
With the unique and uncharted scenarios that we have 
faced so far in 2020, business owners, CFOs and 
other C-suite professionals have had to tackle more 

challenges than ever before. The economic climate has forced 
companies to make changes to the way they do business and 
to the way they approach their economic strategies.

Indeed financial stewards (accountants, financial 
planners, CFOs) have found themselves navigating 
new terrain and assuming roles perhaps more important 
than before. How will COVID-19 affect the accounting 
landscape moving forward?  What can the next generation of 
accountants entering the field today expect?

To answer these and many more pressing questions,  
we turned to the expertise of Dr. Chandra Subramaniam, 
the Dean of the David Nazarian College of Business & 
Economics at California State University – Northridge, 
(CSUN).  

What affect has the COVID-19 pandemic had 
on the Nazarian College and its students?  How 
have you responded to the situation?

SUBRAMANIAM: The COVID-19 pandemic has had a sig-
nificant adverse impact on our students’ lives in the way 
it has affected their well-being on an emotional, social, 
financial, educational and professional level. Nonetheless, 
the students at the Nazarian College have shown a great 
deal of resiliency and adaptability. For example, although 
the CSUN VITA Clinic has had to shut down all of its 
18 sites across the city, it has not stopped our accounting 
students from continuing to serve the low income residents 
of the San Fernando Valley. Instead, they began offering 
tax preparation services virtually. Through their ingenuity, 
our accounting students are now able to fulfill an important 
community service through the extended tax filing deadline 

of July 15. Furthermore, we are working with our partners to 
provide all our students with more training and capability 
in data and technology skills. We are also in the process of 
creating new majors in analytics. 

How about the accounting profession at large? 
What repercussions do you think the industry is 
feeling from the coronavirus challenges?

SUBRAMANIAM: All industries are feeling the impact of 
COVID-19, including public accounting firms. Most employ-
ees are working from home, and when they do return to 
the office, will still be required to practice social distancing. 
Common areas in office buildings are also being closed off, 
including conference rooms, making it more difficult to have 
client interaction. However, given the current environment, 
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professionals in the accounting field have 
learned to continue performing their functions 
and providing support to their clients, through 
other means such as virtual meetings. Another 
possible repercussion can be the increased use 
and reliance on consumer software that is used 
to manage one’s own taxes and accounting 
needs since the in-person interaction has  
been removed.  
 

As an academic organization that 
trains a whole new generation of 
trusted advisors and financial experts, 
what key lessons do you think your 
professors and students can take away 
from all of what has happened in the 
last few months?

SUBRAMANIAM: As the Greek philosopher 
Heraclitus said, “the only constant in life is 
change,” and this has been the major takeaway 
for our faculty and students. We have been 
forced to be nimble and adjust to a new reality 

brought upon us by this pandemic. With that 
said, the reliance on telecommunications and 
virtual learning was inevitable, as we are seeing 
success through increased use of technology in 
companies serving all sorts of industries. To that 
end, there has certainly been a learning curve, 
but this is a lesson that will serve our students 
for the rest of their lives, academically, profes-
sionally and personally. They are learning to 
adapt to survive, and so are we. 

The national economy has taken a 
hit, obviously. From your perspective, 
what do you anticipate the recovery 
will look like?

SUBRAMANIAM: Recovery will take several years 
and we expect that how we operate will remain 
forever changed, including the way we travel, 
work and shop. For example, companies may 
move towards virtual meetings, rather than 
having employees travel for them. Further-
more, the utilization of office space will change 
as employers and employees see the value in 
telecommuting and working remotely due to 
increased productivity and time dedicated to 
the job as opposed to commuting and sitting in 
traffic. Consequently, the use of big office build-
ings will decrease as the need to bring large 
numbers of employees together declines. Addi-
tionally, many companies may decide to close 
brick-and-mortar store fronts and move sales 
exclusively online, which will certainly impact 
commercial real estate. These changes will 
ultimately be made to reduce costs or repur-
pose funds in an effort to educate and upskill 
employees on new and upcoming technologies. 

What do businesses need to do to 
prepare for a potential future crisis? 

SUBRAMANIAM: To prepare for the possibility of 
a future crisis, businesses may want to consider 
implementing alternative ways of providing 
their services to their clientele. Although we 
do not know what the next crisis is going to be 
or when it will happen, businesses must give 
themselves the opportunity to remain successful 
by creating alternative plans, policies and pro-
cedures that can be implemented if something 
like this were to occur again. In order to meet 
this challenge, business owners must be willing 
to be openminded, creative and think outside 
the box for solutions.

How does California’s outlook differ 
from other parts of the country?

SUBRAMANIAM: California is not much differ-
ent from the rest of the country but given the 

diversity of its people, industries and its leading 
role in technology, it has the possibility of over-
coming many of the challenges brought on by 
the pandemic. 

Prior to the onset of COVID-19, were 
there any other recent trends you had 
noticed in terms of the accounting and 
financial services landscapes?

SUBRAMANIAM: The trend towards increased 
usage of technologies relating to blockchain, 
AI, and machine learning, etc. was already 
being introduced in many public accounting 
and financial services firms before the onset of 
COVID-19. What this pandemic has done is 
draw more attention to companies that already 
embedded these technologies into their busi-
ness model. These companies have shown the 
largest potential and growth, and customers will 
continue to rely on them long after COVID-
19.  These companies include Zoom, Microsoft 
Teams, Grubhub, Doordash, and Amazon, 
among many others. In addition, while we were 
less reliant on telemedicine before, COVID-19 
and the “stay at home” order has forced most 
clinics and healthcare centers  to increase the 
availability and use of telephonic rounds. Con-
sequently, I expect that patients will prefer and  
find it more convenient making telemedicine 
a more common means of “visiting the doctor” 
moving forward. 

What are some of the top concerns of 
students today and how do you help 
them?

SUBRAMANIAM: Naturally, given the dramatic 
slowdown in the economy following the onset 
of the pandemic, many of our students are con-
cerned about the types of jobs that will be avail-
able for them upon graduation. Fortunately, the 
Nazarian College is supported by our very own 
Career Education and Professional Development 
Center (CEPD) for all students in the college 
and the EY Center for Careers, which is specif-
ically for students seeking accounting careers in 
public accounting. During this time, the CEPD 
and EY Centers continue to serve students vir-
tually with the goal of maintaining their prepa-
ration to successfully launch their career in busi-
ness and accounting upon graduation, regardless 
of the difficulties the pandemic poses.

Moving forward, do you think we will 
see continued consolidation in certain 
industries such as healthcare and 
financial institutions?

SUBRAMANIAM: This is difficult to say. There 
will definitely be consolidations in some indus-
tries especially in real estate, merchandising 
and possibly financial institutions and airlines, 
as the industries view the economic climate as a 
strategic opportunity for market share. 

How are you seeing companies use 

data analytics differently now than 
before?

SUBRAMANIAM: Use of data analytics will 
continue to grow as firms learn how to use the 
information in the data they own. All activi-
ties including sales and costs of each business 
unit could be analyzed to find opportunities 
to grow revenues and/or reduce costs. Data 
analytics will be used to visualize and provide 
prescriptive and predictive analytics, which will 
allow managers to drive decision-making. To 
prepare our students for this inevitability, the 
Nazarian College is aiming to introduce a new 
undergraduate degree in Business Analytics in 
Fall 2021.   

What specialties are your graduate 
students focusing on?

SUBRAMANIAM: The Nazarian College offers 
programs in the MBA, a Masters in Professional 
Accounting and Master of Science in Taxation. 

How do you see the general 
accounting model changing in the 
immediate future?

SUBRAMANIAM: There will be an increased focus 
on incorporating new technology to enable 
remote work and communication with team 
members and clients. Beyond technology, it 
is imperative that staff understand the data, 
requiring data literacy, the ability to explain 
the inferences from the analytics and commu-
nicate with a diverse group of colleagues from 
a global perspective requiring cultural agility. 
Our Career Education and Professional Devel-
opment Center helps prepare our students in all 
these areas. 

How do your professors keep up-to-
date on issues that impact your 
students?

SUBRAMANIAM: Most of our faculty and staff are 
provided continuous training and development 
opportunities in order to maintain and update 
their qualifications by attending conferences, 
symposiums, workshops, seminars, webinars, 
etc. In addition, the Nazarian College brings in 
senior leaders from IBM and other firms to lead 
an annual symposium called “Workforce of the 
Future” with discussions on the changing world 
of work. 

What’s the biggest piece of advice you 
give your students when it comes to 
planning for the future? 

SUBRAMANIAM: Be agile and have the courage 
to change and think outside of the box. We 
need our students to be comfortable with data 
literacy, competent with technology, have the 
ability to communicate and think critically and 
finally, have cultural agility. 

‘We need our students to be 
comfortable with data literacy, 

competent with technology, have 
the ability to communicate and 
think critically and finally, have 

cultural agility ‘

Subramaniam

024-28_sfvbj_acctgSUPP.indd   25024-28_sfvbj_acctgSUPP.indd   25 6/17/20   5:40 PM6/17/20   5:40 PM



26   SAN FERNANDO VALLEY BUSINESS JOURNAL – CUSTOM CONTENT    JUNE 22, 2020

Some 56 percent of business executives said 
their companies had sought relief funds 
through the Paycheck Protection Program 

(PPP), a $660 billion initiative under the 
CARES Act designed to protect small business-
es and their employees, a survey by the Ameri-
can Institute of CPAs found.

The PPP was far and away the most popular 
form of pandemic-related aid sought, followed 
by the Small Business Administration’s Eco-
nomic Injury Disaster Loan (EIDL) program at 
8 percent, according to the latest AICPA Eco-
nomic Outlook Survey, topline results of which 
were released last week. Some 35 percent of 
survey respondents said they hadn’t applied for 
government relief.

For chart one, exhibited on this page, 
respondents could check all categories that 
applied, so the numbers do not add up to 100 
percent. The “other” category includes advance 
Medicare payments, employer payroll tax defer-
ral, employee retention credit and nonprofit 
grants, among other items.

The AICPA Economic Outlook Survey 
polls chief executive officers, chief financial 
officers, controllers and other certified public 
accountants in U.S. companies who hold exec-
utive and senior management accounting roles. 
Two-thirds of the companies these executives 
represent are privately owned entities, with the 
rest a mix of publicly listed companies and not-
for-profits.

“The overwhelming majority – 92 percent – 
of executives in our survey said their companies 
had been impacted negatively by the pandem-
ic,” said Ash Noah, CPA, CGMA, managing 
director of CGMA learning, education and 
development for the Association of Interna-
tional Certified Professional Accountants. “The 

survey results give a snapshot of how they’ve 
coped so far, with many relying on a mix of 
relief programs, cost containment and business 
continuity strategies.”

Sixty-one percent of survey respondents said 
their companies had kept their employment 
levels and pay structure intact, presumably in 
part due to the widespread use of PPP and relat-
ed programs. Others had furloughed or laid off 
employees or instituted pay cuts, among other 
tactics.

Chart two on this page was also “check 
all that apply.” For the “other steps” category, 
respondents listed such examples as:

• Reduction in force for indirect and  
support areas

• Reduced hours, OT hours, 4-day workweeks
• Merit increases, bonuses, profit-sharing 

eliminated
• Salary freeze, hiring freeze
• Eliminated contractors, offered early 

retirement
• Bonuses, hazard pay, premium pay, thank 

you bonus, stay bonus
• Product offerings revised

The AICPA and a small business funding 
coalition it leads are strong advocates of the PPP 
and worked to help speed and simplify its imple-
mentation through a series of recommendations 
and the development of loan application and 
forgiveness calculators for the program.

“Our stance from the beginning was that it 
was vital to get money into the hands of small 
businesses quickly to ensure that their lights 
stayed on and their employees were protected,” 
said Erik Asgeirsson, president of CPA.com, the 
AICPA’s business and technology arm. “The 
Economic Outlook Survey data suggests that 
approach has been largely effective.”

Information for this article was provided by the 
American Institute of CPAs. Learn more at  
aicpa.org.

SPOTLIGHT ON ACCOUNTING

Respondents also report cost 
containment steps taken due  
to pandemic

More than Half of Surveyed Business Executives Say 
Their Companies Sought PPP Funds

The National Association of State Boards of 
Accountancy (NASBA) and the American 
Institute of CPAs (AICPA) have proposed 

a new CPA licensure model that is designed to 
evolve newly licensed CPAs’ knowledge and 
skills, protect the public interest and position 
the CPA profession for the future. NASBA and 
AICPA believe this draft model will address the 
greatly expanding body of knowledge required 
of newly licensed CPAs, which includes a 
deeper understanding of systems, controls, SOC 
engagements and data analysis.

The proposed model reflects dialogue with 
stakeholders such as AICPA members, firms of 
all sizes, academia, federal regulators, students, 
technology experts, state CPA societies and 
state boards of accountancy on five guiding prin-
ciples to inform the creation of a new licensure 
model. Feedback on the principles from more 
than 2,000 stakeholders indicated these themes:

• There is support for the need to change 
the CPA licensure model to have a bigger 
emphasis on technology skills and knowledge in 

licensure. The majority of stakeholders shared 
this view.

• All newly licensed CPAs should demon-
strate strong common core competencies of 
accounting, auditing, tax and technology.

• While technological expertise should be 
required for licensure, there are other factors 
disrupting the profession, and a revised licensure 
model should be about maintaining the strength 
and relevance of the CPA license to ensure con-
tinued public protection.

NASBA and AICPA also conducted a study 
of other professions’ licensure models. The orga-
nizations aim to finalize an approach for a new 
licensure model by Summer 2020, followed by 
a multi-year implementation plan. Both organi-
zations are still collecting feedback on the pro-
posed model and those wishing to provide input 
can email Feedback@EvolutionOfCPA.org.

The draft model’s robust requirements start 
with a strong core in accounting, auditing, tax 
and technology that all candidates would be 

required to complete. Then, each candidate 
would choose a discipline in which to demon-
strate deeper skills and knowledge. Regardless 
of chosen discipline, this proposed model would 
lead to a full CPA license, with rights and priv-
ileges consistent with today’s CPA. A discipline 
selected for testing would not mean the CPA is 
limited to that practice area.

“U.S. Boards of Accountancy, as regulators, 
must remain relevant to protect the public we 
serve,” claimed NASBA Chair Laurie Tish, 
CPA.  “Today’s marketplace is shifting and 
CPAs need new skills to continue to serve 
organizations and the public. We need to ensure 
that CPAs continue to have the competencies 
needed to support an accounting profession 
that plays a critical role in protecting the public 
interest,” she added.

The proposed model will:
• Enhance public protection by producing 

candidates who have the deep knowledge neces-
sary to perform high-quality work, meeting the 
needs of organizations, firms and the public;

• Reflect the realities of practice by requir-
ing candidates to demonstrate deeper proven 
knowledge in one of three disciplines that are 
pillars of the profession;

• Be adaptive and flexible, helping to future-
proof the CPA as the profession continues to 
evolve; and

• Result in one CPA license.

“The model we are proposing reflects the 
realities of practice today. When you look at 
the profession twenty or thirty years ago, it’s 
evident that the demands of CPAs have grown,” 
said Bill Reeb, CPA, chair of the AICPA. “We 
need a licensure model that is flexible enough to 
evolve with our profession.”

More information on the CPA Evolution initiative 
may be found at www.evolutionofcpa.org.

Information for this article was provided by the 
National Association of State Boards of Accountan-
cy and the American Institute of CPAs.

New “Core + Discipline” CPA Licensure Model is 
Designed to Future-Proof the Profession

PANDEMIC - GOVERNMENT RELIEF?
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Sector bailout funds

Other SBA loan program

Other

No, we haven’t applied

PANDEMIC-RELATED IMPACTS TO WORKFORCE

Maintained current employment level and pay

Furloughed employees

Imposed layoffs

Senior leadership has taken a pay cut

Cut pay for employees by a percentage

Trimmed benefits

Taken other steps

Haven’t taken any steps yet  
but anticipate the need to do so 

The PPP was far and away the most popular form  
of pandemic-related aid sought.
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Anotable development in corporate gover-
nance over the past two decades is that 
chief financial officers have considerably 

expanded their role in management, in many 
instances assuming the additional position of 
chief operating officer. While this increase in 
CFO/COO duality – and the resultant savings 
in C-suite salaries it has occasioned – have been 
quite clear, what has remained unclear is what 
the effect has been on companies’ operations 
and financial reporting.

As a recent study on this question points 
out, there are at least three reasons to have 
concerns on this score. For one thing, it might 
be noted that “traditional COO operating 
responsibilities (e.g., strategy implementation, 
handling disturbances, marketing, customer 
relations, and R&D) are incongruent with the 
stereotypical perception of CFOs as account-
ing/finance specialists.” For another, it can be 
argued that “the added responsibilities and 
duties of a unified CFO/COO might overburden 
the executive relative to traditional CFO role.” 
For a third, it is quite possible that “the com-
bination of operational objectives (i.e. COO 
incentives) with financial reporting may create 
the incentive to opportunistically use accruals 
in an effort to meet operational targets.”

As the first research to shed light on this 
issue, the paper in the Journal of Management 
Accounting Research, published by the Amer-
ican Accounting Association, should go some 
distance in allaying such concerns. Its conclu-
sion: “Managers from a financial background 
can fulfill operational roles admirably.”

In the words of the study’s co-authors – 

Steve Buchheit, Austin Lansing Reitenga, and 
Daniel A. Street of the University of Alabama 
and George W. Ruch of the University of 
Oklahoma – the research yields “no evidence 
that CFO/COO duality adversely...affects oper-
ations, a finding that may calm concerns about 
the operational business acumen of accoun-
tants. Regarding financial reporting quality, 
accruals [from firms with CFO/COO duality] 
are relatively more predictive of future cash 
flows compared to the accruals of control firms. 
We interpret this finding as an indicator that 
financial reporting quality improves in the pres-
ence of CFO/COO duality.”

They add: “Learning that CFOs who take 
control of operations appear to do a reasonable 
job with operating decisions should be encour-
aging news for proponents of broad-based 
training among financial experts and to those 
accountants wishing to move beyond historic 
‘number counting’ stereotypes...Our study also 
informs boards of directors...that CFOs who are 
given operational control can effectively per-
form both roles.”

The study’s findings derive from data involv-
ing a large sample of firms (438 with a CFO/
COO and 3,100 with the positions separate) 
during the period 2000 through 2016. Of these, 
a total of 271 companies were selected for 
analyses of operations and financial reporting 
based on the availability of 1) requisite data on 
those two key aspects of corporate performance 
and 2) appropriate matches between firms in 
the duality category (that is, where the same 
individual is listed as CFO and either COO or 
president) and otherwise similar firms in which 

the two positions are held by different persons. 
In one analysis, duality firms and their matches 
were compared on operations and financial 
reporting; in a second analysis, the relevant 
comparisons were between years in which com-
panies had a dual CFO-COO and years when 
the same firms separated the positions.

Information from the large sample of 3,538 
firms revealed that duality firms were much 
smaller than non-duality firms, had higher 
leverage and market-to-book ratios, and had 
lower returns on assets and operating cash 
flows. In the words of the study, “duality firms 
can be loosely categorized as growth firms.” As 
for CFO characteristics, CFOs in duality firms 
were about 20% less likely than those in the 
others to be CPAs, more than twice as likely 
to be at least 62 years old, more than one third 
more likely to have been a CFO at a previous 
employer, and almost seven times more likely to 
be company board members.

What, then, accounts for the fact that 
quality of operations and financial reporting 
in duality firms equal or exceed those seen in 
firms with traditional executive structures? 
While the researchers reach no definitive con-
clusion on this, they do offer a guess. As they 
explain, “management research suggests that 
intrapersonal functional diversity is positively 
associated with firm performance. In addition, 
communicating across differentiated specialists 
is problematic; as such, unifying the CFO/
COO position might eliminate communication 
problems between separate CFO and COO 
executives.”

Making improved communication from 

duality all the more likely, Prof. Buchheit adds, 
is that the relationship of CFOs and COOs in 
corporate management is frequently adversarial.

The authors explain, “Public data limita-
tions make it problematic to detect the level of 
operational involvement that a given CFO has 
within his/her company. For example, lack of a 
COO [in itself] does not clearly signal increased 
CFO operating responsibility because the CEO 
often takes responsibility for operations in 
companies that eliminate the COO position, 
which in turn leaves the CFO with tradition-
al accounting and treasury responsibilities. 
Conversely, a CFO might provide extensive 
operational support to an acting COO. In both 
cases, detecting and assessing CFO operational 
involvement for the purpose of empirical anal-
ysis is challenging. We overcome this challenge 
by examining instances where one person 
simultaneously holds the CFO and COO posi-
tion (i.e., CFO/COO duality).”

In sum, the new research does not include 
many cases that fall short of CFO/COO duality 
but where CFOs’ roles have expanded consid-
erably beyond what they traditionally were. Do 
its findings apply to those situations as well? 
When the question is posed to Profs. Buchheit 
and Reitenga, they readily concede the study 
does not provide a definitive answer; yet, it does 
come close enough to an answer, they believe, 
to suggest that the outcomes are much the same 
when a CFO has an expanded role even with-
out a dual title.

Information for this article was provided by the 
American Accounting Association. 

Expanded Roles for CFOs Benefit Corporate Governance
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