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YOUR JOURNEY

TO BECOMING A
CA(SA)
Expectations, advice,
responsibilities and more
for your time as a
BDO audit trainee
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Welcome to BDO in South Africa!
Let’s be clear, you have been selected to complete your traineeship at BDO because you are the type of person we know can be an invaluable asset, not only
to BDO in South Africa and our clients but also to the global BDO organisation.
That privilege comes with rules, regulations, commitments and more. Starting your road to becoming a CA(SA) can be daunting. You know you have to
complete a three-year contract with a SAICA accredited audit firm, but do you know what is expected from you?
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Why are you here on a contract?
What are your responsibilities and what does BDO expect from you in each year of your traineeship?
What are the expectations of a CA(SA)?
What are the expectations of the industry and regulators?
What happens when you qualify?

This is a time to learn, to grow and develop yourself into the person you want the world to know you as. It is an opportunity to really use BDO as the
training office that it is, ask questions, be humble, be bold, be curious, be clear, be honest, be helpful, be hungry for more. On this journey you get an inside
view of organisations and industries, you will be trusted, you will command the respect of many through your title, you will be expected to make ethical
decisions for the betterment of yourself, your firm and the country. This is a great path to take, don’t take for granted the growth needed for it.
The aim of this E-Book is to help make this time less daunting and also, to hopefully educate you on what the journey holds. This is not theoretical in
anyway, it is a collation of tips, stories, advice, insights and more, from our BDO family to you, the newest member.
Remember at BDO if you Dream it. Achieve it.
Good luck!
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1. ARTICLES AND YOUR
RELATIONSHIP WITH THE FIRM
Any relationship worth having requires give and take. It’s the nature of social
exchanges – sometimes you give more, other times you get more, but you commit
because you know that you’re better together.

Mark Stewart, CA(SA)		
Chief Executive Officer

Articles is no different. When you join the firm, you’re starting a relationship with
BDO – firstly as the face of the brand, and secondly with your colleagues, managers
and the firm’s partners.
You’re agreeing to show up and contribute your technical knowledge.
You’re agreeing to engage with clients, and to engage your mind fully when
you’re being trained.
You’re agreeing to live out the professional standards expected of a future
CA(SA).
When you join the firm in first year, there’ll be times when the work feels mundane.
But as you become more experienced, we expect you to become more curious
about what you’re doing and more aware of the risks of the audit environment.

So, what do you get out of this?
You get to grow your skills, network and influence quickly. As one of the leading
mid-tier firms in the world, we give you broad exposure to a variety of sectors
where you get to see a business’s inner workings. That’s a real privilege and
something article clerks had to pay for in previous years since access was so
restricted.
You get a grounding in all aspects of business, which sets a foundation for your
working life in and outside of the profession. In fact, some of our staff invariably end
up working for our clients. If that’s the route you choose to go, that option is open
to you.
You get to make mistakes in a secure environment where others are watching out
for you.
You get insights, feedback and direction from partners, whose impact you may only
realise later in your career.
Lastly, but not least importantly, you get to have fun, building relationships with
your peers in a way that enriches your working and personal life.
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2. WHAT ARE ‘ARTICLES’ AND HOW DO I MAKE THE
MOST OF THIS TIME?

WATCH: ZAK SHARES HIS
PERSONAL STORIES FROM
HIS TIME IN ARTICLES

Too many students in their CTA year see articles as a three-year prison sentence – an obstacle to overcome before becoming
a chartered accountant and enjoying everything the CA(SA) qualification will unlock for them. But in truth, articles are as
essential to your future career as your university degree. They’re inseparable because each experience teaches you critical
knowledge about the profession. Approach articles with the right mind-set, and you’ll set yourself up for a rewarding career
ahead.
Zak Sadek, CA(SA)
Partner, National Head
of Transformation
Johannesburg

Are you here to learn? Or just to get through it?
If you start articles ready to absorb everything and aren’t afraid to work hard and put in the hours, it will be one of your
most rewarding experiences. I often tell our first-year intake, “you’re never too old to learn, and never too young to teach.”
Being here is a two-way street: you get to learn from the managers, directors and partners; and we get to learn from you.
As a partner, I’m not inherently more intelligent or superior than you. I simply have the benefit of experience and I can
offer you what I’ve learnt if you’re prepared to hear it.

“

As a partner, I’m not inherently more intelligent or superior than you. I simply have the
benefit of experience and I can offer you what I’ve learnt if you’re prepared to hear it.

”

You won’t hit it off with everyone, but this too is a learning experience because it’ll start to shape what you do and don’t
appreciate in a leader. My advice? Let everything in articles teach you something, both work and non-work related. You’ll
emerge a better version of yourself and a more skilled accountant and auditor. Embrace this time, and I can guarantee that
after articles you’ll be able to walk into any boardroom in any world-class firm and hold your own.

“

Embrace this time, and I can guarantee that after articles you’ll be able to walk into any
boardroom in any world-class firm and hold yourself against the best of the best.

”

The advantages of a mid-sized firm like BDO
Completing your articles in a mid-size firm gives you the best of both worlds. You get the “medium-sized” versatility of being able to
crisscross different industries within the audit practice, which exposes you to lots of areas of business. In addition, you get the “largersized” benefit of working in a firm with global reach in places like London, New York and Sydney, and all the intellectual capital and
secondment opportunities that come with that.

Preparing for day one
My advice for recruits is to stay ‘green’. That is, stay open to learning. Never assume you’ve ‘made it’, because the minute you think you’re
ripe and know it all, you’re going to rot. Grab this opportunity with both hands and show us what you’re capable of.
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3. WATCH: TIPS FROM THE HEAD OF AUDIT

Heemal Bhaga-Muljee, CA(SA)
National Head of Audit
Johannesburg

3.

WATCH: TIPS FROM
THE HEAD OF AUDIT

“

You can have lots of technical skill, but
in this job people skills matter most –
we are all human.

”
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4. GREAT EXPECTATIONS:
OF ARTICLES
Passing your CTA year shows you have the technical skills in financial accounting to take on audit
assignments. But that’s not enough. You still need to learn the practical side of auditing, and the art
of dealing with clients, managers and peers in a work environment. That’s what articles will teach
you. If you’re ready to learn everything you can, you’ll come out stronger than ever.
Here are a few things to expect from your three years of training.
Imtiaaz Hashim, CA(SA)
Partner			
Cape Town

Expect to be thrown in the deep end
At BDO, we send our first-year trainees out into the audit environment immediately. Articles is a
time of learning by doing, and we start that process right away. You will feel out of your depth at
times. You will feel uncomfortable. But - and this is critical - you will be supported by your seniors,
who are also your advocates. They, like all of us, want you to succeed.

Expect regular feedback – on the good and the bad
The reason why articles is an accelerated learning programme is because you’re gaining
experience and getting feedback all the time. Having hands-on mentors helps you grow your
strengths and address any areas that need improvement. It’s rare to get paid to learn, but that’s
what articles is. Be open to feedback from your seniors, good and bad, on your technical skills,
your interactions with clients and colleagues, and your ability to be an effective auditor.

Expect to put in the hours
What separates top rugby teams from mediocre teams? It’s the little things – like getting up
earlier, pushing harder on the field, focusing more on the ball. Articles is no different. Although
we all have different aptitudes, the fact that you made it here means you possess all the
potential to be successful. Now you simply need the will and the commitment. That means
applying yourself every day, even if an audit goes beyond business hours.

Expect to learn about yourself
There are no formal tests in articles. Rather, you’re evaluated and guided every day. Through
this, you’ll learn what motivates you, what scares you and where your future interests could
take you. This won’t necessarily be the corporate world. You may discover that your passion lies
in start-ups and entrepreneurship, or the public sector, or NGOs. The best way to discover this
is to throw yourself into everything you can. You will never regret taking on a difficult audit or a
difficult client, because you’ll learn about yourself in the process.
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Vianca Pretorius, CA(SA)
Partner 		
Johannesburg

WATCH: VIANCA
PRETORIUS, PARTNER,
SHARE HER PERSONAL
VIEWS ON ARTICLES
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Vincent Ngobese, CA(SA)
Partner 		
Johannesburg

WATCH: VINCENT
NGOBESE, PARTNER,
SHARE HIS PERSONAL
VIEWS ON ARTICLES
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4. GREAT EXPECTATIONS:
OF A CA(SA)
As you enter articles, I want to share some insights about what we expect of a CA(SA) today. CAs are in high demand in every industry, because every business needs a finance
function that goes beyond basic bookkeeping. At BDO, we expect and train our people to go even further by understanding some of the ways that technological innovation is
changing the way we work. With that in mind, here are three significant expectations of the CA(SA) today.

We expect you to show technical expertise
Nevellan Moodley, CA(SA)
Partner, National Head: 		
Financial Services Technology
Johannesburg

You receive your expertise in part from your university training and in part from your articles. By the time you achieve your CA(SA), you’ve spent at least seven years getting
there, working hard and excelling constantly. You are now trained to be multi-disciplined in all aspects of business. I often think of the CA(SA) as the ‘doctor’ of the business
world. You must be able to demonstrate all your acquired knowledge in audit, tax and advisory services at BDO.

We expect you to prioritise ethics over earnings
Reputation is our most valuable asset. An ethical shortcut may feel like a quick win in the moment, especially if it helps you close a deal or finish an audit, but the
long-term consequences inevitably catch up with you. At BDO, we combine the value of trust with all our shared intellectual capital to offer our clients expertise
without compromise.

We expect you to be curious and adaptable
The CA(SA) must demonstrate a constant level of curiosity and challenge the status quo. Businesses also want CA(SA)s to have a high adaptability quotient (AQ).
In other words, they should be able to insert themselves into any environment and apply their skills to create value. This is especially important as technology
changes how the world does business, for example the increasing use of artificial intelligence (AI) to reduce the workloads of auditors. While human minds will
always be needed, the most successful CA(SA)s will change how, when and where they work to avoid becoming irrelevant.
As a future CA(SA) the world is open to you if you take the opportunities that come your way.
Wishing you all a successful articles experience.
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4. GREAT EXPECTATIONS:
OF THE INDUSTRY
I’m incredibly excited for all of you who are entering the auditing profession for the first
time. Welcome to a world on the brink of huge changes.

Ian Scott, CA(SA)
Managing Partner			
Cape Town

The industry needs skilled auditors who can think clearly and solve complex business
problems, using an extensive array of skills. Technical excellence alone is no longer
enough. As the world moves deeper into the Fourth Industrial Revolution, we need
people who are adept in areas traditionally outside the auditor’s role: data analytics,
cloud computing, blockchain - all of these areas impact our role as verifiers of financial
information. There is already, for example, a shift away from manual audits into digital
audits as companies use artificial intelligence and robotics to process large amounts of
complex information in real time.
Ironically, this step-change in our industry means we need human auditors more than
ever. Yes – we must learn to use new technology to our advantage. But we fundamentally
need people who are problem solvers first, people who can interpret and interrogate lots
of data and make management estimates that describe the financial behaviour of an
organisation. Learn the technology; but understand that it’s only truly useful in the right
hands.
The industry also needs leaders who hold themselves and their teams to high ethical
standards. Much of the public has lost confidence in our profession because of the media
attention given to scandals like the Gupta wedding expenses, the Steinhoff collapse, and
the Tongaat-Hulett financial misstatements. This has forced us to become bloodhounds –
‘sniffing’ for evidence of fraud as a forensic auditor might do – instead of watchdogs who
are there to give assurance to a company’s stakeholders that its financial information is
correct. Without our reputation and the trust of our clients, our service is worth nothing.
As you enter this exciting time, I encourage you to broaden your knowledge of the
industry before narrowing down to a specific focus area. Even as we will all become
specialists of some kind, there is immense value in growing your general knowledge of
everything our profession touches. You’ll find that knowing a little bit about a lot offers
you and your clients a huge advantage.

“

Without our reputation and the trust of our clients, our service is worth nothing.

”
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5. ARTICLES: DOs AND DON’TS
Articles are all about fast, hands-on growth within the safety of a team. You hit the ground running, but you’re also supported by seniors and managers who are
there to guide you, challenge you and inspire you to become a better auditor and accountant.
If you want a head start, here are some of my top DOs and DON’Ts.

#1 Don’t understand something? Ask												
Sims Mahlangu, CA(SA)
Senior Audit Manager
Johannesburg

Too many trainees are afraid they’ll look stupid if they ask an ‘obvious’ question. The truth is that the first year of auditing is a level playing field for everyone.
No matter how well you performed at university, articles will test you in unexpected ways. Don’t struggle in silence: it’s essential that you understand what
you’re doing before you do it.

#2 Notice an issue on an audit? Address it now										
Don’t wait until the audit is at an advanced stage before you address any problem areas.
For example:
Review notes: don’t respond to your senior’s review email with “Noted” or “Thanks”. The review process is also a documentation process for the benefit of
the firm and the client. It’s proof that issues and challenges on an audit were worked through and considered. Your responses need to be detailed.
Handling delays: if there’s a delay, you need to identify the cause. If it’s the client, tell your manager so they can step in; if you’re handling things
inefficiently, ask for guidance so you can work on your technical competence.

#3 The client is not your friend												
They aren’t your enemy either. They’re a client, and as auditors we are called to maintain our objectivity. We are professional, friendly, open and direct in
our approach. Mostly importantly, we are independent of anyone else’s influence. This is why everything on file has to be our own work. We must be able to
demonstrate that we’ve engaged with the documents given to us and made it our own.
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#4 Develop your EQ									
Emotional quotient (EQ) is a critical skill when dealing with clients. We must always be mindful of how we sound
to others. For example:

WATCH: SIMS MAHLANGU
ON ARTICLES

Don’t use an accusatory manner when asking questions – rather than assume fault, ask the client for
clarification on an issue. Learn to read the room. 		
Fight the urge to form cliques – it’s human nature to form groups, but don’t let your group be exclusionary.
This is not high school. Make a conscious decision to include others, ask their opinion, and think and
communicate as a team.
Sims Mahlangu, CA(SA)
Senior Audit Manager
Johannesburg

#5 Impressions matter									
Be conscious of the impression you create in the minds of your clients. You have to manage your personal PR in
the work environment and help shape the way a client perceives you. For instance:
Clean workspace = clean thinking – this might not be true for everyone, but it’s certainly what the client will
perceive
Arriving late = leaving a bad impression – even if you’re getting all your work done, clients will see this is as
disrespectful
Forming sub-groups = a sub-standard approach – don’t separate into sub-groups on an audit. Separating
into men/women, black/white, introvert/extrovert gives the impression that you’re not a team working as
one.
Think of all these pointers as easy-to-implement hacks when you begin your audit experience. And remember,
you’re not alone, your manager will support you and mentor you - just show a willingness to grow and learn.
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6. ARTICLES: MYTH BUSTING
CONCERNS

Bonita de Wet, CA(SA)
Managing Partner
Pretoria

Taraneh Rahiman, CA(SA)
Partner 		
Johannesburg

I'll spend most of my time
on one client, which could be
boring.

At BDO, we are exposed to lots of different
industries, sectors and clients - from JSE-listed
entities and owner-operated businesses to
schools and NPOs.

1.

You will be stuck on an audit,
auditing one section for four
months

2.

It is a very serious working
environment

People say that in auditing,
everyone wears grey suits and
works in a grey building.

Not true at all. You visit different places (clients)
and travel a lot (maybe even too much). Auditors
LOVE social events and we often have office
functions and monthly drinks. The auditing
profession has changed a lot over the years.
Today it is full of young (or just young at heart!)
vibrant people.

3.

All the first year does is make
coffee and scans and print
documents

I was told articles would
enable me to become a
CA(SA).

Not just a CA(SA). You'll learn people and life
skills from working with a team, managing
pressure and dealing with any curveballs
thrown your way.

4.

You will only do ticking and
bashing i.e. cash and bank

Auditors spend most of their
time crunching numbers and
ticking & bashing.

Yes, we need to crunch numbers to analyse
financials, but a lot of our day is spent meeting
with clients to understand their business.
We also do site visits and get to witness how
products are manufactured. Auditors also gain
insights into how financial, socio-economic and
environmental factors affect different businesses.

Auditors will be replaced
by robots.

Certain auditing processes are indeed
becoming automated, however human
ingenuity and professional judgment are
critical to the process.

5.

The profession will become
redundant
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CONCERNS

6.
Bonita de Wet, CA(SA)
Managing Partner
Pretoria

7.
8.
9.

Taraneh Rahiman, CA(SA)
Partner 		
Johannesburg

10.
11.

When you start articles you
will work extremely long
hours all the time

Being an auditor is a
lonely job.

Auditors work together on teams of all sizes and
shapes: different staff senority, gender and ethnic
backgrounds. These teams often change from
audit to audit so you get to meet new people all
the time.

Now that I have two degrees,
I know everything after my
studies.

Theory is different to practice, Your articles is
100% what you make of it and there are many
learning opportunities if you are willing and have
the right attitude. Mistakes happen which is why
seniors review work and help you to improve.
Remember your career starts NOW!

There are so many trainees,
will I be just a "number"?

At BDO our corporate culture is focused
on being a family. We have mentorship
programmes during and after articles where
you are assigned a mentor manager and mentor
partner. They coach, assist and guide you
through your training contract.

People on the audit expect
you to know what you are
doing

As a junior member of the
team I will not have an
important role on the audit

Trainees have many different responsibilities, but
coming straight out of university means that you
have the most up to date theoretical knowledge.
To be successful, an audit needs everyone.

There is no work life balance

People told me that I will not
be able to play sport anymore
or go to the gym.

Actually, we encourage sport and fitness for
physical and mental health, especially during
reporting deadlines. .

You are stuck in an office
all day

Auditors are tied to
their desks.

Many auditors have an “office in a backpack”
lifestyle and their location varies between the
office, home and the client (which FYI may mean
going on away-audits and staying in luxury
accommodation).

You went to varsity, got
degrees, so you know it all

You are just a number in the
company and no one cares
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7. THE FIRST-YEAR EXPERIENCE
The first year of articles can feel especially daunting. You’re dropped into a new world of working and expected to land on your feet from day one. Fortunately, at BDO
there is always support from the firm and your mentors to help you succeed.
Here are three things to keep in mind as you begin this journey.

A first-year trainee is just as important as a third year

Vianca Pretorius, CA(SA)
Partner 		
Johannesburg

Just because you’re in first year, doesn’t mean you have nothing to add to the audit. Everyone in the team is accountable for solving a piece of the puzzle. Look at the
bigger picture and see how your contribution helps us deliver, taking time to understand the client’s business and operating environment.

Maintain your professional scepticism
This is a key part of the auditor’s responsibility. As you enter first year and move up the ranks, keep talking to your team members and seniors if something
doesn’t make sense. While you’ll want to engage with your client directly, remember that representations from a client and their management team aren’t
always enough. As auditors, we have to corroborate evidence and connect the dots ourselves. In most situations, you’ll need to understand the accounting
of a company before you can complete the auditing. You’ll be surprised how effective it is to simply stand back and ask, “What are the debits and credits that
resulted in this outcome, and does it make sense?”

Be your own advocate
From now until the end of your life you are the only person who will accompany you every step of the way – on every client encounter, every trip and every
experience. Your life is a work in progress and a do-it-for-yourself proposition. Work hard and work towards self-improvement, increasing your knowledge
base and watching the results. Life is about taking calculated risks. You will miss out if you don’t take an opportunity. Grab the good ones and do your best.

*Vianca has been recognised as a Top 35 under 35 CA(SA) and a Top 5 finalist SAIPA Young Professional.
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8. THE SECOND-YEAR EXPERIENCE
It’s been a whole year of auditing and for many, your first year of work is now done.
You are starting to see the wood from the trees and are looking forward to leaving
overheads testing in the past. You have grown significantly over the past year. You may
not see it yet, but we do.

Muhammed Ebrahim, CA(SA)
Associate Director
Johannesburg

You’ve completed certain aspects of an audit more than once and perhaps even
mastered them. You grin at the new intake of first years as you think back to a year
ago. You also gloat a little on the inside because you’ve been there, done it and got the
(BDO) t-shirt.
BDO knows that you are more settled in your role and that you feel more comfortable
with auditing. We can therefore involve you in sections that require less ‘ticking and
bashing’ and require you to apply your mind to understand and challenge what you
are auditing. But there are new challenges awaiting and slight feelings of anxiety and
uncertainty creep in.

“

New sections, more responsibility, more complexity and less mollycoddling.

”

It sounds daunting, but it’s helped by the relationships you’ve developed with
managers and partners. When you return from the December break, there’ll be lots of
‘welcome back’ smiles, and people who were once strangers are now colleagues and
even friends.
As a second year, you have to manage your time carefully since you’ll start preparing
for the APC exam. BDO fully supports your journey to becoming a CA and you’ll
receive assistance in various ways, including enough study leave.
First year went a long way to building up your confidence and self-belief. If doubt ever
creeps in just remind yourself that you are capable, you are a high-performer and you
can handle way more than you realise. If this wasn’t true you would not be where you
are today.
You have heaps of support from fellow trainees, managers, partners and our specialised
departments. There’s no mountain that can’t be climbed. The new intake of first years
will be looking to you for guidance and support so remind yourself of what it felt like a
year ago and set them off in the right direction.
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9. THE THIRD-YEAR EXPERIENCE
There’s a definite shift in expectations as you enter your final year of articles. It feels like your
first two years train you to take on the final frontier, one where your responsibilities increase
exponentially, and you’re expected to take on an entire audit file from start to finish. You interact
with more partners and managers and have to act like a CHARTERED ACCOUNTANT.
This means, among many other things:

Luthfiya Essop		
Audit trainee		
Cape Town

Assistance from		
Palesa Ngomeza CA(SA)
Senior Audit Manager
Cape Town

pre-planning before you arrive at the client 				
– which includes making time for partner reviews before the actual audit begins
taking the lead on the relationship 					
– remembering that you’re the face of BDO
managing and mentoring the audit team 					
– it’s up to you to ensure the work is completed efficiently and effectively
updating managers, partners and clients 				
– it’s your job to keep everyone in the loop, including reporting potential or actual setbacks.
If this sounds daunting to you as a first year, don’t panic! No one expects you to take on these
responsibilities when you join a firm. And by time you arrive in third year, you’ll be amazed how
much you’ve grown in such a short space of time.
I’ve learnt at least three essential tools in this growing processing.
Firstly, don’t be afraid to delegate. No one will teach you this – it’s a skill that has to be acquired.
When you delegate, you take some of the pressure off yourself and allow someone else the
opportunity to learn something. This is a hard lesson for perfectionists. But please, say it with
me, “Let go!”
Secondly, learn to adapt. Because third year means running audit teams and working directly
with partners and managers, you need to be mindful that everyone has a different way to
doing things.
Finally, communicate. This is the singular most important piece of advice I can give. Ask when
you’re unsure; instruct clearly when you delegate work; and don’t forget to listen!
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10. FIVE REASONS I RECOMMEND SECONDMENT
When I completed my articles in Johannesburg in 2011, I took an 18-month secondment to our
Manhattan office in New York. It was one of the best times of my life and I recommend it to anyone
wanting a chance to gain global work experience, meet new people and grow through travelling.

WATCH: ADAM DISCUSSES
HIS SECONDMENT IN
NEW YORK AND GIVES
SOME TIPS

Here are five lessons I learnt from my time overseas.

1. I got to benchmark my skills internationally			
Adam Walden, CA(SA)
Associate Director
Johannesburg

In New York, I met fellow auditors from all over the world. Working together, we all learned from
each’s other strengths and experiences in the field. I also realised I had a lot to offer thanks to my
training here in South Africa.

2. I learnt about other cultures
						
As a South African, I know that embracing diversity means we learn from one another. I learnt this
again during my secondment where I worked with trainees who came from all over the world. On my
team alone there were people from the UK, the Philippines, Japan, Ukraine and China. Our Chinese
colleague would take us to various festivals in Chinatown, and our Ukrainian colleague would cook us
a traditional meal at his apartment. In turn, I shared some of my own traditions with them.
3. I learnt to make connections with strangers					
I arrived in New York not knowing anyone and knew that to make the secondment experience
successful I’d have to put myself out there and start a network. This was a real challenge for me
since I’d grown up with the same 10 friends my entire life! So, I pushed myself to get to know my
colleagues and join them for drinks after work; I joined a local rugby club; I explored the city with
others, going out until late to see everything New York had to offer. Secondment taught me to come
out of my shell and engage with people.

4. I learnt that in many ways secondment is even better than a gap year
I understand the allure of a gap year because I wanted to take one myself between high school and
university. But my parents convinced me to finish my degree and articles first, which in hindsight was
the right choice. When you’re on a gap year you have to compromise because you aren’t working
and therefore aren’t earning. This means you may not be able to see all the sights or stay in a good
part of town. But on secondment you’re paid enough to do all of that and remember secondment
doesn’t mean you’re unable to take leave. When I was in New York, I took a month off to travel around
America and experience all that it had to offer.

5. Travelling changes you								
When I arrived home after secondment, I felt more confident and assertive. I’d looked after myself,
made new friends, and applied all my training in a new country. This taught me resilience and
reminded me that I have all the working skills and social resources I need to make things work. For
all those considering secondment, I’d advise that you go for at least 12 months. Any shorter and you
won’t get the full experience, which is something I’ll never regret.

Natural Resources
YOURPractice
JOURNEY
| Edition
TO BECOMING
6 | November
A CA(SA)
2018

18

On the power crisis

Industry's role in addressing climate
change and decarbonisation

Vast battery-tech opportunities for
manganese-rich SA

On sustainability and risk

Contact us

11. SOME PERSPECTIVE:
TRANSITIONING INTO BDO FROM A BIG FOUR FIRM
Call me biased, but I’m a big believer in the value that a mid-sized firm like BDO offers our clients, trainees and CAs. Our larger competitors, because of their scale, get to be
quite granular about the roles people fill, the processes that are followed and the packages that are offered. And while none of this is bad, it does constitute a different way of
working, which has advantages and disadvantages.

Roles, structures and processes
Bert Lopes, CA(SA)		
Managing Partner,
Johannesburg

Generally, a Big Four firm will define your role quite specifically, giving you custodianship of a specific scope of work. They follow Big Processes, too, with standard operating
procedures, guidelines and a set of well-defined rules. You’ll always know what you need to do at a particular point of work, with weekly targets and times planned well in
advance.
At BDO, the roles sometimes blur, and you’ll be asked to work in areas not directly aligned to your expertise. We see that as an opportunity for our people to grow their
skillset from early on. When you’re constantly exposed to new areas of the business, you gain insights that make you a much better performer all round. Structurally, BDO
also offers a flatter hierarchy than the Big Four. Although we have clear lines of reporting, we have an open-door policy, which gives you access to a team of directors and
partners you may not otherwise get to work with. This fluid structure means we are more consultative when it comes to key decisions and changes in the business.

Packages and perception
A Big Four firm generally offers higher salaries than elsewhere, but the complexity of its clients and by extension the expectations placed on its auditors mean there is less
work – life balance.
But many will stay at a Big Four firm because a Big Name opens doors, especially in specialised sectors where you’re growing off a low base with slow traction over time. At
BDO, we are increasing traction with clients as the market recognises our value. And although we are not as well-known as the Big Four, we have an extensive global network
and always deliver what we promise, offering our clients a deep and broad knowledge of auditing, tax and advisory services. We also take pains to understand their business
and operating environment, leveraging all our resources to come up with the right solutions.
Whichever firm you end up choosing, I encourage you to continually expand your knowledge base beyond your designated role at work. By doing so, you’ll find that having
diverse understanding of many areas of business is a singular competitive advantage.
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11. SOME PERSPECTIVE:
COMING TO BDO FROM ANOTHER FIRM?
So, you’ve made the decision and joined the BDO family from another firm. Great move! However, the change isn’t always
easy to manage. You’ve grown accustomed to a certain set of rules and procedures and worked in a specific culture. But
now, everything is new.

Yugen Pillay, CA(SA)
Partner		
Johannesburg

I can assure you though, that at BDO you’re going to be supported every step of the way. We pride ourselves on our
integrity, professionalism and objectivity. Although these traits should be true of any CA(SA), at BDO we live and breathe
them every day. They bind us together and you’ll find the cultural adjustment seamless.
Operationally, you’ll be supported by a manager and partner of your choice. They’ll be your mentors, helping you grow
your skills and overcome challenges. Remember, there’s nothing too big or too small to discuss with your senior. Happy
transitioning and welcome to the family.
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Edward Dreyer CA(SA)
Head of Audit		
Johannesburg

11.

WATCH: EDWARD DREYER, HEAD
OF AUDIT: JOHANNESBURG,
ON DOING HIS ARTICLES AT
ANOTHER FIRM
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12. IN AUDITING, ETHICS IS EVERYTHING
The auditing profession in South Africa, like many areas of the world, is open to its fair share
of scandals. Corruption erodes trust in our profession and makes the need for trusted audit
partners all the more important.

Christel Pretorius, CA(SA)
Partner in the technical
department		
Johannesburg

As your formal career in auditing begins, I would simply advise you to be aware of how, when
and where you interact with clients. Notice I said, “be aware” not “beware”. Don’t fear the
audit experience, just be conscious of maintaining your objectivity. Your manager and the
larger audit team will support you here. Remember: there’s a reason why audits are not solo
assignments.
Ethics is at the heart of our work as independent verifiers of accounting information.
Businesses, shareholders, employees and customers rely on us to make informed opinions
and interpretations of the evidence in front of us. I would encourage you all to stay familiar
with the ISB’s conceptual framework of threats to objectivity. To remind you, be aware of the
following:

Self-interest threats: 				
			
where an auditor acts in their own self-interest, for example someone you know has an
interest in the company you’re auditing.
Self-review threats: 					
		
when you review your own work, you’re less capable of detecting bias.
Advocacy threats: 					 		
when you’re pressured to have a particular opinion on an audit rather than looking solely
at the evidence.
Familiarity threats: 				
			
when you lose your objectivity and healthy scepticism because you’ve become too familiar
with the auditee.
Intimidation threats: 								
when you think, for example, that a client will rate you poorly or change auditors if
you disagree with their assessment of the financials.
In practice, we know that these threats are often subtle, nuanced and not always easy
to detect. Trust your gut: if something doesn’t feel right, question it with your seniors.
Remember: there is no right way to do a wrong thing.
Good luck on your journey!
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13. THE IMPORTANCE OF:
TRAINING
Education is the foundation of your auditing work, comprising all the facts, skills and principles that you learnt at university and during your CTA year. Training is different: it’s
additive and builds on your education with practical knowledge. Training is about applying facts, enhancing skills and mastering principles so you become an effective auditor in reallife situations, one who can problem-solve beyond just a textbook situation and demonstrate on-the-job value.

Dia Harvey, CA(SA)
Partner, National Head:
Audit Technical Training
Johannesburg

At BDO, we continually train our people to apply what they’ve learnt, helping them grow their skills as the auditing industry evolves. Accounting standards change regularly,
new industries are forming around us, and our clients are increasingly digitising their work environment and processes. To help them, we need to be a future-fit organisation that
proactively responds to these changes in advance.

Train yourself for the future
It’s not enough for an auditor to simply be aware of new technology, we need to change how we work. Already, some of the more labour-intensive processing aspects of an audit
are being digitised. An auditor can then review the data to gain insights and discern trends. Although we currently use data analytics tools on select assignments only, our goal is to
apply this across the board where practical.

A specialist role requires specialist skills
From a technical perspective, a qualified CA(SA) fulfils a specialist role in auditing, accounting and financial management. These skills aren’t static – they require you to stay up to
date with all the standards, legislation, regulations and technological developments relevant to this role. As a trainee, you need to prepare yourself. Never ignore an opportunity to
attend a training session, whether the focus is on updating your technical know-how or developing your leadership and management style. They are all valuable and they all have
the ability to shape you into the CA(SA) of the future.
Whichever firm you end up choosing, I encourage you to continually expand your knowledge base beyond your designated role at work. By doing so, you’ll find that having a diverse
understanding of many areas of business is a singular competitive advantage.
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13. THE IMPORTANCE OF:
KEEPING TECHNICALLY SOUND
By the time you join an audit firm, you’ve likely completed your
undergraduate degree, CTA, and part one of your Board exam – no small feat!
Then you start articles: a time of hands-on, practical learning, where you apply
your theoretical grounding and learn all about the nuances of the profession
in a way no textbook could ever teach you.
Theunis Schoeman, CA(SA)
Partner, Head of 		
IFRS Technical
Johannesburg

And then you become a fully-fledged CA(SA), armed with knowledge,
experience and a network of peers, partners and clients.
And then what? Then you keep learning!

Learning is lifelong
Even after your three-year articles is completed, you’ll need to constantly
learn and re-learn new information as emerging challenges and opportunities
present themselves. Information isn’t stagnant: we’re always adding to
our body of knowledge as accounting standards adjust to the needs of the
industry. That’s why at BDO we conduct bi-annual training sessions to keep
our people up-to-date as part of our professional development.

Knowledge is deep. But also, wide
Obviously, being technically proficient is essential. You need a deep
knowledge of accounting, finance or your chosen sub-speciality, whether
that’s oil and gas, risk management, or mergers and acquisitions. That’s
specialist knowledge.
But your knowledge also needs to be wide so you can interact with people
in areas where a general understanding makes you a better performer. That
means staying curious and reading up on areas outside of your main function
at work.
Even broader than that are soft skills. While not strictly speaking ‘technical’,
they differentiate you from the crowd. These are skills like learning to give
effective presentations, developing relationships with board committee
members, growing networks, learning how to effectively negotiate, and
dealing with confrontation.
So, while I say, “well done on passing your exams”, I also say, “let the real
learning begin now”.
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14. 10 STRATEGIES FOR SELF-CARE
A lot of uncertainty comes with a new job: new people, new environment, a new commute and new
responsibilities. You will need to acclimatise to these adjustments quickly to start strong. It’s also
the perfect time to start building good habits, one of which is prioritising self-care right from the
beginning.

Jovika Wiese		
Manager: Employee
Assistance Practitioner
Johannesburg

Small things make a difference							
When you’re busy, it’s easy to let self-care fall by the wayside. If you make big plans, you might give
up if you can’t find the time and energy to see it through. One solution is to embed break rituals into
your day, so you stay calibrated and avoid mental overload. You can’t falsely promise yourself that
you’ll relax once something gets scratched off your list because there’ll always be 10 new things that
pop up. There is a cumulative health effect to neglecting yourself; but also, a cumulative effect when
you make a regular habit of nourishing your mind, body and soul.
Self-care comes in many shapes and sizes						
There’s no one-size-fits-all formula to self-care. Why not take up a creative pursuit or hobby,
spend time with loved ones, or deliberately start a positive mental dialogue? Beginning a process
of deliberate reflection with a therapist, coach or mentor can also help you identify high impact
activities that can be woven into your routine.
Self-care starts with giving yourself permission					
Many of us are uncomfortable taking time for ourselves. We are so used to taking care of everyone
else that it’s a big shift to actually focus on you. It feels counterintuitive. While there’s a strong sense
of pride in serving others, make sure you’re not acting out of a deep-seated martyr complex or sense
of unworthiness. Deadlines, workloads and high expectations are all challenges we must manage. And
sometimes the most significant stressors come from the unrealistic expectations we set ourselves.
When you give yourself the green light and understand that you are worth your own investment
because you are important, you are more likely to maximise the benefits of self-care. You must give
yourself permission to take care of yourself, and make sure you are taking break rituals every day
because you are worth it.

Watch out for warning signs							
Most of us recognise our own triggers like ordering take-out too often or snapping at friends and
colleagues. Watch out for these warning signs and put a plan in place to address them.

Prioritise your time								
Distinguish between what is important and what is urgent. Address procrastination when it gets out
of hand and learn to be flexible with your schedule.
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Make great self-care a consistent priority						
Often you only recognise the importance of self-care after you feel overwhelmed or over-worked.
The key to preventing burnout is to consistently prioritise the care you need (body, mind, heart
and spirit). Take your leave and ensure that you ‘switch off’ during your time off.

Avoid over-achievement								
If you’re a chronic overachiever, you might be your own worst enemy. Take a step back and assess.
Are you performing to expectations or overproducing? Have an open conversation with your
manager/mentor to firmly understand priorities and expectations. While achievement is good,
unnecessary stress is not.
Jovika Wiese
Manager: Employee
Assistance Practitioner
Johannesburg

Remove the badge of honour						
Often, overworking can be viewed as a type of badge of honour. Have the courage to set
boundaries and establish clear expectations, giving yourself time to recharge, and invest in what's
most important from both a work and relationship standpoint. You're no good to anyone without
your health, so do what's necessary to be healthy and happy.
Draw strong boundaries 								
Establish firm boundaries on your time and availability. Are you the one in your group who is
always available for everyone else regardless of how busy your own schedule is? Are you always
taking on weekend assignments? This may make you very popular with peers and managers, but
not having boundaries can quickly fuel burnout.

Be your most important client						
Schedule downtime into your daily to-do list. See yourself as your most important client.
Schedule time for yourself to do the things you want to and not just the things you have to do.
When your energy is high and vibrant, everything gets done much more efficiently, so the time
spent on yourself actually increases your productivity.
To conclude, the stress of a new job can be reduced by putting your health and wellbeing first.
Exercise, get enough good sleep, and make time for your family and hobbies. If you are feeling
healthy and productive when you walk into work, you'll start the day off on a good foot. Train your
mind to focus on the positives, set achievable goals, and learn from your mistakes. Manage your
time wisely at work and avoid unnecessary negative interaction with co-workers by steering clear
of workplace drama. By implementing these practical tips, you can thrive at your new job without
being weighed down by unnecessary stress.
At BDO, we care about your wellbeing. Should you feel that you are not coping well or just want
some guidance on how to perform better, contact Wellness@BDO (wellness@bdo.co.za) for
assistance. Also participate and engage in the preventative wellness initiatives during the year.
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WE TAKE IT PERSONALLY. FOR FURTHER
INFORMATION, TALK TO OUR TEAM OF EXPERTS:
HEEMAL BHAGA-MULJEE
National Head of Audit
hbhagamuljee@bdo.co.za

CRAIG KILIAN
Head of Audit Port Elizabeth
ckilian@bdo.co.za

EDWARD DREYER
Head of Audit Johannesburg
edreyer@bdo.co.za

BERNARD VAN DER WALT
Head of Audit Cape Town
bvanderwalt@bdo.co.za

FAHEEM HOOSEN
Head of Audit Durban
fhoosen@bdo.co.za

BONITA DE WET
Head of Audit Pretoria
bdewet@bdo.co.za

/BDOSouthAfrica

/bdoafrica

/bdo_sa

/company/bdo-south-africa

www.bdo.co.za

BDO South Africa Services (Pty) Ltd, a South African company, is a member of BDO
International Limited, a UK company limited by guarantee. BDO is the brand name for
the BDO International network and for each of the BDO Member Firms.
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