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INTRODUCTION 

Words and phrases come and go, some gain traction whilst others simply fade into obscurity. Moments of 

brilliance or genius are often attributed to lateral thinking, creativity or thinking outside the box with admiration 

directed to its author. However, being told to use these “tools”, to solve any given situation, usually results in 

hitting a brick wall contemplating the age-old adage: 

“When you are up to your armpits in crocodiles, it’s hard to remind yourself that the original objective 

was to clear the swamp!”    

Most of us are simply not equipped or mentally endowed to tackle issues through creativity, lateral thinking or 

being outside the box. Does that condemn us to a life of mediocrity or failure? Not at all. 

 

DUMB QUESTION OR A KEY TO UNLOCKING POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS? 

At first glance the question is daft or rhetorical or both. After all, if I don’t know what I don’t know …. then 

clearly, I simply don’t know and that is that! Not so fast. Let us take a simple example: 

You look down the train track to where it enters a tunnel. There is a distant light in the tunnel. Your 

immediate perception is that the light is at the end of the tunnel. Your senses confirm this, as there is 

no noise, wind or smoke associated with the light. Because hiking through the tunnel is quicker and 

easier than over the mountain you proceed into the tunnel.  

The End …  

Bullet train 1 … You 0 … what you didn’t know killed you! 

When you don’t know what you don’t know you cannot take appropriate action. Indeed, in such 

circumstances the decision maker is likely to repeat the errors of the past. This is a bit like the mouse 

caught in the labyrinth continually retracing its steps without ever escaping. 

However, when the question is asked “What don’t I know?” It triggers questions that focus attention on 

the unknown “What is the source of the light? How can I find out?” 

Possible answers could be identified by any number of options: 

• Observe the light – does it remain constant (end of tunnel) or is it increasing or decreasing in 

size (a train on the move)? 

• Test the train track for vibration – none (end of tunnel) or yes (train in the tunnel)? 

• Place your ear on the track to detect sound – none (end of tunnel) or yes (train on the track) etc. 

Identifying the unknown, triggers a process to unlock potential solutions that could lead to informed 

decision making. 
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RAPID GROWTH AND A LACK OF CONTROL 

MNO’s (Mobile Network Operators) to be competitive have used a number of rapid deployment options to 

establish their networks. These have varied from self-construction to full turnkey roll-outs with a variety of 

intermediate options. We were advised that the technical telco supplier managed the importation of project 

equipment, the construction and implementation thereof in the field. All projects had been completed and 

signed off. What we, the MNO and the supplier didn’t know and couldn’t satisfactorily establish was what 

control if any had been exercised over the process. 

The technical telco supplier was happy to assist. We investigated the suppliers accounting system and 

inspected their physical inventories. The outcome? 100 generators were held in the supplier’s store that had 

been paid for but never collected! This despite clean audit reports (the value was material). The CFO (Chief 

Financial Officer) and CTO (Chief Technical Officer) happily organised the collection of the 

“unaccounted/wayward” generators. 

“Do you know what you don’t know?” can produce unexpected results especially when a lack of control exists.  

 

SUDOKU  

Personally, I enjoy sudoku, a challenging game, as it provides increasing levels of complexity requiring the 

development of new strategies to overcome and resolve the puzzle. Old strategies only get one so far and then 

the search begins for a new insight, a new method of discovering elements of the solution. Sudoku is a game of 

patterns, some easy and others highly intricate.  

The identification of a new pattern or solution strategy is best answered, for me, by asking “Do I know what I 

don’t know?” The point here is that this simple question is not a one-off silver bullet but rather a handy method 

of focusing attention in any number of circumstances to get to information to support decision making. Each 

solution unlocked opens further doors and opportunities to discover new insights and solutions. This is not 

genius …. Just hard work. 

 

TELCO FIXED ASSETS – WHAT YOU DON’T KNOW  

Having worked exclusively, around Africa since 2004, on IFRS (International Financial Reporting Standards) and 

its application to telco fixed assets, I am probably qualified to make the following general observations: 

• Telco fixed asset registers (FAR) are not IFRS compliant: 

o Assets capitalised by project or composite invoice – are lumpy; 

▪ Depreciation on lumpy assets represents an average and not reality; 
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▪ Experience and useful life estimates are non-existent nor applied; 

o Assets are not componentized or properly measured initially or subsequently; 

 

 

o Assets have no known location information; 

o Asset recognition and derecognition principles, are not IFRS compliant; 

o Assets no longer in use or totally impaired remain in the FAR values; 

• Fixed asset management staff have little, if any, knowledge of IFRS; 

• Telco fixed assets represent between 75% to 85% of the MNOs assets on the balance sheet; 

• Asking any CTO when or how they make use of the FAR is usually met with an enquiring 

“What’s that?”; 

• FAR staff usually equate to about 10% of the financial staff attending to accounts receivable 

which only represents approximately 2% of the total assets of the entity – (what’s wrong with 

this picture?); 

• CWIP is seldom controlled or properly accounted for; 

• The FAR is “managed” as an audit compliance issue – best treated as a tickbox or ignored; 

• Auditors, with little, if any, knowledge of telco fixed assets, regularly and erroneously sign off 

IFRS compliance on the largest telcom asset and FAR for the annual audit. 

Highlighted above are but some of the issues encountered on a regular basis. To expect that FARs in such 

condition can provide information for decision making purposes is equivalent to yelling at a hurricane to go 

away. So, if you are in your ivory tower and ask the question posited – the best you can get to know is, it needs 

to be fixed else GIGO (garbage in = garbage out) will continue to apply.  

However, if the sole purpose of fixing the problem is to become IFRS compliant, you would be wasting your 

entity’s money.  

It was Colonel David Stirling, (a British maverick in the second world war – who formed the current day SAS 

with the motto “He who dares wins”), who convinced a HQ general to form the Long-Range Desert Group. His 

unit created havoc behind German lines in the Sahara destroying enemy airfields and planes. He personally 

destroyed more planes than any pilot in the war. The fact that such innovation had never been done before was 

irrelevant! 
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The correct application of IFRS to a telco’s complex fixed assets opens the door to an incredible treasure trove 

of information for enterprise analysis across the board from the C-Suite to everyday asset management. If this 

is the objective then funds expended on IFRS FAR compliance and related analytical tools will be handsomely 

rewarded. Constantly asking “Do I know what I don’t know?” will open insights giving rise to “He who dares 

wins”. 

 

THE PLAGUE OF FUNCTIONAL SILOS 

My auditing professor at university was at pains to point out that in general we are molded by our chosen 

careers and develop what he called professional disabilities. These disabilities cloud our thinking, shape our 

responses and decision making. For example, typically: 

• Accounting professionals – are prudent, conservative and risk averse; 

• Engineering professionals – are always right, when in doubt see rule #1 the engineer is always 

right; 

• Marketing and sales professionals – are extroverts, high-risk takers and not accountable; 

• IT professionals – are talented at describing (rather than solving) complexity which only they, 

create and understand; 

• Legal professionals – are the only ones who can discern without a shadow of a doubt – that if it 

looks like a duck, quacks like a duck and walks like a duck …. It’s probably a polar bear; 

• And so on. 
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Whilst this is a “tongue in cheek” look at the skills that are often found in an organisation there is a ring of truth 

in the variety of behaviour found in the various functional departments that conduct an entity’s operations. 

Blending such diverse personalities into a comprehensive and cohesive team is not easily achieved. More often 

than not the personalities ambitions drive their functional silos producing and defending their “own truths” 

rather than focusing on the synergy that can be achieved, through constructive conflict of the whole team to the 

benefit of the entity. In short positive outcomes are often lost in the political hurly burly of corporate life that is 

caught in functional department empire dynamics. 

Using the question in this context may produce some surprising results. For example: 

A CFO at an MNO was pressured by his technical and marketing departments to approve the purchase of a new 

base station controller (BSC). The only justification given was that the full capacity of the BSC was daily 

constraining its usage and hence market share and customer satisfaction were negatively impacted. No 

financial justification was given for such a costly addition. The CFO requested that we look into the matter. Our 

knowledge of BSCs and their capacity was in a word – zero. To put it bluntly we knew “nut-ting!”  We contacted 

the relevant IT professional and through a process of elimination discovered “what we didn’t know” – a daily 

average hourly capacity map. It provided an interesting 24-hour profile. At mid-night capacity was at 100% this 

slowly dwindled down to 10% at 6 am rising to average between 40% and 60% during business hours dropping 

to 20% by 8pm then shooting up to 100% from 9 to 10pm at night then dropping to almost zero by 11.59 pm. 

Investigating the unknown produced the following: 

• The marketing department advised that the 100% capacity at midnight was due to the 1 gigabyte a day 

special offer. This special clicked over at midnight daily when downloading began in earnest; 

• The 9 to 10 pm spike was due to local traditions when thousands of people congregated along some 10 

kilometers of the Nile River to drink tea and socialize; 

• The technical and IT teams advised that telcom software existed to profile / throttle users download 

patterns; 

In view of the above the CFO called the different department heads together. The brief was how could revenue 

be increased by utilizing the un-used / freely available capacity on the BSC and what could be done about the 9 

to 10 pm issue. They collectively solved the problem by offering increased download capacity profiled to ensure 

adequate head space capacity during business hours and throttling almost all data traffic during social hour. 

The result was a welcome increase in revenue without having to commit to another chunk of capex. 

This CFO dared to disregarded conventional wisdom, sought out the unknown and with the C Suite team 

discovered a more profitable solution.  
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CONCLUSION 

We are all creatures of habit, secure in our comfort zones BUT as leaders/decision makers we are obliged to 

map out a path into the uncertain future.  

“Do you know what you don’t know” is a tool that can assist, in a multitude of ways, without requiring you to be 

a genius.  

Try it - you may find that in the words of Col David Stirling “He who dares wins!” 


