Students shine in business case contest
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Ithough Hong Kong's fitness industry is
A enjoying steady growth driven by the

public's increasing health consciousness, a
well-established home-grown chain of fitness centres
faces the dilemma of whether to diversify into
overseas markets or strengthen competitiveness
locally by upgrading its facilities.

This was the scenario put before the 12 teams
which made the final of the HKICPA (Hong Kong
Institute of Certified Public Accountants) Business
Case Competition 2018. Their task was to act as
business consultants, providing innovative solutions
in step with the outlook and principles of the
“Accounting Plus” era. That meant undertaking
financial analysis, as well as formulating creative,
holistic business strategies which were backed up by
numbers and took due considereration of specific
needs and customer requirements relevant to the
case at hand.

The participants were university students from the
Greater China region, who also showed they were
tech-savvy and put forward innovative ideas about
enhancing revenue streams and taking advantage of
cutting-edge IT solutions.

Organised by the HKICPA, the competition used a
rigorous process in selecting the 12 finalists. More
than 630 teams from across the Greater China
region originally entered the competition, with each
asked to submit a written case analysis. A panel of 97
reviewers, made up of accounting professionals and
academics, then conducted two rounds of blind
reviews before shortlisting the finalists.

Overall, the competition sought to demonstrate the
need for CPAs in the “Accounting Plus” era to
contribute to the business growth of organisations
they work for. This is done not just by applying their
technical knowledge, but also by using their
“higher-order” abilities and soft skills. Importantly, the
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participating students also gained a better
understanding of the all-round skills and aptitudes
needed to pursue a successful career as a CPA.

“In the ever-changing business sector, which is
now driven by disruptive technologies like big data,
analytics and other digital solutions, CPAs are
involved in strategic developments and expected to
give insights based on careful financial analysis,"
says HKICPA president Eric Tong. "In the business
case about the fitness chain, we wanted the students
to develop creative solutions, inspired by customer
needs and backed up by analysis. Their broad aim
was to transform non-profitable elements of the
business into profit-making ones and to identify new
opportunities. They also had to understand the needs
and wants of different market segments.”

Tong was pleased to see that participants adopted
the analytical learning style set out in the new
Qualification Programme (QP) to develop their
business solutions.

In fact, the contest's case study was designed in
part to make students more familiar with the QP. It is
a holistic training platform that teaches the essential
foundation skills for accounting and cultivates the
higher-order competencies needed by future CPAs.
To ensure it keeps pace with change, the Institute
plans to launch an updated QP in 2020.

HKICPA vice-president Patrick Law noted that the
contest was a good way for students to hone their
all-round abilities.

“The competition, now in its 16th year, continues
evolving,” he said. “Today's CPAs need more than
just hard accounting skills and knowledge, so the
contest encourages students to apply what they have
learned on campus and to use their analytical and
critical thinking skills. At the same time, they can
sharpen their communications skills and presentation
techniques.”

He added that the judges were all experienced
professionals in their respective fields, who were
ready to offer insightful, practical advice about the
students’ methods and proposed business solutions.

This year, in view of the fast-paced economic
integration of Hong Kong and mainland China plus
the development of the Greater Bay Area, the
organiser decided to combine and rebrand the
previously separate Hong Kong and mainland
contests.

“Because the contestants hail from many different
cities in China, we see diverse perspectives and
contrasting insights,” Tong said. “The students also
benefit from the opportunity to listen to other groups
presenting their unique business models, based on
characteristics found in their respective cities.”

Tong was particularly impressed by the range of
bold and innovative solutions, including digital ideas
for developing virtual communities, and the inventive
suggestions for achieving commercial viablility.

One judge, Charlie Yeung, the financial controller
for Pure International (HK), echoed Tong's views.

“The students tended to be forward-looking,” he
said. “Some paid special attention to the needs of the
millennials and their solutions reflected a global
perspective.”

Law said the winning team impressed him
because their presentation was succinct and easy to
understand.

“They structured the key points with great clarity,”
he said. “Besides, instead of reciting a memorised
script, they demonstrated eagerness in conveying
their ideas and a shared belief in their strategies.”
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Winners apply
classroom learning

Aptly reflecting the diverse skills and competencies
needed by CPAs in the “Accounting Plus” era, the
winning team in the HKICPA Business Case
Competition 2018 came from the University of Hong
Kong. The various team members study accounting,
civil engineering and arts subjects.

Team spokeperson Dong Hanzhen said the
competition had helped to boost their confidence and
enhanced their understanding of “Accounting Plus”.

“At school, we pick up technical skills and
knowledge, but this contest gave us the opportunity to
apply them in a case study scenario. Taking part
helped us to link up all the relevant knowledge and
skills by looking at the profit and loss statements and
other documents and having to formulate solutions.
The experience will certainly be helpful for our future
careers.”

Fellow team member Gao Mingyuan noted that the
benefit of having to present their solutions in
something like a real-life business setting and the
feedback received from the judges. “This gave us a
taste of the stringent requirements expected in the
workplace and made us more detail-oriented,” Gao
said.

Zhang Ke noted that the team also learned a lot
from each other. “In the business case analysis, we
had the diverse perspectives of students from different
disciplines, and we learned about critical and
analytical thinking by listening to one another.”

Luo Rui of Nankai University in Tianjin, who was
named the Best Presenter, said she prepared for the
competition by getting advice from former contestants
at her university.

“For me, the contest was not unlike a public
speaking competition,” she said. ‘I paid attention to
time management and focused on highlighting our key
points. The judges had to listen to 12 presentations, so
| made a special effort to capture their attention with
appropriate gestures.”
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