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EXPERT:

Andrew Harding on challenges for busi-

ness leaders in the post-pandemic era.
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EVER SINCE ITS INCEPTION 30 YEARS AGO, ONE OF THE MOST FUNDAMENTAL

FUNCTIONS OF AMCHAM HAS BEEN TO MAINTAIN PLATFORMS FOR SHARING PRO-

FESSIONAL KNOWLEDGE AND EXPERIENCE BETWEEN ITS MEMBERS. THERE ARE

SEVERAL SUCH PLATFORMS, INCLUDING AMCHAM MONTHLY MEETINGS, THE 

AMCHAM COMMITTEES, AND THE EXPERT SECTION OF THE CHAMBER’S 

MAGAZINE. 

IN THIS DISPATCH, CHIEF EXECUTIVE OF MANAGEMENT 

ACCOUNTING AT THE ASSOCIATION OF INTERNATIONAL CERTIFIED 

PROFESSIONAL ACCOUNTANTS, ANDREW HARDING, SHARES HIS THOUGHTS

ABOUT HOW THE PANDEMIC WILL CHANGE THE WAY WE PERCEIVE THE CORE 

SOCIAL FUNCTIONS OF BUSINESS ORGANIZATIONS.
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EXPERT Business leadership

Fifty years ago, economist and
Nobel Laureate Milton Fried-
man wrote an essay in the New

York Times setting out why he
thought the primary responsi-
bility of an employee is to the
business, rather than to wider
society. Since then, Friedman’s
argument has been used by
countless organizations to jus-
tify a focus on shareholder
rather than stakeholder value.
Given the collapse of global
economic growth due to
COVID-19 (the World Bank has
predicted a 5.2 percent contrac-
tion in 2020) and its impact out-
side the boardroom, is business
reconsidering that view? 

THE ROLE OF BUSINESS

Recently there seems to have
been a change in prevailing
opinion about the role of busi-
ness in wider society. For exam-
ple, I have noticed more
business books advocating for
it (Accountable, Reimagining

Capitalism, to name two), and
they have come at a time when
people are more receptive to
moving beyond the former sta-
tus quo. The world we live in is
vastly different from that of the
1970s. We are much more
aware in 2020 of the risks to the
planet from climate change, for
example, than we were when
Friedman wrote his seminal
essay. The workforce has also
been transformed. More com-
panies define themselves by
the values they hold, and these
have an impact on the talent
they attract. A survey by De-
loitte found that to appeal to

Generation Z—the latest co-
hort to join the workforce, “…
companies and employers will
need to highlight their efforts
to be good global citizens.
While focusing on the quality of
the goods/services you provide
is still important, a company’s
ethics are more important than
ever.” 
It is something of which we at
the Association of International
Certified Professional Account-
ants (AICPA) are mindful. In
June this year, the association
was one of a number of organi-
zations from a wide range of
sectors to call on the UK Prime
Minister Boris Johnson to put
the UN’s Sustainable Develop-
ment Goals (SDGs) at the heart
of his COVID-19 recovery plans.
Early evidence from the Busi-
ness and Sustainable Develop-
ment Commission showed that
if implemented, the SDGs could
create at least USD 12 trillion in
business opportunities in just
60 market hotspots and esti-
mates this could be 2-3 times
bigger across the whole econ-
omy. 
To that end, in February this
year, AICPA was a co-signatory
of a letter calling for account-
ancy professionals to make sus-
tainability and the fight against
climate change central 
to their work.
The association’s CEO, Barry
Melancon, said that the global
risks we now face, particularly
environmental-related risks,
“are pushing our profession to
expand its remit.” AICPA has
shown its commitment to sus-

tainability by signing up to the
UN Global Compact—the appa-
ratus which has pledged to im-
plement the SDGs—because it
is the right thing to do. Ensur-
ing that we are running our
businesses responsibly and for
the long-term is non-negotiable
if we want our organizations to
survive. We owe it not just to
our employees, but also to
those who feed our supply
chains, directly benefit from our
products and services, or who
depend on our success for their
own well-being. 

DRIVING GLOBAL CHANGE

These are all areas where man-
agement accountants and fi-
nance professionals have a key
role to play at every level, from
proposing the business case for
pursuing appropriate SDGs to
the board-level alignment of
sustainability initiatives with
corporate activities.
The SDGs are vast in their
scope; they apply to all coun-
tries and make no distinction
between “developed” and “de-
veloping” economies. They are
also the responsibility of organi-
zations of all kinds, all sizes, and
all purposes.
Businesses have a particularly
critical role to play in driving the
global change and societal im-
provement that the UN is de-
manding. Business has the
global influence and economic
power needed to make a differ-
ence where it matters most: in
the communities where people
live and work. COVID-19, no re-
specter of status or company
turnover, showed us very
starkly how interdependent are
our global lives. It also showed
extremely clearly why working
in concert matters. 
It is not just business that is
going to transform, but also the
accountancy and finance pro-
fessionals who are driving
that. That is not as cynical a

statement as it sounds, as
change requires buy-in from all
those affected. If stakeholders
can be convinced that there is
also a tangible benefit that af-
fects them, they are more likely
to be open to engagement. 
Widening corporate focus to a
broader base of stakeholders
means that finance leaders can
become the face of positive
and much-needed change,
too. Being at the vanguard of
these necessary adjustments to
the way we do business is also
critical for finance professionals
as they fledge from their back-
office functions to sit alongside
the executive leadership team
members. 

BETTER DAYS TO COME

It is tempting to claim that the
COVID-19 crisis has taken the
concept of enlightened stake-
holder theory from vague man-
agement talk to very tangible
practice. It has done this only
insofar as it accelerated an ex-
isting trend.  People are saying
they will remember how busi-
nesses treated them during the
pandemic and act accordingly,
making firms think more care-
fully about their behavior.
Would this have surprised Mil-
ton Friedman? I doubt it, be-
cause if the market dictates
that it wants business to have
more of a conscience, it would
be foolish for companies to act
otherwise. The desire to act in
the best interests of sharehold-
ers and society are here
aligned. Perhaps companies will
have learned a valuable lesson
that might change how they
choose to rebuild.  Perhaps the
pandemic offers them opportu-
nities to be more agile and bet-
ter fit stakeholder needs.  
Perhaps business and society
will finally be walking together. 

THE QUESTION
OF BUSINESS
CONSCIENCE
Sustainable development
goals and responsible 
financial leadership

By Andrew Harding, FCMA, CGMA, Chief 

Executive, Management Accounting at the

Association of International Certified 

Professional Accountants


