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I acknowledge SUU professors, faculty, administrators, distinguished guests and students.  Thank you for the invitation to attend and participate in the Professional Accountancy Club’s closing social.  Twenty seven years ago, I was preparing to graduate with a bachelor’s degree in accounting from this outstanding institution.  I planned to pursue a career in public accounting and had arranged interviews in Salt Lake and Las Vegas when Dixie Leavitt called and invited me to his office for an interview.  I agreed to the interview not because I had any interest in working for the Leavitt Group, but rather because I needed practice interviewing and I wanted to be prepared for the interviews I had previously arranged.  After interviewing with the Leavitt Group and several CPA firms, I recognized that the Leavitt Group offered the opportunities for career advancement that I desired.  When I hired on with the Leavitt Group in 1982, there were only two other accountants and total Leavitt Group revenue was approximately $8 million.  Today, the Leavitt Group has 25 executives, controllers and auditors with accounting degrees including 8 CPA’s and total revenues of $220 million.  I have been fortunate to have been actively involved in the growth of an exceptional company that has challenged me, encouraged me and rewarded me.

The topic I was asked to address was “What I wish I had known as a new accounting graduate.”  As I thought about that topic I quickly realized that the things I wish I had known 27 years ago, such as how to move a blinking curser to an empty cell in a spread sheet without a mouse, or how to organize working papers for an audit folder might not be relevant to you in this highly automated and technically challenging world that we live in today.  So I rephrased the topic to be “What I think you should know as new accounting graduates.”  I have eight recommendations for you to consider:

#1 Be honest:  When you are at work, be at work.  Direct your attentions to the tasks assigned to you and complete them in a timely and efficient manner.  After you have completed your tasks, ask your supervisor for more.  Occasionally, an employee will pace himself to make the time equal the task.  This kind of employee is mediocre, doing just enough to keep his job, but never making a significant contribution.  Be enthusiastic and eager to take on new and more challenging assignments.  Do more than is expected and work longer than is expected.  Those who work hard and smart get noticed and their careers are more rewarding.

The internet is a tremendous tool but it can also be a big time waster.  Shopping online or checking sports scores during business hours is inappropriate.  If you ever feel the need to hide what you’re viewing on your computer from your supervisor, then close the material and focus on your job.  Too often employees rationalize that the time they spend for personal issues is justified.  They may feel that they are under-compensated or that they were passed over for a promotion.  Rationalizing is seldom productive.  It takes more than it gives.

Email is another time waster.  On a given day I may receive 30 or more emails.  Some of these emails are easily deleted as spam, but what about the email from a friend that encourages you to visit their blog, or the email with the amusing attachment.  Every time an email arrives my computer peeps or flashes a notice.  These notices are distracting and cause loss of focus.  Soon we fall into the habit of opening every email as soon as it arrives and we waste time jumping back and forth between relevant tasks to view email.  You need to learn to manage your email, or it will manage you.  If necessary, turn off your email or set it up to work off line.  Discipline yourself to view and answer email only two or three times a day for specific amounts of time and then get back to essential tasks.

You wouldn’t think of stealing a computer or printer that costs the company $2,000 dollars, but many employees waste two hours of time or more per week without recognizing that they are costing the company from $4,000 to $10,000 per year.

#2 Develop communication skills:  Learn to think, talk and write concisely.  There will come a day when you will do less number crunching and more communicating to others about how they should perform the number crunching, or what the numbers mean.  Learning to write well is one of the most important skills you can develop.  You may be able to balance a consolidated cash flow statement, calculate AMT preferences or allocate overhead to work in process, but if you can’t communicate the results in a concise, logical manner, your career won’t advance very far.  Of all the classes I took in the Masters Program at SUU, the class on Effective Writing had the greatest application in my job.  Writing was a weakness for me when I first started with the Leavitt Group.  I was self conscious about my writing and feared that it would cause me embarrassment.  I did a lot of reading and took some classes that helped me develop some basic writing skills.  I also found someone who was a skilled writer and had him proofread my letters.  Thank goodness for grammar and spell checker.  As my writing skill improved, my confidence increased.  One of the most rewarding days for me was when Dane Leavitt complimented me on a document that I had written.

#3 Think, ask questions and don’t repeat mistakes:  Learning principles of business and accounting are important, but if you haven’t learned to think and solve problems, you have missed the true purpose of your education at Southern Utah University.  When you begin your career you will be given tasks to perform and it you are lucky, some training on how to perform those tasks.  But training time is a scarce or non-existent resource.  So what do you do when you are given a task that you don’t know how to complete?  If there is little or no training, then figure it out for yourself.  Usually you can adapt methods and principles applied in other tasks to solve new tasks or problems.  If the new task has been preformed by someone else, review or re-perform their work.  It is appropriate to ask questions, but be conscious of the fact that you are intruding on someone else’s time and you should not expect them to do your work for you.  Show some initiative by doing some work on the project before asking “What should I do?”

In 1989, Leavitt Group Enterprises decided to prepare consolidate financial statements and we engaged PricewaterhouseCoopers to audit our consolidated statements.  The task of preparing the first set of consolidated financial statements was given to me.  I had to develop new procedures and methods. I designed macros, pivot tables and exports to gather data quickly and efficiently.  I had to relearn the theory of consolidating thirty entities with different fiscal year endings.  The task at times was overwhelming and I had no one to coach me or train me, and I didn’t know enough about the process to train anyone else to help me.  There were times that I spent hours studying a problem looking for a solution.  There will be many times in your career when you will be faced with a problem.  Be a problem solver not just a problem identifier.  Study the issues and come up with a proposed solution before giving up or asking someone else for help.

When training is available, pay attention.  There are few things more frustrating than training an employee over and over on the same issue.  We all make mistakes so don’t be afraid to try new tasks, but when someone takes the time to correct a mistake, view the correction as training and not as a reprimand.  Learn from your mistakes so that you don’t repeat them.

#4 Learn to work with others:  Getting along with co-workers is very important.  If you can not get along, you will sabotage your own career opportunities.  Show respect for others and for the work they do.  Help co-workers with their assignments and be appreciative of the help you receive from them.  Do more than your share of the work.  Be dependable and complete your work in a timely manner.  Compliment employees when they do something well.  It is better to be helpful and supportive than critical and judgmental.  My mother use to tell me that you will catch more flies with honey than with vinegar.  The same is true in developing relationships with people.

Years ago, there was an employee at the Leavitt Group who was always negative and who made everyone feel that they were imposing when he was asked to do something that was part of his job.  He was moved from one assignment to another until eventually I became his supervisor.  This employee was talented and could have been a real asset, but his attitude held him back.  It was not easy working with him and at times I would go around him and do some of his work myself to avoid his negative attitude.  Be the kind of employee that will be sincerely missed should your employment end.

It is equally important to lean how to work with clients.  We had an auditor who was in his first year with PricewaterhouseCoopers.  John (not his real name) was a hard worker and he got a lot of work done, but his attitude portrayed more than a healthy level of auditor skepticism.  Our perception of John was that he viewed us as corrupt, dishonest, lying snakes.  John was unreasonable, relentless and had a zero level of materiality.  Much of John’s problem was due to his lack of experience, but that didn’t ease our frustration as a client.  We later learned that other clients had similar difficulties with John and we were not surprised to hear that he was no longer employed with PWC.

#5 Take care of your health:  At your age, it is easy to take health for granted.  You are young and you think you are immortal.  I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but if you don’t work on your health with proper nutrition and exercise, your body will retaliate.  You will enjoy your career and your life better if you are healthy.  Health care is a major cost for employers.  Each time health costs increase, employers are forced to cut back on the coverage offered.  As you enter the job market you will have to deal with leaner insurance benefits and you will quickly learn that good health not only makes you feel better, but it is also an essential requirement for financial health as well.  

When you begin a career, many of you will spend a lot of time living out of a suit- case, particularly if you go into public accounting.  If you are not careful about what you eat while traveling, you will really pack on the pounds.  The problem with restaurant food is that the portions are too big and it is loaded with calories.  In order to maintain good health you will need to learn now to cut down on restaurant food.  How much you eat is your choice.  Decide before you take the first bite how much you will eat.  Cut off the excess and leave it on the plate.  It is better to waste it on the outside than on the inside.  Order healthy items from the menu such as chicken, fish, salads and fruit.  Drink water instead of soft drinks and skip desert.

Exercise is an essential part of good health.  Figure out some kind of exercise whether it is playing racquetball, swimming, jogging, cycling or another physical activity you enjoy.  Exercise for at least 30 minutes a day.  If you will do this throughout your life, you will be happier and more productive.

# 6 Education does not stop with graduation:  Continue to learn and educate yourself throughout your career.  Stay current on new pronouncements, legislation and changing industry practices.  Read journals, periodicals and newspapers to help stay current.  The individual who learns how to apply the principles of new pronouncements will be recognized as a leader and will be held in high esteem.  For example, an update to FAS 123R on share-based compensation was released a few years ago.  This pronouncement made sweeping changes to the administration of stock options and stock appreciation rights.  The consequences for non-compliance with 123R were potentially devastating to Leavitt Group Enterprises and I couldn’t afford to risk those consequences by ignoring the changes.  One of the managers in the Salt Lake office of PWC named took it upon himself to become the resident expert on 123R and he helped me set up new procedures to insure that we didn’t have any missteps.  As a result of his initiative, this PWC manager is now sought-out by PWC’s partners and clients to help administer the principles of 123R.  Because this manager was willing to keep current on changing pronouncements, his value to his company has increased and he has and will be rewarded with compensation and promotions as a result.

You will be required to complete continuing professional education hours in order to keep your license renewed.  Since you are going to complete education hours anyway, study less well known principals and your expanded knowledge will advance your career.

#7 Grades are important:  Unless you know someone who can set up a job for you, your grades will speak louder to your initial employer than any letters of recommendation, or skills you have developed.  Grades tell an employer how serious you are, what kind of work ethic you have, how motivated you are, and how quickly you will become a contributing employee.  A potential employer doesn’t know what kind of employee you will be.  Consequently, they must make a decision about whether you will work hard, work smart, be dependable, and be a team builder.  Grades provide the only independent evaluation of your potential.  Do not underestimate the importance that grades will have in helping you to secure your initial employment.

#8 Control your financial expenditures:  The secret to wealth accumulation is this, “A part of all I earn is mine to keep.”  Your financial security is not dependent upon how much you earn, but rather upon how much you save.  People tend to spend what they earn, and oft times more than what they earn.  When you are paying your bills imagine that you are the first creditor in line and pay yourself first.  Force yourself to use a budget and be disciplined enough not to buy something that you don’t need or can’t afford.  The instant gratification that comes from impulse buying will quickly fade, but the peace of living within your means lasts a lifetime.

There is a lot of fear and uncertainty in the world today.  Difficult times bring both challenges and opportunities.  Challenges and adversity force us to make changes both in our personal and business lives.  At the Leavitt Group we have had to reevaluate our goals and narrow our focus.  In the words of Dixie Leavitt, “We need to be in fighting trim shape.”  We should do the same in our personal lives.  Difficult times also bring opportunities.  In a recent board meeting Dane Leavitt began by saying to the board, “Let’s not waste this crisis.”  The Leavitt Group is still growing; in fact we completed our largest acquisition ever in December 2008.  We at the Leavitt Group believe our best years are still ahead.

Don’t allow yourself to become discouraged.  Rather force yourself to become more creative.  An advanced degree from this institution is one of the best means of preparation you can make to take advantage of future opportunities.  Even if your career takes you down a path that is different from your degree, your education will not be wasted.  So get all of the education you can.

The things that you need to know as a new college graduate are very basic.  Be honest, work hard and be positive.  Your best years are still ahead of you.  Thank you for inviting me to share this event with you and best of luck in the future.
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