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Weathering the Storm: Strategies for Job Security

Careers

Students in the 
CGA program of 

professional studies 
look to CGAs for 

strategies to help 
them through the 

economic downturn

by Colin Ellis 
with files from Christopher Stephenson

aisha Sabado is worried. A student in the CGA program of 
professional studies, Raisha meets her friends—all of whom 
are enrolled in the CGA program—on a weekly basis at a 

Tim Hortons in Mississauga. Over coffee and crullers they compare 
study notes before talk turns inevitably to the state of the economy.

	 “I’m worried about my friends,” confesses Raisha. “Most of 
them are concerned about their job security. Several work in the 
manufacturing sector and are seeing layoffs happening first-hand. 
“It’s keeping them awake at night.”

	 Raisha considers herself lucky. “I was working in the manufac-
turing sector but I recently accepted a financial position in a more 
secure sector,” she explains, somewhat sheepish about her good 
fortune. She too had paced the floor through several sleepless 
nights, but that had all come to an end when a new employer had 
seen the potential of adding an aspiring CGA to the management 
team.

	 “They saw my enrolment in the program as added value,” she 
explains. “I don’t think I would have been hired without it.”

The Gathering Clouds
Concerns about job security are warranted and hardly limited to 
students in the CGA program. As of April, Canada’s unemployment 
rate stands at eight per cent—its highest level in seven years—while 
Ontario’s is almost a full percentage point higher at 8.7 per cent. 
According to Statistics Canada, just over half the country’s employ-
ment losses have occurred in Ontario, well above the province’s 39 
per cent share of the total working-age population.

	 Most of Ontario’s layoffs have occurred in manufacturing and 
construction—sectors that have been crippled by collapses in the 

auto and real estate sectors respectively. Not surprisingly, auto 
worker towns such as Windsor (where the unemployment rate is 
close to 13 per cent) have been harder hit than Ottawa, a city of 
civil servants, where the unemployment rate is less than five per 
cent. Many Ontarians, after several years of rising wages and tight 
labour markets, have been reassessing their job security, looking 
for ways to bring added value to their employers, adapting to new 
realities, leveraging opportunities in growing fields or exploring op-
tions in other sectors and locations.

	 “My friends and I text career advice to each other all the time,” 
says Raisha. “It tends to be a mix of professional development op-
portunities, accounting and finance news, and career strategies. 
That’s how we came up with the idea of asking Statements to ad-
dress the issue of job security and the economic downturn.”

	 Why don’t you write an article about strategies to weather the 
storm?”

The Silver Lining
Job security is relative and depends on many factors unrelated to 
individual job performance, such as the overall health of the econ-
omy, sector-specific challenges, the profitability of private sector 
companies or the funding of public sector organizations. The good 
news, however, is that the accounting and finance field tends not 
only to offer opportunities for advancement in all organizations but 
is relatively protected during economic downturns.

	 A recent survey conducted by the online employment site Jobfox 
reported that three of the “20 most recession-proof jobs” are in 
the accounting and finance profession. The top three recession-
proof positions went to sales representatives, software designers 
and nurses respectively. However, accounting and finance execu-
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tives placed fourth, due to the challenges of the shifting account-
ing and auditing landscape. Accounting staff placed fifth, because 
“tax and reporting work goes on, tough economy or not.” And fi-
nance staff—defined loosely as “planning and budgeting, financial 
analysis, investor relations, reporting, partnerships, due diligence, 
investments and valuations”—placed a respectable 10th.

	 A recent article by Forbes Magazine, entitled “Where the jobs 
are: accounting,” cited two interesting statistics, albeit based on 
U.S. figures. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics projects that the 
number of jobs for accountants and auditors will grow by 18 per 
cent between 2006 and 2016, faster than most occupations. And 
over the last six months, while the U.S. lost at least 500,000 jobs 
a month, the accounting profession added 3,000 jobs a month.

	 While statistics from Canadian sources are harder to find, Sco-
tiabank economist Adrienne Warren, who is forecasting Canada’s 
unemployment rate will rise to hit 8.5 per cent by the end of 2009, 
says that professionals such as accountants and auditors will likely 
come out of the recession relatively unscathed. That is in part be-
cause their skills and services represent core business functions 
and are often more in demand during economic downturns. “A lot 
of those high-quality jobs are likely to be in strong demand in the 
coming year and in the coming decade,” said Warren.

Bright Lights
So where do Raisha and her friends fit in the overall economy? Are 
they in any way representative of the labour force?

	 “Students in the CGA program are unique,” explains Doug 
Brooks, CGA, chief executive officer of CGA Ontario. “They are typi-
cally ambitious accounting or finance professionals who by most 
definitions are already successful.”
 
	 The statistics bear this out. The average age of a student in the 
CGA program of professional studies is 35. 84 per cent of students 
are employed in full-time, permanent, salaried positions. 12 per 
cent are employed full-time on a contract basis. Their average ex-
perience in the accounting and finance field is nine years. Within 
their current sector of employment, their average years of experi-
ence is four.

	 “Our students are among the best and the brightest of younger 
professionals,” says Doug. “They are firmly entrenched in solid, 
full-time positions, but their enrolment in the CGA program signals 
to their employers that they are hardwired for success—these are 
employees who have the potential to add significant value to their 
respective organizations. These are the employees that organiza-
tions work hard to retain.”

	 CGAs, understandably, are even further entrenched in their 
positions. The average age of a CGA is 45 years. 83 per cent are 
currently employed on a full-time, permanent, salaried basis. Nine 
per cent are employed full-time on a contract basis. Six per cent 
are self-employed. 

	 Their experience and credentials are just as impressive. The 
majority hold senior management positions. 79 per cent hold an 
accounting or business-related degree. And because they have 
worked in the accounting and finance field for an average of 18 
years, they typically remember the last, serious recession, of the 
early 1990s—indeed, many achieved their CGA designation in cir-
cumstances similar to today. Their perspective is uniquely informed, 
even when it comes to the manufacturing sector, which in Ontario 
lost 36,000 jobs in January alone.

The Manufacturing Maelstrom
Kim Sacchetta, FCGA, chair of the board of governors of CGA Ontario, 
has worked in the manufacturing sector for six years. In 2003, after 
more than 10 years in the health-care sector, Kim left a position 
at the Sault Area Hospital for Flakeboard Sault Ste. Marie, a major 
manufacturer of composite panels. Today she holds the position 
of controller. Kim has some advice for those trying to navigate the 
churning waters of a manufacturing maelstrom.

	 “Flexibility is the key to surviving economic challenges,” says 
Kim. “Recognize that your job may change, even temporarily, and 
appreciate the opportunity you have to contribute.” Kim cites a few 
examples. “You may not be able to fill a vacant position, so you may 
have to restructure portfolios instead. Or you may be responsible 
for finding efficiencies through the reduction of wages, perks like 
discretionary spending on travel, or investments in system upgrades.

	 “When that occurs, pick your priorities carefully, but it may also 
help to enhance your job security if you are seen as taking a lead-
ership role, by accepting new responsibilities or sacrificing perks 
of your own.”

Weathering the Storm
Interpersonal Skills
Kim has some personal advice as well. “Strong interpersonal skills 
are a must in rough weather. Begin with a good attitude and an 
open mind. When it comes to leading others, stay the course, don’t 
waiver, but include your staff in the change process. People need 
inclusiveness during discouraging times. Leading by example rather 
than dictating to one’s staff is a sign of strong interpersonal skills. 
Your reputation will be enhanced and your leadership remembered.”

	 Leadership expert Merge Gupta-Sunderji sees the value of in-
terpersonal skills from a slightly different angle. “What separates 
the wheat from the chaff when the axe begins to fall?,” she asks 
rhetorically. “Interpersonal skills, that’s what.” 

	 The CGA renowned for her leadership training seminars ex-
plains: “When an employer has to choose between two people 
with equivalent technical skills and knowledge, the person who 
can work most effectively with others will be the one to survive. It’s 
called the “likeability factor,” and it plays more of a role in career 
success than most people realize.”

Weathering the Storm
Adding Value
There are other ways to stand out in the crowd. Michael Mayne is a 
managing partner at Catalyst Careers, a career transition, counsel-
ling and outplacement firm, whose services are a member benefit 
to CGAs. He counsels those with job security worries to avoid the 
temptation to hide from scrutiny and instead look for ways to add 
value. “Some people get that hunker-down mentality. They hide from 
the storm. ‘If they don’t notice me,’ they say, ‘they can’t fire me.’ 

	 “And that, of course, is the exact opposite of what you should 
be doing. You should be looking at adding value, taking on new 
projects, even taking a few calculated risks. It’s all about under-
standing your value to an organization and adding to it.”

	 Michael adds a realistic note of caution however. “It’s no good 
to be adding value behind the scenes without anyone noticing. 
Make people aware of what you’re doing—not in a boastful way, of 
course—by getting involved in projects, presenting results and let-
ting others know what you’re doing. Some people do it in the form 
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Some people get that hunker-down 
mentality. They try to hide from the 
storm. ‘If they don’t notice me,’ they 
say, ‘they can’t fire me.’

Colin Ellis is editor of Statements. Christopher Stephenson is as-
sociate editor of Statements.

of a weekly update to their boss. Some people do it in the form of 
a running tab—the amount of money they’ve saved their organiza-
tion.”

Weathering the Storm
Enhancing Marketability
“If it so happens that you are let go despite all your efforts,” says 
Michael Mayne, “the record of your achievements will make it eas-
ier to get hired elsewhere. You can say, ‘Hey, I saved my company 
$250,000 in the time I was there,’ and your next employer is think-
ing, ‘Great, I want him or her to do that for me too.’”

	 It’s advice with which Wendy Watson, CGA, heartily agrees. 
Formerly the global head of CIBC’s private banking and trust opera-
tions, Wendy joined State Street—the venerable financial services 
firm based in Boston—in 2000, but was then downsized in 2008, 
when State Street began series of layoffs that would eventually 
number in the thousands.

	 “Look for quantifiable ways to enhance your job security,” Wendy 
advises. “It’s a tremendous way not only of adding value to your 
organization but increasing your marketability in the event that your 
employment situation changes.” Today, Wendy is back in Canada, 
with an enviable record of achievement that includes her role as 
the architect of State Street’s global middle office outsourcing busi-
ness. As she eyes the future, she can point to her leadership role 
in a global initiative of spectacular scope and numbers.

Weathering the Storm
Professional Development
It is generally accepted that the majority of jobs are found through 
networking. Mark Granovetter, the American sociologist behind some 
of the most influential advances in social network theory, proved 
that “it’s not what you know but who you know” when it comes to 
finding a job. In his classic study, Getting a Job, Granovetter docu-
mented evidence that showed little variance between white and 
blue collar workers in attaining employment: approximately 70 per 
cent of workers—whether professionals or labourers—found their 
jobs through informal means.

	 Bernie Keim, CGA, is CGA Ontario’s vice-president of member 
services and regulatory affairs. He is keenly aware that the value 
of professional development resides partly in the opportunity to 
network. “Even CGAs have to be reminded that professional de-
velopment events are a great opportunity to renew acquaintances 
and make new contacts with accounting and finance professionals 
in every sector across Ontario,” says Bernie. 

	 “That’s in addition to seminars in everything from accounting 
and finance to organizational effectiveness to professional skills. 
Add that to events at the Association and chapter level, and both 
CGAs and students have every opportunity to network.”

When Lightning Strikes
Steve D’Alessandro, CGA, was the vice-president of finance at Gen-
pharm Inc., the generic pharmaceutical manufacturer and subsid-
iary of Merck KGaA of Germany. Through his 15-year tenure with 
the drug maker, Steve rose through progressive levels of respon-
sibility and was a member of the Merck International Accounting 
Committee. But in the spring of 2007, lightning struck Steve, just 
as it had struck Wendy Watson: Genpharm was acquired by a firm 
in the U.S. and the downsizing began.

	 “I was pleasantly reminded then,” recalls Steve, “of how widely 
the CGA designation is recognized by employers. The consistency 

with which the designation is listed as a job requirement is an in-
dication of quality, integrity and competency.” Today, Steve is the 
vice-president of finance at CGA Ontario. “When I started out in my 
career and enrolled in the program, I never would have imagined 
that someday I’d be applying the skills I obtained through the pro-
gram to assist the Association.”

	 Looking back, Steve points out that the skills and experience 
he obtained through the CGA program were highly transferable. 
“The program opened my eyes to a world of possibilities,” Steve 
explains, “and the skills one learns are highly transferable in an 
increasingly mobile labour market, here in Canada and around the 
world.” Steve’s expertise and experience translated into opportuni-
ties beyond the pharmaceutical industry. 

	 “I began to explore the whole spectrum of opportunities,” he 
says proudly, “which ultimately led to my current position.”

	 Steve has some words of wisdom for students such as Raisha 
Sabado and her friends. “The path to certification is strengthened 
by the requirement of successive levels of employment experience. 
So when a student receives his or her CGA designation, not only are 
they equipped with a solid technical background, they also have 
the ability to hit the ground running in the real world. 

	 “The fact that you have weathered the storm will only make 
you more successful as a CGA.”


