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Executive 
summary
The world of work is changing, driven by 
technological change. The professional 
services sector frequently leads the way in 
adopting new and sometimes disruptive 
workplace technologies. They disrupt 
partly because they affect workplace 
behaviours and how humans interact 
with the technology. From blockchain 
to big data, cyber security and cloud 
computing, the professional services 
sector (and accountancy in particular) 
has been in the vanguard of adopting 
and understanding such technology.  
At the heart of these developments is the 
interplay between employees and employers 
and especially the degree to which the 
“psychological contract” between the two 
is changing.  These issues formed the core 
of a recent discussion, the first of a series of 
Conversations Around the World, hosted by 
Chartered Accountants Worldwide (CAW). 
The focus of the first conversation was how 
businesses can achieve success in a more 
selfish age, where trust and loyalty are in 
short supply.

About the event
The Sydney conversation was attended 
by representatives from 22 CAW members 
around the world, including leading 
institutes in the UK, Ireland, South Africa, 
India, Pakistan, Singapore, Scotland, 
Australia and New Zealand. Participants, 
who included senior business decision 
makers and younger accountants  (the 
future leaders), engaged in a frank and 
open discussion. Businesses represented 
included one of Australia’s leading online 
retailers, large professional service firms 
and oil multinationals. This was the first in a 
series of Conversations Around the World, 
looking at key business issues affecting 
business leaders today and in the future.    



Self-interest or selfishness is not a new 
phenomenon. Historical thinkers from Plato 
through Adam Smith and Daniel Bernoulli 
to Jane Austen, David Hume and Thomas 
Hobbes discussed selfish action as the prime 
motive for human behaviour and economies. 
This debate explored the proposition that 
more can be done to encourage business and 
individual employees to better appreciate 
and manage the impact of selfishness. 

Businesses need to succeed despite an 
apparent rise in selfishness. Individuals 
are more focused on themselves and their 
place in the wider community than on their 
function as employees. How employers 
respond to this and maintain trust remains 
an enduring challenge. The idea that people 
act to promote their own interests over 
others is an old one. Probably most familiar 
to finance professionals is the work of 18th 
century economist Adam Smith, who clearly 
identified self-interest as a central driver 
of economic activity when he wrote, “It is 
not from the benevolence of the butcher, 
the brewer, or the baker that we expect our 
dinner, but from their regard to their own 
interest.” 

Smith succeeded in normalising the notion 
of selfishness as a major driver of human 
action. The issue now is less whether humans 
are selfish, but how this selfishness can be 
harnessed, and what degree of selfishness 
is healthy for individuals or organisations. 
So selfishness doesn’t have to be negative. 
Many participants at the discussion spoke of 
selfishness as a positive opportunity allowing 
them to promote work/life balance and use 
career development as a means of improving 
productivity. With a nod to this long history of 
debate about selfishness, some at the table 
questioned if we had ever not lived in a selfish 
age. Most accepted that the nature of the 
relationship between employee and employer 

was changing and that to some extent there 
was a different type of selfishness on display.  
 
It’s all about me
The panel drew a subtle distinction 
between selfishness and self-centeredness. 
Selfishness (of a person, action, or motive) 
was defined as people being concerned with 
personal profit or pleasure. In contrast, self-
centeredness was defined as a preoccupation 
with oneself and one’s affairs, with little 
regard for the welfare of colleagues or 
employers. This distinction could be crucial 
for organisations. The selfish worker may 
present an opportunity if the interests of the 
individual and the company are, for example, 
aligned around career development. Where 
they are not, there is a danger the self-
centered or narcissistic worker may be more 
of a drain on resources or a risk to operations. 
One speaker, an employer for 30 years, said 
that he looks for evidence of self-centredness 
in potential employees and doesn’t hire 
those who display it. His experience is that 
the best employees are self-aware but are 
also able to bring out the best in teams. 
While they might be selfish at times, they are 
often aware enough to keep it under control.  
He disagreed that selfishness in the workplace 
is a recent phenomena, pointing to the 
1980s being called “the decade of greed”. 
He agreed that employees are selfish in a 
different way now, being more aware of their 
rights and entitlements, and seeking a better 
balance between employer and employees 
in negotiations, which has actually eased 
historical antagonism between the two.   
The panel debated the need for businesses 
to align their goals with those of individuals. 
There was some feeling that successful 
organisations need to appreciate difference 
– of people and their priorities. This is 
particularly true given the current focus 
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on organisational diversity. Successful 
organisations are those that embrace 
diversity. That means a diverse workforce, 
with different motivations. Some employees 
may be focused on salary, while others 
pursue power and position. Others still might 
want better work-life balance. The panel 
suggested this makes it more challenging for 
businesses to align rewards with goals.   

Technological change  
Some participants saw the rise of narcissistic 
workers (rather than the merely selfish) as a 
function of the increased use of social media. 
The argument is that narcissistic employees 
are excessively interested in themselves 
because social media fosters such thinking. 
Rather than focus on what they want 
professionally, they are more concerned 
with how they look to peers. In rejecting the 
old, long-hours, office-bound culture and 
expecting to work from home more and 
enjoy a better work/life balance, narcissistic 
employees are more likely to embrace short 
termism and place an unwelcome burden 
on company resources. Although some 
employees will always be career-minded 
enjoying a job that allows them to travel, or 
meet interesting people. This work may in 
itself be a strong motivator. 

Whether employers approve or not, social 
networks are an important part of all our lives. 
Because social media influences behaviour, 
discussions about employees have to 
consider the impact of this phenomenon. In 
this debate, there was a clear split between the 
generations. Older participants viewed social 
media as a useful tool for risk management, 
frequently used as a background check for 
potential employees. Younger attendees 
saw it from a different viewpoint. One 
younger employer said he would be less 
likely to invite someone for interview who 

did not have a professional social media 
profile because he wants to see how recruits 
portray their personal brand. Younger 
participants considered social media a vital 
communication tool allowing them to see 
and compare the benefits friends might be 
getting from businesses. “Social media spurs 
selfishness because we see what’s out there 
and we see what’s possible,” one observed. 
They also dismissed the effectiveness of 
corporate social media policies once an 
employee leaves an organisation. This was 
a warning to businesses that processes to 
protect reputations are as important after 
an employee has departed, as before. One 
participant added that their employer has 
a policy prohibiting Facebook during office 
hours, with the exception of lunchtime. 
This was described as a divisive policy that 
split partners. Not all comments about 
social media were negative. One participant 
praised the creative output from such 
platforms, “You can leverage the mindshare 
of others beyond your immediate team and 
network using external social media such as 
Facebook and LinkedIn, and also enterprise-
based social networks such as Yammer,” she 
said. Depending on how appropriate the 
conversations are in those networks, users 
can post ideas or questions and create a 
high-quality discussion that would not have 
existed otherwise. “On a practical level, I have 
done this within the enterprise-based social 
networks where we create special interest 
forums on Yammer within the company 
and people can post what they’re trying to 
build, share results and get feedback from 
colleagues across the world.”

If used properly, social media can be a 
useful team engagement tool and a means 
of soft appraisal. Another speaker described 
a CFO who recognised the efforts of her 
team by posting pictures on Instagram. “In 



views on whether selfishness is more 
prevalent now than ever before. The 
popularity of social media will not diminish 
and business leaders may need to adapt to 
deal with this change. One challenge will 
be aligning the goals of both the business 
and employees. And this is where the 
professionalism of chartered accountants 
could provide guidance. Concepts such as 
loyalty have changed. Where a job used to be 
for life, employees accept this has changed 
but have new demands that reflect shorter 
terms of service. These can still sustain 
loyalty, even after an employee has moved 
on. Communication will continue to be key 
to finding the most effective management 
solutions to the trends that are transforming 
the business environment.   

Top tips for business

1 Businesses need to accept that while 
selfishness is not new, more self-centred 
attitudes to work alter workplace relations 
 
2 Businesses should listen to what new 
recruits want to achieve and agree wider 
career goals  

3 Businesses need to focus on planning 
future development of staff, which attracts 
new talent and retains existing staff 
 
4 Businesses need a clear set of values and 
a statement of their wider purpose beyond 
profitability 
 
5 Businesses need clear policies on flexible 
working and appreciate that workers are not 
on call around the clock  

6 Businesses should demonstrate support 
for community and charitable work to 
attract a younger generation of workers  

7 Businesses should examine culture and 
behaviours that encourage loyalty and build 
trust, ensuring alignment between values 
and employee actions  

8 Businesses should use social media 
internally to keep informed and encourage 
two-way communication  

9 Businesses should lead the way on raising 
awareness of mental health issues and offer 
advice on how to mitigate its effects

a way, she was rewarding someone using 
an unusual approach. The fact that you have 
your boss rewarding and recognising you 
on a completely public platform where you 
then create brand engagement and talent 
engagement through a broader community, 
can be positive.”   

A pay cheque is no longer the answer   
Against this backdrop, it is no surprise 
that several participants emphasised that 
aligning individual and corporate goals no 
longer depends on pay. Just as companies 
become more aware of the impact they have 
on various stakeholders, so employees have 
different objectives to aim for. All agreed 
that extra pay has diminishing utility as a 
retention tool. As well as joining a company 
for financial reasons, employees are also 
attracted to employers able to show support 
for charitable organisations or that have 
a clear, shared social purpose. Somewhat 
paradoxically, here workers’ selfishness leads 
to charitable action that can be framed as 
altruism. Both younger and older participants 
commented on the trend for employees and 
potential to seek rewards beyond pay. One 
senior participant described his surprise 
when, 20 years ago, a graduate asked what 
support she could expect from the firm 
for her charitable work. At a time when 
graduates were expected to be thankful for a 
job offer, he felt her request was selfish. “Now 
we recognise it’s a big part of presenting an 
employment proposition for people that’s 
good for the firm as well,” he said. In financial 
services, there is also the issue of professional 
ethics. A study by the ICAEW, Understanding 
Ambition: Attracting the new generation of 
financial talent surveyed younger members 
and students and found most were firmly 
committed to a career in accountancy and 
finance and wanted the profession to be 

recognised for a strong ethical position, 
trustworthiness and professionalism. 
Although this generation is often referred to 
as “loyalty light”, they are just more focused 
on rapid career progression and quick to 
find a new employer if employers don’t meet 
these needs. This is something employers 
can take positive action on and offers 
an important opportunity for businesses 
able to get managing millenials right. 
 Another participant commented on the 
greater self-awareness of young employees, 
who are prepared to have more courageous 
conversations with employers than staff 20 
years ago. “In the past there was a lot less 
about what do people personally want to 
achieve from work,” she said, “Today I have 
daily conversations with my team around 
how do we help you get to where you want 
to be. The journey I took over time does not 
need to be repeated in the same manner.”  
 
Are you of the moment?  
While selfishness was discussed with 
respect to the individual, it can also apply 
to organisations, driving concerns that a 
selfish business might cause employees to 
be disloyal. At the debate, most participants 
argued organisational loyalty was dead today 
because companies have shown a lack of long-
term loyalty over the past 20 years and job 
security no longer exists. Another participant 
suggested expecting long-term loyalty 
from employers is harder anyway because 
companies have shorter life spans. The same 
speaker maintained that loyalty must shift to 
be more goals-orientated or performance-
related to get the true measure of what an 
individual, team or company is contributing.  

Conclusions
This was the first in a series of Conversations 
Around the World and it revealed mixed 
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