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By Donny Shimamoto 

Accountants are a natural ally for any-
one hoping to get things done within an 
organization. They know the transaction 
flows of the organization and the risks 
and controls around its processes, and 
that knowledge can provide a valuable 
road map for those tasked with product 
design, process improvement, and more.

To maximize their utility, accountants 
need to speak one of the most important 
languages of modern business. They need 
to understand project management, the 
methodology by which many business 
leaders enact business improvements and 
technology innovation.

Accountants who learn the flow and ter-
minology of project work are better able 
to serve as business partners for teams 
outside of finance, and they’ll be better 
positioned to advocate for good financial, 
data, and process management practices.

In short, those in finance who understand 
project management will be seen more 
like enablers and less like gatekeepers.

Following the project flow
A project is defined as a temporary 
endeavor that creates a unique product, 
service, or result. That could be a brand-
new consumer product, an enhance-
ment, or simply a process improvement.

A project represents change, and change 
brings risk. Our job, as accountants, is 
not to minimize that risk but to help 
manage it – and project management 
methodologies aim to do that by map-
ping out the elements of the project, 
identifying their relationships, and evalu-
ating the potential risks that come with 
them.

The document that encapsulates all that 
crucial information is the project charter, 
created at the start of each project – and 
it’s the key to understanding the process 
to come. The charter is essentially a 
contract between the project team and 
the rest of the business. Just as you use 
contracts to manage outside vendors’ 
performance, you can use this document 
to set realistic and enforceable expecta-
tions within the organization.

In most cases the accounting function 

isn’t in charge of these projects, so the 
management accountant won’t be the 
one actually drafting the charter. Instead, 
your role is to objectively review the 
information and assumptions that are 
going into this document.

Rather than coming down as the gate-
keeper at the end of this process, you 
can be more effective by working earlier 
with a project manager to ensure that 
good projects get through the gates. The 
timing of your involvement will vary 
from project to project, but it’s ideal to 
join during or before the drafting of the 
project charter.

Managing project risk
No project charter, no matter how good 
it is, can predict all of the causes and 
effects at play around a project. Even if it 
did, someone would still have to manage 
those risks.

These project risks become more obvious 
– and more real – as the actual work of 
the project starts. For example, an archi-
tect might forget to make a public build-
ing accessible to people with disabilities, 
or an IT person might omit approval 

How accounting can empower 
better project management

By participating in project management, accountants can become better 
advocates for good financial, data, and process management practices.
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threshold controls from a procurement 
application.

Anything can happen, and that means 
that the accountant’s job only becomes 
more important as the actual project gets 
underway.

A few key strategies will help guide you 
along the way:

• Stay involved with the project. Attend 
meetings. Ask to be included with cor-
respondence, and follow along with 
the team. Monitoring the work as it 
happens will give you a better under-
standing of each component’s con-
text and help you identify emerging 
risks. Your degree of involvement will 
change with the project – more risk, 
more involvement – but there’s often a 
sweet spot between “uninterested” and 
“over-controlling.” Your goal is to be 
accessible and present while respecting 
your role as a supporter and guide.

• Think like an auditor and ask the right 
questions. Stakeholders and subject-
matter experts can help you identify 
the relevant business rules and controls 
that apply to each segment of the proj-
ect, which you can then use to “audit” 
components as they’re completed. For 
example, an operational person may 
know that there is a potential problem 
when a particular ratio goes above 
10%, and definitely a problem when 
the ratio goes above 20%. A detective 
control could be designed into the 
project to appropriately flag transac-
tions that reach those ratios.

• Beware of workload spikes around 
major deliverables. If you only get 
involved as the deliverable approaches, 
you’re going to get hit with a pile of 
work once the deliverable is ready, and 
you may then be seen as a bottleneck 
to completion. Continued involve-
ment with the project will minimize 
the amount of backtracking, retrofit-
ting, and panicking you have to do 
– all of which, by the way, becomes 
costlier as the project progresses.

Dealing with scope creep
Almost every project will run into “scope 
creep,” the phenomenon that drives 
projects outside of their original scope or 
violates the assumptions and constraints 
described in the charter.

As a project evolves, you’re going to 
encounter unexpected scenarios, find 
gaps in the original plan, and hear 
demands for more features without a cor-
responding increase in resources.

Maybe your credit card processing com-
pany now requires a new level of secu-
rity. Maybe a whimsical idea has made 
its way down from the C-suite. The 
management accountant’s job through 
all this is to uphold the project char-
ter – the original contract between the 
project team and the rest of the business. 
But that doesn’t mean that the project 

charter is unchangeable. When a change 
is properly justified, it can add value to a 
project.

So your role is to act as the validator, 
treating each proposal similarly to change 
orders submitted by vendors.

Think of project components in terms of 
“must have,” “should have,” and “nice to 
have.” If a project component is in one 
of the latter two categories, then the proj-
ect team needs to provide an assessment 
of the value the change would provide 
versus the additional effort or cost.

If the benefits don’t justify the cost, then 
perhaps the scope change should be 
denied. Otherwise, the threat of “scope 
creep” may draw the project away from 
its original purpose and beyond its bud-
get. Alternatively, a request for a major 
change in direction might signal that 

PROJECT MANAGEMENT

is pleased to announce successful completion of
State Board of Accountancy Defense re

CPA
Consulting expert for defense counsel of CPA in connection with 
complex State Board of Accountancy complaint. Analyzed complaint, 
investigative reports, conducted independent investigation obtaining 
new evidence, compared alleged actions of the CPA to the relevant 
“standard of care” required, prepared expert report outlining 
CPA compliance with professional standards, attended settlement 
conference, and assisted counsel in successful dismissal and withdrawal 
of complaint. Trial attorney – Patrick Wylie, Davis Rothwell Earle & 
Xochihua P.C., Portland, Oregon.

                  William N. Holmes — CPA / CFE
Forensic Accounting  ●  Economic Damages   

 Commercial Litigation  ●  Full Service Public Accounting 
Accounting and Tax Malpractice Litigation (Plaintiff / Defense)
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the project itself is misaligned with the 
company’s current direction and may no 
longer be necessary.

Sometimes this oversight role can put a 
management accountant in an awkward 
situation. Requests for a change in scope 
or direction might have a lot of momen-
tum behind them when they cross your 
desk. But if you’re involved early and 
you keep your perspective objective and 
fact-based, then you’ll help ensure the 
project is oriented with the best results 
for the organization in mind.

Closing the project
People tend to forget the closing phase 
of a project’s lifecycle, but it’s crucial to 
improving the organization as a whole.

Often, the focus at the end is on getting 
sign-offs from sponsors and handing 
over operating procedures to operations. 
However, the most important aspect of 
closing is capturing the lessons learned. 

This is when you can pinpoint problems 
in your project processes, evaluate the 
project as a whole, and ensure that the 
knowledge you’ve gained from the proj-
ect isn’t lost.

Management accountants in particular 
can use this time to assess whether and 
how risk management has been enacted 
at the project level. Did you help the 
project move faster and more smoothly 
through the organization? Or were you a 
gatekeeper who held things up?  

© 2017 Association of International 
Certified Professional Accountants. All rights 
reserved. This article first appeared in CGMA 
Magazine.

About the author:
Donny Shimamoto, CPA/CITP, CGMA, 
is the founder and managing director of 
IntrapriseTechKnowlogies, a Hawaii-based 
CPA firm focused on organizational develop-
ment and advisory services.
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It’s what CGMA stands for.
O�cially, of course, it’s Chartered Global Management Accountant.  

A new designation representing accomplished professionals that drive  
and deliver business success, worldwide. 

Find out more at cgma.org
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August 30, 2017 / Webcast/Webinar

Member Fee: $139 
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Producer: AICPA

The importance of effective commu-
nication cannot be underestimated. A 
leader’s ability to communicate greatly 
reduces misunderstandings in the 
workplace and significantly improves 
project management.

Register: orcpa.org/cpe/W18038
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