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                                            Navigating the complexities of sustainability leadership demands a multifaceted approach, writes Catherine Duggan 
More companies are grappling with a rising regulatory burden and heightened stakeholder expectations regarding sustainability, presenting the need for a captain to lead the team.
Here is a selection of the components that can help make this role successful.
1. Knowledge of the business
The impacts, risks and opportunities sustainability presents for each business are unique. Understanding sustainability, along with intimate knowledge of your business operations, stakeholders and future strategic plans, is critical to ensuring the successful integration of the sustainability agenda.
 2. Commercial mindset
Perhaps more than other disciplines, sustainability tends to attract people who are passionate about the topic and driven by the need to be change-makers. 
While enthusiasm is certainly necessary, particularly on more challenging days, the ability to consider and incorporate commercial aspects into the wider conversation can prove more effective than passion alone.
 3. Risk management
While sustainability may be a developing area of expertise in companies, risk management is not. 
The risk posed by the transition – or failure to transition – to a more sustainable economy can and should be considered through existing risk management processes, enhanced skill sets and frameworks. 
Being familiar with the vocabulary and the approach that is being taken can help with the incorporation of sustainability considerations. 
4. Communication management
Many of the sustainability regulations that are being introduced focus on disclosing sustainability-related information to facilitate stakeholder decision-making. The implications of these disclosures must be understood in the wider context of any supervisory oversight. 
In addition, consistency of investor messaging and alignment with previous external disclosures, public commitments and marketing campaigns are crucial factors for the effective management of external communications.
5. Stakeholder management
Getting internal stakeholders onside is the most fundamental skill required to develop and deliver a credible sustainability programme. 
The ultimate goal of a sustainability function is that it should become business as usual, part of everyone’s day job. Until that point, support is required from all parts of the business at a time when resources are often already at capacity. 
The ability to tailor messaging to specific functions, outlining the drivers, risks, opportunities and executive support, is critical.
6. Change management
All parts of the business will eventually feel the impact of sustainability through the implementation of a new strategy, regulation, processes or responsibilities. 
Agnostic of sustainability, change management is required to embed this level of transformation and support into the culture of an organisation. 
7. Resilience
While sustainability aims to deliver long-term resilience for people, the planet and profit, a degree of personal resilience is required to chart the path. 
In a fluid regulatory environment, an organised and curious mind is needed to develop best practices. A support network is also important to ensure the workload is shared.
Building a sustainable future together
While the above list may seem unrealistic, it’s important to emphasise sustainability’s ‘team’ nature and the need for support from across the organisation. 
Identifying a resource proficient in all of the skills outlined above is a challenge. Securing someone with working knowledge of some or all of these areas – and who can upskill – is more achievable. 
Few people today began their career with the intention of becoming a sustainability professional, but there is now a growing community forging a new path for their companies, with the aim of highlighting the reality that we are all in the same boat and the water is rising.
Catherine Duggan is Director of Sustainability at Grant Thornton
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                                            Ireland’s CFOs continue to prioritise cost control and efficiency over investment in AI but will they pay the price further down the road? asks Derarca Dennis
As Ireland’s Chief Financial Officers (CFOs) step up to future-proof the finance function, their role in leveraging technology to improve efficiencies is becoming increasingly pivotal. 
According to the EY Ireland CFO Survey 2024, finance leaders are not just looking to elevate business performance, they are also actively seeking to tap into the potential of technology while simultaneously strengthening their collaborative alignment with Chief Technology Officers (CTOs). 
The continued focus on technology investment is unsurprising, considering that 47 percent of respondents identified manual processes and controls as an area where time is used least efficiently in the finance function.
It is perplexing that such a high number of respondents continue to cite manual processes and controls as an area for improvement in the finance function. This suggests that organisations have some way to go in their automation efforts, and significant further investment in technology will be required over the coming years.
AI and the finance function
Despite the investment in technology, the survey results for artificial intelligence (AI) indicate that it is a low priority for organisations right now. Finance leaders in Ireland are still at the very early stages of Generative AI (GenAI) adoption and are firmly focused on using cost reduction and efficiency gains to realise growth. 
AI use remains modest, with just 26 percent claiming to have leveraged it for enhanced efficiency, automating manual tasks and risk detection, among other use cases. The uptake of GenAI is even lower at just 15 percent.
This may come as a surprise to some. While GenAI has been commanding the headlines over the past 15 months, the technology is still not at the stage where it can be employed to carry out advanced functions in finance departments. CFOs are naturally exercising caution until they see some applications proving that GenAI can be trusted in terms of output and security.
Just six percent of respondents say they will leverage advanced AI to enhance the finance function or acquire AI skills in the next two years. The figure for a longer five-year span is only moderately higher, with nine percent saying they will integrate AI and advanced AI into the finance function in that timeframe. 
The results of the survey indicate that organisations are still at the discovery and use case definition stage in relation to AI.
Automation
It is surprising that greater use has not been made of the technology for automation purposes, given the continued inefficiencies created by manual processes and controls in finance functions.
Interestingly, the survey shows a fairly significant budget increase is anticipated, albeit from a low base, for advanced AI (including GenAI) from one to 3.2 percent in the next two years. This suggests an openness to applying the technology as soon as use cases are identified and better understood.
Not all AI solutions are expensive or require custom development. To get their organisations to accelerate the AI journey, CFOs can recommend adopting pre-built AI solutions that drive cost efficiency.
Cybersecurity
In their role as strategic business partners, CFOs must do more than just comprehend the organisation’s risk tolerance; they are also responsible for steering the budget towards areas that need more attention.
Just 39 percent of the respondents in the EY Ireland survey say they have ramped up investment in security tools, compared with 60 percent in 2023. This may indicate a degree of complacency regarding cybersecurity, or it could be that investments have begun to plateau following significant increases in recent years.
In a very welcome finding, 31 percent of the respondents say they instituted a cybersecurity task force compared with the eight percent in 2023.
CFOs’ north star
The relatively low priority given to technology-driven transformation and the low rate of AI adoption in finance functions is surprising given current talent shortages. Right now, cost control and efficiency remain the north star for finance leaders in Ireland.
Derarca Denis is Assurance Partner and Sustainability Services Lead at EY Ireland 
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                                            Amid rising cyber threats, integrating cybersecurity into the due diligence process for business acquisitions is becoming increasingly important, writes Mark Butler
With the recent rise in digital data breaches, cybersecurity’s critical role in due diligence engagements during business acquisitions cannot be underestimated.
Embedding a cybersecurity-focused lens into the due diligence framework is an essential part of helping accountants and their clients tackle and manage potential vulnerabilities before investing proactively.
This approach can strengthen defence against cyber threats, support informed, strategic decision-making and enhance a company’s resilience in the face of digital-age risks while ensuring full visibility of the purchaser’s potential exposure.
The urgency of prioritising cybersecurity due diligence hinges on four key considerations:

    Assessing the business’s technological framework
    In today’s digital-driven business environment, a company’s technological infrastructure is integral to its operational success.
    Cybersecurity due diligence offers a deep dive into the resilience of the business’s networks, systems and software, revealing potential vulnerabilities.
    This critical assessment aids in understanding the implications and costs associated with securing or upgrading technological assets post-acquisition, facilitating strategic planning and integration efforts.
    
    Ensuring the security of sensitive information
    The acquisition process provides access to sensitive data, from client details and intellectual property to financial records and employee information. A focused cybersecurity due diligence process is crucial for evaluating how robust the target company’s data protection measures are.
    Early identification of security gaps enables the implementation of stringent safeguards, thus securing the integrity and confidentiality of vital data assets against potential breaches.
    
    Mitigating financial and legal exposures
    Cybersecurity breaches carry operational risks and significant financial and legal ramifications.
    A thorough cybersecurity due diligence process can uncover potential liabilities arising from data breaches, regulatory non-compliance and other legal challenges.
    Forearmed with this knowledge, acquirers can better negotiate the terms of the acquisition, allocate resources for addressing identified risks, and adjust the purchase price to reflect any investments needed to improve cybersecurity.
    
    Safeguarding business continuity and brand reputation
    Maintaining business continuity and reputation is paramount for a successful acquisition.
    
    Cyber incidents can severely disrupt business activities, erode customer trust and damage brands. By incorporating cybersecurity due diligence, potential threats can be identified and mitigated through comprehensive incident response planning.
    
    This proactive strategy ensures that appropriate measures are in place to minimise the impact of cyber threats on the company’s operational integrity and reputation.

Prioritising cybersecurity within the due diligence framework is not merely a precautionary measure; it is a strategic business imperative that gives the purchaser adequate visibility of the acquired business.
It can support a thorough assessment of technology-related risks, fortify the protection of sensitive data, mitigate potential financial and legal consequences, and protect the viability and reputation of the business.
Finding expertise in cybersecurity can be difficult, however. I advise seeking out recognised specialists offering comprehensive assessments that adhere to international standards.
This approach during the due diligence process can help accountants and their clients to understand and proactively address the cybersecurity challenges that come with business acquisitions, laying the groundwork for long-term success.
Mark Butler is Managing Partner at HLB Ireland
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                                            Julia Rowan answers your management, leadership and team development questions
Q. I manage a team of four people in a large organisation. Up until recently, we all got on and worked well together. However, the mood has changed. The work is getting done, and everyone is polite, but I am being shut out. I think this is in response to company-wide changes during which we lost a popular team member. I had no control over this.
A. One of the key things leaders do is act as a buffer between the hard shell of the organisation – with its policies, structures and procedures – and the social and emotional needs of individuals. It is a tough gig. 

Right now, it sounds like your team is angry with the organisation. Sadly, they are not going to tackle the CEO, so you are getting the flack.

When change is perceived negatively, there is a lot of blame. Leaders often get sucked into explaining, defending and rationalising – which only makes things worse. In reality, people are frightened and worried. They are wondering, ‘Can I cope with the changes?’, ‘Will I be next?’ They are placing blame at your feet to hold those fears at bay.

While you may be unable to control the changes your company decides to make, you can help your team to navigate them. 

Allow people to air their fears – and listen without judgement. Underneath it all, your team does not blame you. They understand that changes need to be made to keep organisations competitive. When you listen, people will start talking about what is important to them, and this is where you can have a connected conversation.

I suggest you raise this issue at a team meeting. Say that you have noticed a change in the team mood and feel it would be useful to discuss this in one-to-ones or at the next team meeting. 

If people bring up the issues, connect with them where they are. Prepare to listen and absorb. You might have to listen to a rant – at the end of a rant, there is often an apology and an acceptance of the need to move on. 

When the time is right, agreeing on how to move forward may be useful. Have some ‘connecting’ questions ready, for example:


    What is important for you/the team?
    What could I/we have done differently?
    What do you want from me/from each other at this time?
    What can I help you with? 
    How do we support each other?
    How do we want to move forward?

Finally, it may be important to look at how your team member left. Did you and the team get a chance to mark that properly? If not, the team may like to fix that.
Julia Rowan is Principal Consultant with Performance Matters Ltd, a leadership and team development consultancy. To send a question to Julia, email julia@performancematters.ie
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                                            Three Chartered Accountants tell us how they use performance metrics to enhance organisational efficiency beyond traditional benchmarks
Niamh McCarthy
Finance Business Partner
Primark

Relying solely on Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) can mean ignoring the human elements that impact performance. Focusing only on a project’s outcomes might meet KPIs, but it can also make people feel that their wellbeing or personal development is not a priority.

In my experience, the best way to ensure a balance between quantitative metrics and qualitative assessments is to set clear expectations when setting annual goals, provide feedback and coaching more regularly than in one-off annual reviews so that everyone is aligned, and add weighting to both quantitative and qualitative metrics based on their importance to the company. 

Subjective factors such as employee behaviour, teamwork and communication skills are crucial in performance evaluations. 

These measures can influence a company’s culture as employees feel heard and that they can collaborate with their peers. These positive behaviours drive a positive culture. The more positive employees feel, the more productive they tend to be. 

Careful consideration is required before implementing alternative performance measures to ensure clear definitions of the metrics. Transparency is a must to ensure everyone understands the metrics that are being used. 

A standardised approach is also needed for all employees. To achieve this, the managers setting these performance measures need adequate and uniform training to ensure consistency for everyone. 

Employees should be involved in their goal-setting every year, of these goals must align with the company’s values and objectives. There should be a sense of ownership over these so that they are not just ‘given’ to the employee but they instead feel that they have created them, can drive them and ultimately achieve them. 

These goals should be reviewed regularly – not just annually – to ensure that they are still relevant. Otherwise, you risk employees feeling disconnected from their own objectives or those of the business. 

Unlike traditional performance metrics focused solely on quantitative outputs, alternative performance measurement methods often take a more holistic approach. 

Various factors are considered, such as skills, behaviours, contribution to the team and alignment with company values. This comprehensive assessment provides employees with a more nuanced understanding of their strengths and potential areas for improvement, facilitating targeted development efforts. 
Employees who feel they can grow and develop within a company are more likely to actively contribute to the business. The more you give back to employees in terms of recognising their development and wellbeing, the more they will give back in turn.
Mark Riseley
Strategic and Financial Consultant/Fractional CFO

My lens is formed from a career working for high-growth scale-ups where change is constant, requiring systems, data, processes and (most importantly) people to flex as the company grows. 

Traditional KPIs are often unsuited to measuring capacity to scale efficiently, for both people and companies, and do not capture a company’s true enterprise value along that path.

Some alternate measures of performance include:



    Time management – In high-growth environments, time may be a team’s most valuable commodity. Does the company measure time, quantity and output generated by meetings? 
    Data – What is high-quality data, and what is just noise? Instead of just measuring data output, measure the speed and efficiency of decisions to determine which data is worth keeping.
    Adaptability to a culture of change – Identify, hire and measure based on key personality traits, such as decision-making capacity, adaptability/flexibility, resilience, trust, diligence and communication skills, rather than just the known skills of the profession.
    Effectiveness of organisational design – Is the organisation’s design scalable, or does it need to pivot to enable growth? Does it allow executives to delegate/empower decision-making? Check employee turnover to determine the effectiveness of your organisation’s outlay.
    Common goal – Is the common goal clear? Do companies measure the clarity of messaging, such as doing spot checks on the elevator pitch, for example? Do performance measures flow from the corporate to departmental and individual level? Make sure all messaging is aligned.
    Enterprise value – Is enterprise value (EV) clear, measured and reported? Is there a consequence to hitting forecasts? The ability to do this can mean the difference between a rear-view EV and a front-view EV. Are margins increasing, thereby demonstrating the effectiveness of scaling systems, processes and people?

To ensure that alternative performance measures align with organisational goals and contribute to overall success, companies must clearly define their goals, objectives and values so that employees fully understand and can align them with their own goals, objectives and values. 

Alignment and collaboration between different departments and teams within the organisation will ensure alternative performance measures are consistent and mutually reinforcing.

Success is more likely if all employees feel they are working towards a common goal aligned with the company’s goals. 
Yier Hu
Senior Associate in Management Consulting
KPMG

 
There are certain limitations to relying solely on KPIs for performance measurement. Although KPIs provide quantitative metrics to measure performance, they tend to overlook crucial perspectives essential for a comprehensive evaluation. 

At KPMG, we recognise the importance of looking beyond KPIs to ensure a thorough approach to performance measurement.

The quantitative matrix can fail to account for a series of subjective factors, such as employee behaviour and communication skills. These intangible elements offer valuable insights into employee performance and should be considered alongside quantitative measures.

KPMG employs its own separate benchmark for performance measurement, analysing performance from six distinct perspectives: client, people, innovation, financial strength, public trust, quality and development. We advocate for measuring performance from multiple perspectives, recognising the importance of a holistic approach.

These alternative measurements assess the benefits an employee brings to clients while also evaluating their contributions to the working environment. 

From the people perspective, we focus on how the team studies and improves, how to be a strong mentor to the team, how to build internal communication and culture and how to make everyone feel like a part of the team. 

From an innovation perspective, we prioritise building trust with the team and client, supporting the team to identify opportunities, and leading by example. This is crucial and creates long-term value while also enhancing overall satisfaction within the company.

 By embracing a multi-dimensional approach to performance measurement, organisations can gain a more nuanced understanding of their employees’ contributions and foster a culture of continuous improvement and growth.
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                                    Why the European Parliament elections matter


                            

                            
                                
                                     

                                            Growing support for extremist and smaller parties across Europe could change the fundamental composition of the new European Parliament, writes Judy Dempsey

Elections to the European Parliament (EP) take place every five years. Until recently, the outcomes were predictable. The conservative European People’s Party has dominated with the Progressive Alliance of Socialists, albeit with declining numbers, and Democrats (S&D) coming in second. 

Their decline reflects waning support for mainstream parties and an increasing fragmentation of European party systems at national and European levels. 

This time round, the EP election is about how the growing support for extremist and smaller parties across Europe could change the composition of the parliament and the EU. Integration is taking a back seat.

The European Council on Foreign Relations (ECFR) reckons the major winner in the EP elections will be the radical right Identity and Democracy (ID) group. 

“We expect it to gain 40 seats and, with almost 100 MEPs, to emerge as the third largest group in the new parliament,” states ECFR. 

The political elites across Europe are nervous as far-right parties in France, Germany, Austria, Portugal, Hungary, Italy and other countries are campaigning hard to strengthen their presence in the EP.

And, despite backroom deals and trade-offs taking place inside the EP regarding which countries will become EU commissioners, a different political constellation could upset the way things have been done in the past.

The political status quo across Europe is changing. The 2009 global financial crisis dented the belief that the EU was on a permanent trajectory towards prosperity. The wars in Syria that led to well over a million people seeking refuge in Europe in 2015 created divisions inside the EU regarding identity and values. COVID-19 and Russia’s war in Ukraine dented the unity and self-confidence of the EU even further. 

More importantly, as EU leaders grapple with these global issues, they must respond to their electorates back home. 

Citizens want security, affordable housing, better access to good schools, healthcare and other public services. These services are under pressure as governments, struggling with inflation, weigh up the cost of spending or saving more. 

The far-right, nationalist and far-left parties, from the comfort of not being in office, exploit these crises. They want their governments to stop sending weapons to Ukraine; to stop the inflows of asylum seeks or refugees fleeing wars, famine and the effects of climate change. They question the costs of protecting the environment. 

In short, the sense of security that characterised most of (Western) Europe after 1945, and even after the reunification of Germany after 1991, is being replaced with an uncertainty that populist and far-right and far-left parties are tapping into. 

They challenge the status quo that oversaw the establishment of today’s EU. 
 
If they gain many seats in the EP, they will not want to leave the EU. The financial benefits are too big and support for the EU is still high across the bloc. Instead, they want to change the EU from within. 

The issue for these parties is sovereignty. Like Brexit, they want to ‘regain’ their national sovereignty but remain in the EU. 

Yet EU membership requires ceding some sovereignty in return for certain benefits. With few exceptions, EU leaders shy from selling those benefits to their citizens. Their reluctance plays into the hands of the far right and the far left.
 
Judy Dempsey is a Non-Resident Senior Fellow at Carnegie Europe and Editor-in-Chief of Strategic Europe
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Get  in touch





Dublin HQ





Chartered Accountants

House, 47-49 Pearse St, 

Dublin 2, Ireland



TEL: +353 1 637 7200





Belfast HQ





The Linenhall

32-38 Linenhall Street, Belfast

Antrim BT2 8BG, United Kingdom.



TEL: +44 28 9043 5840
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