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JOHN M. BRAUSCH:

and Second-Generation IMAer
By Lori Colaccio Parks

John Brausch grew up knowing all about the Institute of Management Accountants (IMA®). Like other seven- and eight-year-olds, John spent his summers
hurling baseballs and tearing up the neighborhood on his bike. Unlike many kids,
though, he also attended IMA Annual Conferences with his dad, a longtime and
dedicated IMA member.
That early IMA experience helped shape John’s future career path, one he might
not have predicted as a young boy. But while his career may have taken an unexpected turn, it’s been one that he’s thoroughly enjoyed and excelled in. “I came to
truly love the management accounting side of accounting, having been introduced
to it at an early age. I also love business processes, especially understanding the
flow of goods and services through an organization,” he says.
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In his current position as vice president-property operations controller for Columbia, S.C.-based Edens &
Avant, one of the nation’s largest private developers and
owners of retail shopping centers, John, a CMA, CFM,
and CPA, gets to apply his interest in both accounting
and operations. “Even though my title says controller, I
spend a lot of time working with operations, asking ‘How
can we do this better?’ and ‘What can we do to improve

“ I’m a big believer that

accountants need to understand
the business they’re in and
apply that knowledge to their
work.

”

our business?’ I love turning data into actionable information that helps our business,” he notes.
Now serving as IMA Chair for the 2009-2010 term, following a lengthy and influential run on the Institute of
Certified Management Accountants’ (ICMA®) Board of
Regents, John is looking forward to sharing that same
passion for problem solving and, particularly, enthusiasm
for IMA and the Certified Management Accountant
(CMA®) program with members and nonmembers alike.

outstanding academic reputation, was located in
Charleston, S.C., just a few hundred miles away from his
home. “The Citadel offered just what I wanted for my
education: a military environment combined with a
liberal arts education,” he says.
John majored in business administration at The
Citadel, which required significant accounting coursework. Those courses, coupled with work experience courtesy of his father’s insistence, opened up a new
professional vista.
“I spent every spare minute from the time I graduated
high school until the time I graduated from college working in the mills,” John says. “My father was very adamant
about that: If I had a week off, it was a week I was working in the plant. And that’s where I got to witness manufacturing processes firsthand. Accounting became very
interesting for me because I first got to learn about business processes and then learned to apply accounting to
those business processes. That to me was fascinating, and
it’s something that I’ve used almost daily since then. I’m a
big believer that accountants need to understand the
business they’re in and apply that knowledge to their
work. Knowing the business and understanding the business processes helps make accountants more valuable to
their firms.”
By the time John graduated in 1981 with his B.S.
degree from The Citadel, the economy had just emerged
from a crippling recession. When searching for his first
job, John found that accounting—being the wonderfully
recession-proof profession that it is—offered one of the
best places to find work. “Frankly, accounting was much
less a career choice than a career necessity,” he says.
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Early Interest in Accounting
Born near Chicago, John spent his childhood in
Greenville, S.C., where his father was transferred when
John was young. John’s dad, who was an IMA member
since 1961, worked as a management consultant at an
apparel manufacturer for which he became controller and
later CFO. “My father devoted a lot of time to IMA service: He was president of his local chapter, a founding
member of the Carolinas Council in the early 1970s, and
an author for Management Accounting,” John recalls. It
was because of his dad’s participation in IMA that John
was introduced to management accounting.
Yet when it came time to apply to college, John had
other interests in mind: “I always wanted to go into the
military. Growing up, I was a history buff and read everything I could on military strategy and tactics.” Fortunately for John, The Citadel, a military college with an

The Journey to Certification
John’s professional journey began with accounting and,
often because of buyouts and mergers of the firms where
he served, gave him the opportunity to work in many different companies and geographic regions. Along the way,
he married his wife of now 20 years, Pennie, and had a
daughter, Haley. He also attended the University of Montana, where he obtained his MBA degree.
Despite the job changes, one thing that remained constant in John’s career was his membership in IMA. “I
joined right out of college because I knew the importance
that a professional association like IMA could have to my
career,” he says.
Although he had been a decade-long IMA member, it
wasn’t until the early 1990s, about five years after completing his MBA degree, that John decided to pursue his
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CMA: “For the first few years of my career, I thought,
‘Well, I’m in accounting, but I’m going to jump into
operations, so I don’t really need to worry about certifications.’ It wasn’t until I’d been working about 10 years that
I realized, ‘Hey, I am an accountant and I need to become
certified.” John was very familiar with the CMA exam, so
it became the most obvious choice. Several years later, he
also became a Certified Financial Manager (CFM®) and a
Certified Public Accountant (CPA).
Perhaps unlike some of his peers, John enjoyed the
experience of preparing for the CMA exam: “I loved the
topics that the exam covered, and I loved what I learned.
To me, it was a lot of fun. Maybe that’s because, at the
time, my daughter had just been born and I’d get up for
her 4:30 a.m. feeding, fix a bottle for her, make coffee for
me, and stay up and study until I left for the office. So,
over the course of nine months, I learned a lot—and ended up doing very well on the exam, passing all four parts
the first time.” Doing well on the CMA exam resulted in a
new job for John at the James River Corporation, a Fortune 200 consumer-products company based in Virginia,
where he did activity-based costing consulting and later
helped lead James River’s start-up Shared Services group.
Because of the many different jobs he’s held—in places
as diverse as Montana, Washington, D.C., Virginia, and the
Carolinas—John has served in eight different IMA chapters (he currently belongs to the Columbia Chapter). Yet
although he volunteered for or was elected to a variety of
positions, John never enjoyed the opportunity to be chapter president: “Twice I was to be a chapter president, but
as I was about to assume my term, I got transferred.”
Among the chapter positions John held, however, was
director of manuscripts of the Piedmont (North Carolina) High Point Chapter. In that role, he sought out
authors to write articles for what was then Management
Accounting (now Strategic Finance). After soliciting his
circle of chapter members and professional acquaintances, John ended up doing what any responsible volunteer would do: He wrote the articles himself. “Two years
in a row, I wrote the articles for our chapter, and two
years in a row, those articles were published,” he says.
The research and reflection involved in authoring those
articles marked a turning point in John’s career, one that
led him out of the textile industry and out of cost
accounting. It also opened up an opportunity for IMA
committee service.

IMA Committee Leadership
John’s article “Beyond ABC: Target Costing for Profit
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Enhancement,” which appeared in the November 1994
issue of Management Accounting, won the prestigious
Lybrand Bronze Medal for its outstanding contribution
to accounting literature. It also attracted the attention of
James Bulloch, who was the first managing director of the
ICMA, the body that oversees the CMA exam.
“I learned much later that Jim read the article and told
Priscilla Payne, his successor at the ICMA, that I needed

“ I’m a real CMA champion.

I love the CMA—everything that
it teaches, everything that it
does for the organization and
for the individual.

”

to be on the Board of Regents. Now, he didn’t know me,
and she didn’t know me, but the call was made, and—
well, that’s how I ended up serving on the Board of
Regents,” he explains.
Jim Bulloch’s influence on John’s career was felt again a
few years later. From 1997 to 2001, John worked as controller, chief accounting officer, and later vice president,
strategy, for the Conway, S.C.-based Canal Industries, Inc.
During John’s tenure, Canal won the James Bulloch
Award, which was inaugurated in 1997 after Jim’s death
and is bestowed annually by the ICMA on a company
that demonstrates outstanding sponsorship, encouragement, and support of the CMA program. “Receiving that
award, and being part of that process, meant so much to
me personally,” John says.
John spent nearly a dozen years on the Board of
Regents, first as a member of the ICMA Exam Review
Committee and then, from 1995 to 2004, as a Board
member. He served his lengthy term and greatly enjoyed
working to help improve the quality and policies of the
CMA exam and program. John thought that perhaps his
IMA committee service was completed, but in early 2005
he received a call from IMA Chair-Emeritus Kim Wallin,
who asked him to lead one of the committees of IMA’s
new governance structure.
In 2005, John returned to chair the IMA Performance

Oversight and Audit Committee, responsible for overseeing IMA’s operational and financial performance and
updating operational policies and systems. The following
year, the position of Board of Regents chair opened up, so
John served in that role in 2006-2008.
Chairing the Board of Regents proved a demanding
assignment, but John admits that it was the one volunteer
job that he had always coveted: “I’m a real CMA champion. I love the CMA—everything that it teaches, everything that it does for the organization and for the
individual. It’s what I’ve spent so much of my career
working on and working for.” During his tenure, John
devoted a great deal of time to what he terms “making
the exam more relevant once again.” He plans to bring
that same emphasis to his work now as IMA Chair.

A CMA Champion
From Board of Regents chair to IMA Chair isn’t too far a
leap—and John knows that he’s in esteemed company. “I
look back at the individuals who’ve held this position,
and I consider them just giants of the profession. I, too,
want my time in this position to be used to make the profession better. I hope that a year from now, Sandy [IMA
Chair-Elect Sandra B. Richtermeyer] thinks as well of me
as I do of those who have gone before me. I want to make
the same mark on the profession.”
Among John’s primary goals for the coming year is to
elevate the CMA program, both in terms of recognition
and participation. While he doesn’t want to undervalue
the astonishing international popularity of the CMA program over the past few years, John also wants to reassert
the exam’s U.S. focus.
“While I am very proud of the international growth
we’ve seen in terms of people taking the exam, I also
think we need to bring the exam back to the United
States,” he explains. “One of the great appeals of the exam
internationally is that it’s a U.S. exam, so we’ve got to
help increase the number of U.S. test takers, which I think
in turn will also fuel test taking at the international level.”
Encouraging more U.S. professionals to take the CMA
exam will provide a challenge for John during his term,
but he offered some excellent advice for those considering
certification—almost a paraphrase of the Nike slogan,
“Just Do It.”
He elaborates: “Not a week goes by that I don’t talk to
someone who tells me, ‘Yeah, I’m working on my CMA. I
got a 95 on my practice test, but I’m not going to take the
exam until I get a 98.’ And I say to them, ‘No, go take it.
You don’t need to get a 98, you just need to pass!’ So I

think we need to remind candidates that they don’t need
to shoot so much for perfection as they need to shoot for
the certificate.”
John supports the major strides IMA has taken in the
past year to better market the CMA exam. “We’ve got a
great marketing group at IMA now, and we’ve done more
in the last couple of years than I think we’ve ever done,
and that’s beginning to pay huge dividends.” He also
believes that the decision to discontinue on-demand testing and implement testing windows has increased the
desirability of taking the exam—by providing candidates
with some boundaries within which they need to work.
John’s own career has borne the fruits of his CMA
training. Just prior to joining Edens & Avant, he worked
at CarrAmerica Realty Corp. in Washington, D.C., as vice
president in charge of shared services. He spent four years
there, responsible for what he called “truly running a
business.” He worked closely with operations, with managing directors as well as directors of operations in the
company’s markets all across the country. He answered
questions like “How can the company lower costs?” and
“How can we increase service?” He wrote service-level
agreements and delivered a robust package of key performance indicators and metrics. In all these capacities, his
preparation as a CMA proved invaluable.
John continues to use his CMA training daily at Edens
& Avant, which he joined in 2005 to help build a worldclass finance and accounting organization. He was
brought in along with several other professionals in the
finance group at a time when the company was very
receptive to change. “We needed to make some wholesale
improvements in the way we functioned as an operational accounting group,” he says. “We needed to make
good decisions about who wanted to go with us on the
journey, and then we needed to begin to improve each
and every day.
“Our next task was to use the great information that
we were producing and make sure that we were getting it
in the hands of the people running the business. We
wanted to ensure that we were world-class in performing
accounting functions, but then we wanted to go one step
further and become world-class at providing actionable
information to make the business better.”

Making the Profession Better
Although it’s been 15 years since John earned his CMA
certificate, he still considers it an important point of differentiation for any accounting or finance professional in
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business—a differentiation point
that has grown more valuable in
today’s turbulent economy.
“Some people can stand out
because they went to a top-notch
university—others stand out
because of years of experience
within a particular industry or
profession,” he explains. “A great
way for accountants to stand out
is to have a certification that
shows you’ve passed a rigorous
examination, are dedicated to continuing education, and adhere to a
rigorous ethical standard. The
CMA is just such a certification:
It’s a career differentiator not only
because you learn a lot, and keep
learning, but also because it’s a
great way to get your résumé
noticed. When you become certified and continue to use the other
tools that IMA offers, it’s easier to
get your foot in the door. You also
add more value to your employer
once you’re there.”
Those other IMA tools include
what he calls the “staggering”
mentoring that occurs at all levels
of the organization, which provides opportunities to learn leadership skills and exchange ideas
with senior-level professionals.
In fact, John encourages all
members to take advantage of the
valuable resources IMA has to
offer, particularly networking
events. “One of the best things
IMA gives you is the opportunity
to get together with people who
are doing the same work you are
doing and having the same kind of
struggles that you’re struggling
with. Now, I know it takes time to
participate and to become
involved, but I think you just need

to realize what IMA can offer and
how a small investment of a couple of hours per month can yield
real dividends in your workaday
life,” he says.
John certainly has made that
kind of investment in IMA,
demonstrated by his many years
of dedicated service to the organization. He reiterates that such
dedication was instilled in him at
an early age and was nurtured
throughout his educational experience. In fact, he takes exceptional pride in knowing that
three graduates of The Citadel
have served as IMA Chair in the
past 15 years. Considering that
the school graduates only about
500 students every year, that statistic is pretty impressive. And
what does he attribute it to? “For
me, I think the school does a
great job of teaching that
uniquely American ideal of the
citizen leader.”
In his new role as the “citizen
leader” of IMA, John plans to
leave something behind, something that he hopes will change
the profession for the better: “I
think that the individuals who
come into this job want not just a
bigger stage—they want to serve.
They want to make IMA’s product
offerings better, they want to make
IMA better, and that’s what I want
to do. Put simply, I want the association to be better because I was
here. I want management accounting to be a better profession
because of some of the things I
can work with staff to accomplish.
And I’m going to strive to make
that happen.” SF
Lori Colaccio Parks is a contributing writer to IMA. You can reach
her at lacparks@hotmail.com.
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