effective as they
could be.
4
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Challenges facing talent management programmes

What are the factors that may limit the effects of talent management programmes in finance
during 2010?

The biggest barrier is the relative
priorities of organisations; respondents
stated that their organisation’s other
priorities may be more pressing. Twofifths of respondents suggested that
the organisation’s other priorities could
inhibit the success of talent programmes.
Over 20% of respondents also cited
concerns over the cost, reflecting the
prevailing financial challenges many
organisations face. As this survey shows,
during the downturn many organisations
have extensively cut their investment in
training and development, and most are
likely to consider talent programmes as
a discretionary investment, particularly
where there is uncertainty about the
return involved. Approximately 10% of
respondents also suggested that if the
benefits of the talent programme were
not clearly understood, this could be a
barrier to successful implementation.

Figure 10:
Key challenges that inhibit
the success of talent management programmes
Organisation having other priorities currently	                      40%
Costs of running programmes seen to be too expensive	              22%
	Return on investment not being clear	         11%
Benefis of programme not being clearly understood	        10%
Perception that senior management have not bought into programme	     4%
Selection process not being fully understood/communicated	     4%
Lack of significant financial investment in the programme	     3%
Other	     3%
Ownership of programme not being transparent	   2%
Programme lacking delivery expertise	   2%

0%

10%

20%

30%
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% respondents rating
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The talent pipeline for tomorrow

The evolving role of the CFO and the increasing power of the finance function mean that talent
management is vital. Since late 2008, the recession has provided the finance function with an
unparalleled opportunity to shape and influence the business. However, this opportunity can
only be grasped if organisations and finance leaders invest in the skills and capabilities required.
Respondents to our survey were quite clear about the most important skills that would be needed.

1.	Strategic vision
Being able to provide a strategic vision
and to ensure this is delivered in practice
was identified as the highest priority.
Previous ACCA research5 has confirmed
that strategic vision is an absolute musthave quality for today’s finance leader.
2. Change management
The ability to manage and deliver in
an environment of constant change
is highly rated by respondents. The
business environment in which finance
professionals and finance leaders are
operating is continually evolving, so
coping with change and adopting
effective change management strategies
is seen as crucial.
3. Commercial acumen
Having an understanding of the business,
and developing a strong commercial
awareness is considered highly beneficial
for the most senior roles, particularly in
the environment since 2008.
4.	Building strong teams
The ability to build high-performing
teams which have the skills required
by the business or the client. This
links closely to the talent management
concept, because the key challenge is
for organisations to align their talent
management programmes with the
organisation’s strategy. So the ability to
build strong teams with great talent at
key points of the value change is crucial.

strong working relationships inside and outside the organisation. Since 2008,
communication has been absolutely critical for finance leaders, particularly when
delivering difficult messages. When organisations are operating in a difficult trading
environment, skills such as empathy, professionalism and objectivity become more
important.
On building strong working relationships, ACCA’s recent research6 outlines how the
ability to build collaborative relationships both inside and outside the organisation is
vital, not only for finance teams but also for individuals as part of their career path.
The astute finance leader recognises that strong teams and relationships help to
develop the reputation of finance, both within the organisation and externally. They
also support the enhanced delivery of the organisation’s objectives.

Figure 11:
The most important attributes of finance leaders
Provide a strategic vision for organisation / function /
service lines and to ensure this is delivered in practice                    

6

46%

Manage change effectively
Understand / demonstrate clear commercial acumen
and understanding of the key business challenges and
opportunities

43%

Build really strong finance teams / functions / service
lines with the skills which drive most value for
businesses / clients

42%

Powerfully communicate verbally to all stakeholders

38%

Develop strong effective working relationships and bring
influence inside / outside of the organisation at the
highest level

38%

Develop / motivate a workforce so that they are engaged

33%

Give very effective presentations at all levels
inside / outside of the organisation

13%

	Manage cross business / cross functional projects

12%

Apart from these four core skills, other
qualities were identified (Fig. 11). These
included the ability to communicate
effectively and the ability to build
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Sector analysis

The report now compares the survey results from the four sectors: public practice; the corporate
sector and financial services; the public sector; and not-for-profit organisations.

The different sectors broadly agree about
the importance of talent management,
but there are some differences between
them about what the different objectives
of talent programmes need to be.
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Public Practice – % rating very important
Public Sector – % rating very important
Corporate Sector – % rating very important
Not for Profit – % rating very important
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Effective return on training investment

Ensure staff remain engaged, morale high

Retaining key staff

Develop key finance staff

Attract and recruit key finance staff

Meet future skills requirements

Enable the achievement of orgn strategy

Produce future finance leaders

Develop high potential individuals

Facilitate mobility of staff

Assist in succession planning

Adress skill shortages

0%
Support organisational change

There were greater differences between
sectors about the other objectives of
talent management programmes. For
example, the extent to which they were
seen to support organisational change
and the development of high-potential
individuals differed considerably between
sectors. In the not-for-profit sector the
development of future finance leaders
were seen as less of a priority. Rather,
this sector saw supporting organisational
change and enabling the achievement
of organisational strategy as the key
objectives.

l
l
l
l

% respondents rating

Broadly, there is alignment between
public practice and the corporate
sector about the objectives of talent
programmes (Fig. 12). Both these
sectors see the development of highpotential individuals and the production
of future finance leaders as some of
the most important objectives. In public
practice, engagement is also seen to
be very important.

Figure 12:
The objectives of talent management programmes
– sector comparison

Sector analysis

There are significant variations between
the sectors in relation to the extent to
which talent programmes are seen as
successful in achieving their different
objectives (Fig. 13). Broadly, our survey
suggests that the public practice and
corporate sectors see talent programmes
as successful in achieving different
objectives. In the public practice sector,
they are seen as particularly successful
in developing high-potential individuals.
The corporate sector, the not-for-profit
sector and the public sector perceive the
most successful programmes as those
which support organisational strategy.

Figure 13:
What is the perceived success
across sectors of current programmes?
l
l
l
l

Public Practice – % rating successful / very successful
Public Sector – % rating successful / very successful
Corporate Sector – % rating successful / very successful
Not for Profit – % rating successful / very successful
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Sector analysis

The extent to which talent programmes
are formalised across sectors (Fig.
14) shows some variation. Broadly,
organisations in public practice and the
corporate sector have more formalised
cross-organisational talent strategies.
In the public sector and not-for-profit
sectors, talent strategies are more isolated
and fragmented. Organisations in the notfor-profit sector are the most likely not to
have any talent management programmes
for their finance professionals.
Other key findings when comparing
sectors included:
• Approximately 40–42% of respondents
in public practice, the corporate sector
and not for profit agreed that retaining
finance staff would become harder
during 2010. Only 32% of public
sector respondents agreed with this
statement.
• Public sector respondents were less
likely to agree that talent management
would become an increasing priority
for their organisations during 2010.
They were also less likely to agree that
there would be more opportunities
to take part in talent management
programmes over the same period.
• Public practice respondents (39%)
were more likely to agree with the
statement that recruitment would
increase during 2010. Between 20%
and 24% of respondents in other
sectors agreed with the statement.
• There was broad consistency across
all sectors about the challenges that
might inhibit talent programmes from
being successful. All sectors saw the
organisation having other priorities
as the most important factor. The
costs of running programmes and
the uncertainty about the return on
investment were also cited as factors.
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Figure 14:
To what extent are talent programmes
formalised across sectors?
   34%
   34%
31%
         48%
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26%
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• There was broad consistency between sectors on the value of the various activities
used to develop talent. These included training courses, coaching and mentoring
practices, seminars and conferences and further professional qualifications. Mentoring
and coaching are consistently rated among the top four development methods.

Analysis by size (turnover)

The survey compares the results from three different sizes of organisation by turnover – less
than $10m; $10m–$100m; and over $100m.

Regardless of the size of organisation
there is broad agreement about the
importance of talent management
programmes. As Figure 15 shows,
there is also a consensus about the
relative importance of the different
objectives of talent management
programmes. Respondents from larger
organisations were more likely to give
higher importance to the whole range
of different objectives. In the largest
organisations, it is clear that the
development of high-potential individuals
and the support that talent programmes
provide for developing future finance
leaders is absolutely critical.

Figure 15:
The perceived importance of
talent management programme objectives
– by size of organisation (turnover)
l <$10m – % rating very important
l $10m - $100m – % rating very important
l +$100m – % rating very important
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Analysis by size (turnover)

There are some variations between the
different sizes of organisation, in the
extent to which they perceive talent
management programmes as successful
in achieving their objectives (Fig. 16).
In the largest organisations, they are
seen to be significant in supporting
organisational change and helping
to achieve organisational objectives;
however, the smaller organisations also
saw the latter as being met relatively
successfully.
For the larger organisations,
enhancement of mobility is seen to be
a key benefit of talent programmes, as
is the development of high-potential
individuals. Supporting organisational
change is also seen to be a key benefit in
the larger organisations when compared
with smaller businesses.

Figure 16:
What is the perceived success of current programmes? – by
size of organisation
l <$10m – % rating successful / very successful
l $10m - $100m – % rating successful / very successful
l +$100m – % rating successful / very successful
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Analysis by size (turnover)

Figure 17 shows that the extent to
which different sizes of organisation
formalise their talent programmes varies.
Smaller organisations are less likely to
have talent programmes established
for their finance professionals. The
larger organisations are more likely
to have integrated and coordinated
talent management practices within a
particular finance function or service line;
they are also more likely to have a talent
management strategy which is crossorganisational, and in which all finance
professionals have an opportunity to
participate.

Figure 17:
To what extent are talent programmes formalised across
different sizes of organisation?
            45%
      32%
22%

No talent management

Integrated and co-ordinated talent management

12%
   16%
     19%

Cross organisational talent management strategy

13%
    18%
      23%

Other key findings when comparing the
survey results by size of organisation
included:
• 46% of respondents in the largest
organisations felt that retaining
finance professionals would
become harder during 2010; this
compared with 38% of respondents
in the smallest organisations, and
39% of respondents employed by
organisations with a turnover of
$10m–$100m.
• Respondents from the largest
organisations were more likely to
agree that talent management would
become an increasing priority during
2010 (44%), compared to 39%
($10m–$100m turnover) and 31%
(< $10m).
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• There was broad agreement across all sectors about the challenges that limit the
success of talent programmes. Regardless of the size of the business, the most
important factor here is the organisation’s other priorities. The costs of running
programmes and the uncertainty about the return on investment were again cited
as factors.
• There was also broad agreement about the value of the various activities used to
develop talent. These included training courses, coaching and mentoring practices,
and pursuing further professional qualifications. Among respondents from the
largest organisations the most highly valued method for developing talent for was
secondments and experiential learning. This, of course, reflects the fact that larger
organisations have the scope and breadth to facilitate this approach. The value
of experiential learning should not be underestimated; it is a central feature of
professional accountancy training, and previous ACCA research on finance leaders
shows that it is a key development method7.

• Regardless of the size of organisation,
just less than 33% of respondents
felt the learning and development
budget would be increased during
2010, and only 33% of respondents
felt there would be more opportunities
to participate in talent management
programmes.
• Respondents from organisations with
a turnover in the $10m–$100m
bracket were most likely to agree to
the notion that recruitment of finance
staff would increase during 2010
(26%) This compares with 20% in
the other categories.

7

Paths to the Top – Best Practice Leadership Development for Finance Professionals, ACCA 2007
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Conclusion

At the start of 2009 the global business community was facing extremely challenging trading
conditions. As organisations and finance professionals sought to steer their way through the
crisis, talent management activities became less of a priority. The outlook for 2010, however,
according to ACCA indicators, is cautiously optimistic. Respondents to our survey believe
that talent management should become a higher priority as the global economy improves,
particularly if businesses are to capitalise on the opportunities that may be presented.

In the next three or four years, there will be more recognition
of the importance of the skills and knowledge that employees
bring to their organisations. Leveraging people’s talents will
be the difference between good and truly great business
performance. In particular, as the reputation and influence
of the finance profession continues to grow, and its remit
continues to expand, it will be vital for organisations of all
sectors and sizes to identify, develop, deploy and retain
finance talent.
Encouragingly, this study concludes that finance professionals
recognise the importance of talent management, but that there
are a range of different approaches to developing talent across
the profession. Less than 20% of respondents to this survey
indicated that their organisation had a talent management
strategy which was cross-organisational, and to which all
finance professionals had access; rather, talent practices are
generally conducted in isolation and tend to be fragmented,
although some organisations do appear to be coordinating
programmes within specific functions or service lines.
Respondents see talent management programmes as central
to developing high-potential individuals and for identifying
future finance leaders. They also see them as critical to
ensuring that corporate strategic objectives are met. However,
respondents also see much wider benefits being derived –
better succession planning, the addressing of skill shortages,
producing future finance leaders and retention of key staff
were all cited as some of the most important objectives.

22

Though respondents understood the relevance of talent
management priorities, they had less confidence that their
organisations will actively commit resources to support these
programmes during 2010. Respondents indicated that other
business priorities may reduce any focus in this area. This is a
matter for concern, because the survey also shows a perception
that talent management programmes for finance professionals
are not delivering the benefits they could do, which suggests
that investment in such activities may be sub-optimal. The
reasons they may not be delivering the intended benefits
are that many organisations are either not maximising the
effectiveness of talent development activities, or are underutilising activities which could have a greater impact.
Our final conclusion is that talent management programmes
are in a process of evolution across the profession. When
we look back at the 2006 survey, there was less coverage
of talent management practices and a significant proportion
of organisations, 41%, had no practices in place for talent
management. The last four years has seen more widespread
adoption of talent initiatives across the profession. There is a
growing consensus that effective talent management practices
for finance professionals are important, regardless of the size
or sector of organisation. This survey suggests that these
practices are currently more advanced in public practice and
the corporate sector, but the size of the organisation is also a
large influencing factor – the biggest organisations generally
have more evolved talent management practices, but significant
challenges still exist in enhancing their delivery, and bringing
transparency to the return on investment.
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