Sharon Hanson-Cooper

My overseas experience includes work in Asia, Africa and currently Eastern Europe, in both long and short-term assignments, most recently on financial management projects in Albania. 

This a capacity building programme funded by the European Commission under which member state governments provide advisory support to potential future members.

I started my overseas career by accident rather than design – although I always wanted to work abroad. 

I accepted a short secondment to Bangladesh in 1999 and applied for a career break from my post as a district auditor in the Audit Commission, where I had worked for after 20 years of working full time.

After this I took a two and a half year unpaid career break during which I worked abroad on programmes funded by the Department for International Development and the Asian Development Bank. 

I returned to the Audit Commission in 2002, but another opportunity arose for a secondment, this time to the National Audit Office to support its work in Albania. 

Holding an internationally recognised qualification such as CIPFA is a great advantage and opens many doors. 

I had practical experience from my days as a trainee in local government – and this grounding in the basics is extremely useful when you are designing and implementing systems in countries where none, or only rudimentary ones, exist. 

My more senior management experience and the strategic issues I had dealt with in my government career are also invaluable – overseas work is within complex environments with many interested parties, both domestic and international.

You need this contextual awareness to achieve the best results. 

People and organisational skills are essential – often the technical solutions are the ‘easiest’ part of an assignment – and much overseas work is about changing mindsets and organisational cultures.

You have to learn to live in another culture, accept the local conditions and still deliver. You need to be creative and resourceful. 

The way of doing business is usually less structured and clear than you might be used to, so you need to handle fluid situations, find out how things really work and not how you are told they work. 

Building relationships and gaining respect is important to how successful you are likely to be. You need patience. 

Change is not achieved overnight. I have gained a much wider and more rounded perspective of other countries and cultures, people and work, and have been challenged and developed in ways I could not have imagined. 

At a technical level you are adapting international best practice to local circumstances by advising on the drafting of legislation, organisational structures and practitioners’ guidance. 

Training activities form a large component of most assignments and you give direct support to individuals. Often there are many talented individuals who simply need the right circumstances and support. 

Because change is long term, I often feel that you initially make the greatest impact on the people you meet each day – and the longer term impact of what you do can sometimes be less easy to see. 

The public service ethos of CIPFA members is a special attribute and influences the approach we take and the standards we set as individuals and a profession.

The Institute of Internal Auditors has just recognised Albania and it can now work towards full chapter status. Also, a number of finance professionals here are part way through the CIPFA Qualification for Transitional Countries, run through Slovenia.

Overseas work has given me a new career. Others may choose to take a one off appointment and take their enhanced skills back to a UK base. 

Don’t hesitate to take the opportunity and at any age or stage in your career. 

I have been fortunate to have had these chances and choices, including an equal chance as a woman, which cannot be taken for granted in places where gender equality does not exist. 

I have been humbled by how the people who have the least give the most. How even in the midst of what are apparently the worst of circumstances, the best of people can emerge.
