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(Background: John will deliver the keynote address at the opening dinner, which 
begins at 7:00 p.m. He will be introduced by George Willie, Managing Partner – 
Bert Smith & Company and Chairman of CAE’s Advisory Board. His speech 
should last for approximately 30 minutes, allowing at least 15 minutes for Q&A.)  
 
 
Introductory statement 
• Thank you for the opportunity to be here today.  
 
• Thank you, George, for your nice introduction.  
 
 
KPMG’s relationship with Howard 
• KPMG has a strong and long-standing relationship with Howard. Howard is a 

premier school in our recruiting program, and we expect it to continue to be an 
important source of talent for us in the future. 

 
• There are two men who have made this relationship possible. First is Frank 

Ross, the Director of the Howard University School of Business Center for 
Accounting Education and a Visiting Professor of Accounting. Frank had a 38-
year career with KPMG, retiring in 2003.  In 1968, Frank was one of the nine 
co-founders and the first President of the National Association of Black 
Accountants (NABA). Frank was also a member of KPMG’s Board of 
Directors and the Chairman of the Board of the KPMG Foundation.  

 
• The second person I’d like to recognize is Dr. Barron Harvey, Dean of the 

School of Business. In 2007, Dr. Harvey became the first endowed professor 
in the School of Business when he was named Frank Ross/KPMG Endowed 
Professor in Accounting.  He has twice been named “Educator of the Year” by 
NABA.   
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Summary of key points 
• Tonight I’ll share my perspectives on the issues and opportunities I see in the 

profession, with an emphasis on the need for diversity.   
 
• I’ll talk for a few moments about KPMG – how we see the diversity challenge 

and what we’re doing about it.  
 

• And finally, I’ll make a few comments about what you can do to maximize the 
opportunity you have in front of you. That includes the importance of the CPA 
designation. Then, I’ll open it up to questions and we can talk about whatever 
is on your mind.   

  
 
John’s background 
• Before I get into my thoughts on the profession, let me say a few words about 

my own background.  
 
• I’m from Maryland, and I’ve spent most of my career in the D.C. area. I grew 

up in Bethesda and still live in Potomac, even though my current office  is in 
New York. I try to get home most weekends. 

 
Education 
• I went to Indiana for my college years – I attended Notre Dame. 
 
• Notre Dame is a special place to me. I met my wife there – she went to St. 

Mary’s College, which is Notre Dame’s sister school. 
 
• Our oldest daughter graduated from Notre Dame. Our third child – our 

youngest daughter – is now a sophomore at St. Mary’s. Our middle child – our 
son – somehow escaped the pull of Notre Dame and went to Xavier University 
in Cincinnati.  

 
Professional experience 
• Professionally, I’ve spent my whole career, 33 years, with KPMG. I’m an 

auditor by training, and I still serve audit clients. Client service is expected for 
almost all the professionals in our firm, including the leadership team.  
Nobody earns a leadership role without providing exceptional service to 
clients. In my case, I try to work with clients as much as I can.   
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• I was in the D.C. area for about 28 of my 33 years with the firm. I’ve had quite 
a few roles with the firm, including a very valuable experience as an SEC 
reviewing partner for the Mid-Atlantic Area. That sounds like a very technical 
role, and it is. But it helped give me a great appreciation for professionalism 
and integrity beyond the scope of my own responsibilities.  

 
• I held a number of different leadership roles, including partner in charge of 

audit in Washington and Baltimore; managing partner for the D.C. office, and 
managing partner of the Mid-Atlantic area. More recently, I served as the 
Deputy Chairman of the U.S. firm and have held leadership roles in the global 
organization, including Chairman of the Americas region.  
 

 
• In a way, I feel as if I have had a number of different careers, all within one 

organization. And I think that’s something for students to think about as they 
consider a career in public accounting.  There are even more opportunities 
and career directions now than there were in my earlier days. And with the 
business environment the way it is now – all the rapid change and complexity 
– it’s a time of tremendous opportunity for accounting professionals. 

 
 
Today’s accounting profession: Opportunities and challenges  

 
• Our professionals are involved with global issues as economic growth shifts to 

high-growth markets and, of course, China. 
 
• We are helping to resolve issues of regulatory discontinuity – the challenge of 

doing business internationally while complying with domestic regulatory 
requirements. 

 
• We are working closely with industries that are being disrupted by regulatory 

change and technologically-driven transformation, like healthcare, energy, 
and financial services.  

 
• We are engaged in sustainability efforts, working with our clients on ways they 

can use sustainability to optimize costs, grow revenues, and enhance risk 
management. 
 

•  We are increasingly involved with the cutting edge of performance and 
technology. As companies look to the future, they are rethinking every aspect 
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of how they operate. They are looking to improve performance, make 
transformational changes, and grow.  
 

• And, it’s also tremendously important that we have diversity and inclusion in 
our profession – gender diversity, ethnic diversity, and cultural diversity 
complemented by an environment that embraces the unique experiences of 
all professionals.  

 
• As organizations operating in a global marketplace, we simply must have a 

globally competent and diverse workforce. Let’s be united in our individual 
and collective efforts to attract talent to the profession, invest in retention 
strategies that ensure a robust, diverse talent pipeline to leadership and 
partnership, and demonstrate the necessary commitment to changing the 
landscape of accounting.  
 
 

Diversity as a business imperative 

• As the leader of a Big Four firm, I can tell you with absolute certainty that 
diversity is a critical business issue. As our clients become increasingly 
diverse, they expect no less from us.  They want to see diversity in our 
engagement teams and within our organization. They believe it’s important to 
our ability to truly understand their perspectives, and to provide maximum 
value.   
 

• Here’s an example: Not long ago, I was with the C-level executives of one of 
the largest companies in the world.  They took us through the scorecard they 
use to evaluate proposals, using 5 criteria, the final one of which is diversity. 
We had just been awarded a major tax engagement, and they indicated that 
we were tied with another firm on the first 4 criteria, and the diversity of our 
team is what differentiated us. That was the difference in winning the 
engagement. 
 

 
• Here’s another example: Thanks to Sarbanes-Oxley, we have a requirement 

to change lead partners on an engagement every five years. I spend a lot of 
time talking to CEOs about that succession process. Four or five years ago, 
when we would have those conversations, the CEO was most concerned 
about getting a partner with the best technical skills. Today, the CEOs have 2 
primary concerns: technical skill and diversity. It’s not enough to present the 
client with the most technically proficient lead partner and team. You must 

4 
 



present a team with diverse experiences and perspectives to complement the 
client team. 

 
 
How are we doing? 
 
• So that leads to the question: how are we as a profession doing? The short 

answer is: much better than we have done historically, but not nearly well 
enough. 

 
• Let me cite a few of the findings from a study by the AICPA and presented 

here at Howard in December 2010. 
 
• Ethnically diverse professionals hold only 6 percent of partnership positions at 

the nation’s largest accounting firms.  
 
• African Americans alone account for just 1 percent of all partners. 
 
• Diverse hiring rates for large firms has edged up only slightly in the last 

decade. In 2000, it was 20 percent. In 2008, the last time the AICPA collected 
data, it was 22 percent.  

 
• AICPA data shows that some 35 percent of all accounting graduates in 2008 

took jobs in public accounting. But only 21 percent of African Americans 
chose public accounting for their first position after graduation. Of course we 
choose to see that as an opportunity to grow the pipeline for this particular 
group. 

 
• So we’re looking at two big challenges: Attracting ethnically diverse 

professionals into the industry, and retaining those individuals so they can 
develop into leaders.  

 
• Right now we’re in a war for talent, much like we were 6 or 7 years ago. Given 

that a diverse workforce might be even more important now than it was then, 
we’re at a critical moment where we must attract and retain talented 
professionals from all backgrounds into the profession. It’s vital for our 
success.  
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KPMG’s diversity strategy  
• I can tell you that at KPMG diversity is absolutely a top priority, for all the 

reasons I’ve already touched on. We believe our intellectual capital must be 
as diverse as the clients we serve and the communities we work in.  
 

• Very simply, the market demands it. Clients, as I’ve said, are judging our firms 
on how much diverse talent we can offer on our engagement teams. 
 

• We also know that diversity initiatives are critical to the development of 
people. The skills that you develop when you are actively involved in premier 
organizations like NABA or Black MBA Association will make you a better 
professional. And more diverse professionals will make the accounting 
industry stronger. It’s a virtuous circle. What’s good for the business is good 
for the people driving it. And what’s good for the people is good for the 
business and the entire accounting profession. 
 

• We believe the success of our diversity strategy depends on concrete action 
plans, accountability, and transparency. Good intentions are just that – they’re 
good. But to achieve our longer term objectives we know we need the right 
processes in place to drive accountability and transparency at all levels of our 
organization. We’ve got some good processes in place already, but we 
continue to refine and improve them. Measurement and accountability are 
keys to achieving the results you want. 

 
• Beyond that, we are working hard to make sure diversity is imbedded within 

the DNA and culture of our firm.  
 
• That means we’re driving three things in particular: 
 
• Advocacy: We’re making sure we are encouraging all of our partners and 

senior level executives to get to know our diverse talent, to be mentors and 
sponsors for them. They must recognize and engage this talent in a way that 
provides them visibility and continued opportunity, so they routinely 
understand the value proposition of staying with the firm. 

 
• Diversity in the partnership: Our long-term objectives are to make sure that 

we have a diverse partnership. The strategic aim of virtually all of our 
programs and initiatives around culture are to retain people at every level so 
that we can produce a diverse partnership. 

 

6 
 



• Diversity in leadership: Beyond that, our goal is to make sure that the 
senior-most executives of the firm are as diverse as the workforce. 

 
Call to action 
• For everybody in this room, here’s what you can do to ensure that we have a 

diverse accounting profession. 
 
• As an associate, have an unquenchable thirst for learning. Take on-the-job 

experience, feedback from mentors and performance managers, and all of the 
training you receive as an investment in your future.   Be actively engaged in 
your local NABA chapter or any other professional organization that has 
diversity as a core objective. You should look at that as a complement to your 
professional training and development.  

 
• The investment of having you participate in this program is one of many that 

will be made by your firms. Demonstrating a return on that investment is your 
charge, your action step.  

 
• Before I wrap up my prepared remarks, I have two points to make, both 

related to the argument that public accounting is good for your career. 
 
• Point one is this:  If you’re not already pursuing your CPA, I urge you to do so 

as soon as possible. Here’s why: 
 
• CPAs have more opportunities over the course of their career. The CPA 

certification says your skills are proven and current. It opens doors, 
whether or not you choose to stay in public accounting. 
 

• CPAs earn higher salaries. CPAs make an average of $30,000 more per 
year than accountants who are not certified. Over a 30-year career, that 
amounts to about $900,000.* 
 

• CPAs are highly respected. The CPA is more than a professional 
credential. It says you are a trusted business advisor, capable of sorting 
through some of the most complex challenges the business world has 
seen in generations.  

 
• Point two is: even if you don’t think public accounting is perfect for you, I 

encourage you to give it a fair shot. It’s clearly to your advantage. Accounting 
is the perfect opportunity for you to develop core competencies that will 
inevitably contribute to your long term professional goals – the discipline, the 
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client centricity, the business acumen, and essential skills necessary to be 
successful in today’s business environment.  

 
• Not long ago, KPMG conducted a study with the HR consulting firm Towers 

Watson. They talked to more than 2,000 alumni of KPMG – people who 
worked in Audit, Tax, and Advisory and left at different stages of their careers. 
The takeaway was: the more experience you gain at our firm, the better off 
you will likely be over the course of your career. 

 
• Staying longer translates into higher compensation – for instance, a decision 

to stay on until senior manager can be worth as much as a 36% differential in 
pay. 

 
• Staying longer also translates to higher job satisfaction – in other words, the 

chances are much better that you’ll find a satisfying job if you stay with KPMG 
until you reach senior manager.  

 
• The study also shows the people who stay longer have better work/life 

integration in their post-KPMG work lives.  
 
• Again, this was a study of KPMG alumni, but the results are consistent with 

studies by other Big Four firms.  
 
*Source: careers-in-accounting.com (which is linked to the KPMG Web site) 
 
 
• I’ll close here and thank you very much for listening. We have time for 

questions. This is my favorite part of being with groups like this, so please, let’s 
talk about what’s on your mind…  
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