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By Kathy Williams

IMA® CHAIR JOHN MACAULAY thrives on challenges.
Whether it’s sitting for the first CMA® (Certified Management Accountant) exam, putting together joint ventures for his company, or bicycling 100 miles in one day
in the Hotter’N Hell Hundred bicycle ride, he says situations like these invigorate him and keep him in shape
mentally and physically. “They also give you perspective,”
he notes. “When you face tough challenges, you learn to
be flexible and to find the opportunities that are waiting
for you. I’ve had so many wonderful experiences in my
career and in IMA that haven’t been planned. If I had
stayed where I was and hadn’t taken some chances, I
might not have had them.”
Now retired from his successful career in accounting
and finance, John, a devoted management accountant
and CMA, is looking forward to continuing the strategic
and innovative work that IMA has begun and to using his
leadership and management skills to help carry forward
the momentum. “IMA has so much to offer those pursuing a career in management accounting,” he says. “The
CMA is the best designation for management accountants, and we need to continue to improve the recogni-

tion of our certification in the marketplace. Though
we’ve made progress in this area, we still need more CFOs
and controllers to speak out about the importance of the
CMA and how it has helped them or their staffs. Also,
communities are critical to our organization. We have a
unique culture, and we need to keep nurturing that spirit
of camaraderie. I also want to continue to promote our
leadership training via the Leadership Academy. Leadership training at work is important, but IMA can really
help younger members enhance their leadership skills
when they participate at the chapter, council, and global
levels in the organization. They can learn a variety of new
skills without fear of failure or judgment or repercussions. The last thing I want to emphasize is that we want
to make sure we provide opportunities for members to
give back to the profession and to their communities.”

A Varied Career Path
Throughout his life, John has given back in his work,
association, and personal lives. He was born in Long
Beach, Calif., while his dad was deployed to the South
Pacific on a Navy destroyer during World War II. After
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“My career was a mosaic,”
John says. “I tell people,
particularly students,
that there is no
one career path.”
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the war, the family settled in Fargo, N.D., where John
grew up and went to high school and his father was a
dermatologist. “It isn’t like the movie!” he laughs. “Fargo
was a fantastic place to grow up.”
After graduation, John enrolled at St. Olaf College in
Northfield, Minn., to study biology and chemistry, which
might lead to medicine. “I enjoy examining things, and I
knew a number of good people in medicine, so I thought
I’d give it a try,” he says. “But this wasn’t the best choice
for me. I earned my B.A. degree in biology and chemistry,
but I had gotten mostly Bs and Cs, and I wasn’t sure what
I wanted to do. It was 1965, and the Vietnam War was hot
and heavy, so I decided to apply for Navy Officer Candidate School (OCS) and was accepted. I told myself I’d better do well, and I ended up as the assistant company
commander for my company, and we won second place in
the overall competition that consisted of academics, athletics, and more. Then I put in for guided missile and gunnery school. After five months, I was assigned to my first
ship, a guided missile destroyer in Charleston, S.C.”
A year later, John became the guided missile officer of
a new destroyer being built in Bath, Maine. He knew he
would be there for about three months and then in
Boston, Mass., for another four, so he called a high school
friend who was living in Boston and asked her advice on
some things to do and see. After several weekends in
Boston and a series of blind dates through Mary, John
took a new girl as his date for the ship’s commissioning.
“That started my romance with Susan,” he smiles. John
and Susan were married in June 1969 when his Navy service was up, so they just celebrated their 43rd anniversary
with their sons, Todd and Craig, and daughter-in-law,
Veronica.
With his Navy service ending in January, John decided
he should get an MBA degree because he wanted to go
into business. So he applied to Harvard Business School.
While he was waiting for an acceptance letter, he checked
the want ads and found the Harvard Trust Company, a
650-person bank with 12 branches. He was hired as a
personnel assistant and figured he would stay there until
he could enroll at Harvard in the fall. Then he got a letter
from Harvard. “It said ‘thanks, but no thanks,’” John
remembers. “But I was enjoying Harvard Trust so
thought I would go to school at night, which proved too
demanding with the position.”
In the meantime, the head of personnel left, and Harvard Trust asked John to be vice president in charge of
personnel and join the board of directors. “It was a great
experience for me, and I’m glad I had to spend an extra

year there,” he says. “But I really wanted to go to graduate
school so I applied to the J.L. Kellogg Graduate School of
Management at Northwestern, and they accepted me. I
decided a Midwestern school was where I needed to go. It
was a fantastic choice.” He majored in accounting and
finance, and during his second year became the assistant
to the chair of the accounting department. He earned an
MBA with distinction in 1972.

A True Management Accountant
Right after graduation, he went to work for General Mills
as a financial analyst in the corporate accounting department. “I actually had several job offers,” he says, “because
I had a good academic record and was very aggressive in
signing up for a large number of interviews on campus. I
also had graduate experience and my military service.” He
chose General Mills. “I didn’t want to go to work for a
public accounting firm. I wanted to work for a business
and do real management accounting,” he explains. “And
General Mills made me an offer to go to work in what I
jokingly call the ‘rounded thousands’ accounting department, which was planning and the higher-level accounting, analysis, and reporting areas—the management
reporting areas. I enjoyed the work.”
Then it was time to face the next challenge. “Jerry Ford,
one of my bosses, told me that an organization called
NAA (National Association of Accountants) was starting
an exam called the Certified Management Accountant
exam and asked if I would be interested. I said of course.
Four of us took the first CMA exam at the University of
Minnesota in December 1972 in a blizzard. I was really
impressed with the exam and the process because it made
sense for the work I was doing. I was so excited when I
passed all five parts. But I didn’t get my CMA until a couple of years later because the ICMA said I didn’t have
enough management accounting experience yet.”
John’s next job was manager of budgets and analysis at
the Parker Brothers Games Division of General Mills.
“Parker made Nerf balls and Monopoly. It was like going
to work in Santa’s toy factory,” he recalls. “One aspect of
the position involved cost accounting. I worked with the
new product development teams trying to determine
what the cost would be for a new game concept. We’d figure out how we could price it and how we could make it.
I had great fun.” He pauses. “But after about a year and a
half, things ended there, so I had to look elsewhere.”
In 1975, he joined Dresser Industries, Inc., a leading
global supplier for hydrocarbon energy-related markets, as
a financial analyst in the office of the president in Dallas,
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Texas. He reviewed and evaluated monthly results, quarterly forecasts, profit plans, and long-term growth plans. “I
was the financial assistant to the top five people in Dresser
at that point. That was an incredible opportunity. I went
to all the top planning meetings, the product development
meetings, and the annual budget meetings of the 12
groups. My job was to synthesize data and help coordinate
the planning cycle. It was great exposure,” he says.
Then he became controller of one of Dresser’s international divisions: Harbison-Walker Refractories. He was
responsible for the accounting and finance of seven international operations with varying degrees of ownership
and control. “I traveled internationally and reported to
the president of the division,” he says. “I was in Canada,
Australia, Germany, Iran, Peru, Chile, Brazil, Mexico, and
more. I learned a great deal about different cultures and
the way people operate and was involved in the planning,
forecasting, capital projects, and board meetings. It was
great experience, and I was there five years.”

Never Give Up
His next assignment was as controller of Dresser’s Tool
Group in Chicago, where he was responsible for accounting and information systems functions of three divisions
and reported to the president. Then another challenge
met him head-on. “Dresser decided to eliminate the
groups to cut overhead during an oil crisis in the early
1980s. My boss called me into his office one evening and
told me that he and his other five direct reports were terminated and that I was the only one who was going to
stay with the company because the controller wanted me
back in Dallas. Out of 30 people in Chicago, I was the
only one that survived. It was awful going through that.”
Once again at corporate headquarters, he was the
director of operations analysis and planning, responsible
for accounting functions including planning, operational
and financial analyses, operational reporting, and capital
budgeting. He also directed and led financial activities
during the formation of international and domestic joint
ventures and acquisitions and divestitures. “The joint
venture work was extremely interesting and challenging
as the financial guy,” he notes. “For example, I was on a
team with the operating people putting together three
$1 billion joint ventures, one with Komatsu, the construction company from Japan. Setting up the structure and
planning with them and then executing it took almost a
full year and 12 teams from our accounting and finance
areas. Those kinds of experiences change your life.”
After 18 years with Dresser, John took on one more
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role with the company. He became vice president and
controller of Global Industrial Technologies, “a separate
New York Stock Exchange company that was a spinoff.
Dresser was becoming an energy company, so it put the
more industrial and infrastructure development products
in this company. I worked there for about a year and a
half, but the culture was changing a lot from the Dresser
culture, and that didn’t work out very well for me. So I
ended up becoming vice president, controller, and assistant treasurer for Pillowtex, Inc., in Dallas. It was the
largest U.S. manufacturer of pillows and other down
products.” Then he laughs. “I’m allergic to feather dust,
by the way.” Nevertheless, he was responsible for all
accounting functions, including cost and taxes, and was
involved in treasury activities.
A year and a half later, a recruiter representing Overhead Door Company called him because they were looking for a controller. He took their offer and worked for
them for almost five years. They made overhead garage
doors, revolving doors, and sliding electric doors. “Eventually we sold the company to Sanwa Shutter Co. in Japan,
so my previous experience of working with Komatsu came
in handy.” A couple years later, Pillowtex asked him to
rejoin as its CFO. “They offered me a three-year contract
and many assurances about the stability, so I said okay.
But when I started examining the books and financing
documents, I found they were in much worse shape than
they had told me. About a year and a half later they
declared bankruptcy, and I was unemployed for a while.”
After a brief stint at Paging Network, Inc., as a consultant to help the company through bankruptcy, John
decided to take a nonprofit opportunity and became the
executive vice president and CFO/consultant with Teen
Mania Ministries, a worldwide evangelical youth ministry.
Responsible for all finance and accounting functions, he
stabilized the group’s cash flow, refinanced their debt, and
started a planning process, among other duties. After
almost two years there, he joined the Board of Directors
for MDI, Inc., a NASDAQ company that provided systems
and services to the global electronic security market, as
vice chairman, director, and chair of the audit committee.
“My most memorable duties there,” he says, “were beginning the implementation of the requirements of the new
Sarbanes-Oxley Act, which was difficult.”
Next he became executive advisor to My Executive
Team LLC, “a group of individuals who shared the same
values and enjoyed helping others,” he notes. “We provided advice to businesses and nonprofits and acted as a
board of directors to them. The organization had limited

success, so when Royal Street Communications, LLP
called me, I took the job as vice president, CFO, and controller. It was a telecommunications company that provided wholesale mobile phone minutes in selected
markets. We sold minutes on cell networks to Metro PCS,
the cell phone company. That lasted almost three years,
and then I retired.”
Why did John want to share all the ups and downs of his
career? “It was a mosaic,” he says. “I tell people, particularly
students, that there is no one career path. Some ‘experts’
tell you to sit down and draw your plan and figure out
each step. That isn’t really true. I think you need a general
idea where you’re headed and what you want to do, but
you have to be flexible, and you have to be open to a variety of experiences. You can always say ‘no’ to some choices.
You also have to be inquisitive—have some curiosity. Also,
learn about different cultures. I’ve been to all 50 states and
42 countries, and I value those experiences. They have
helped me grow personally and professionally.”

Trying a Different Route
John’s 40-year IMA career has also taken a varied path. It
started when he passed the first CMA exam but lacked
the required experience to become a CMA right away. “I
exchanged correspondence with Jim Bulloch, head of the
ICMA, and Allen Seed, chair of the Board of Regents,
about my experience, and they asked me to serve on the
informal CMA exam review group. I reviewed and tested
exam questions for a number of years. That began my
involvement with IMA. Then I served on the Academic
Relations Committee. I also served on the Financial
Reporting Committee for six years, which was fantastic
because I got to meet with the FASB and the SEC. That
really helped me on my jobs.” Although he wanted to be
involved in local chapters, he had to wait until his business transfers stopped. He joined the Dallas Fort Worth
Area Chapter in 1984 and was its president in 1985-86.
He then served as president of the Texas Council in 199091. He has served several terms on the Global Board of
Directors (1987-89, 1990-93, 2004-2007, and 2008-2010)
and on global committees, including the Management
Accounting Practices Committee and chairing the Member Interest Groups Committee. He served on the ICMA
Board of Regents for six years (1996-2002). He also was a
member of the CMA Greenfield Task Force that recommended the new two-part exam and a member of the
Task Force on Governance that recommended the new
structure. And he was the first chair of the Performance
Oversight and Audit Committee in 2005. He also was

chair of the Planning and Development Committee and
the Advisory Committee on the Chapter and Council
Structure and served on the Volunteer Leadership Committee. He is also active in the Stuart Cameron McLeod
Society (SCMS).
In addition, John has had a variety of other volunteer
experience, including a YMCA board, the Richardson
Adult Literacy Center, and several religious organizations
where he assumed leadership roles on each. He has been a
member of Financial Executives International since 1978.
While John has concentrated on giving back, he emphasizes that IMA has given much to him, so he wants to
make sure others have similar experiences. “Again, I think
the CMA is the certification for anyone in management
accounting. I will continue to profess that. In addition to
what I mentioned earlier, IMA offers networking, where
professionals can make friends with people they aren’t
directly working with on a day-to-day basis but have similar issues they are addressing. Plus they can find mentors
who will work with them. And we are increasing our global presence daily, which can be a real benefit to everyone
to learn about a culture that’s different from theirs.”
He also relishes IMA’s emphasis on innovation and
investing in the organization to make that happen. “IMA
has been innovating throughout the years, but the current emphasis is very exciting as it is permeating the
entire organization. I’m looking forward to help lead that.
And I’m hoping many others will also participate.”

Succeeding with Balance
How has John been able to keep up the pace of his work
and volunteer activities and still participate in events such
as bicycle races? “First, exercise is vital. It helps your
health in the long term and allows you to be more efficient and keep your mind more alert and your body able
to support what you need to do. Also, I decided a long
time ago that life is a balance between your faith, your
family, and your job. You have to set priorities and make
choices, which means that you might have to do a close at
work instead of going to a child’s soccer game, so you
would have to rearrange things later. And I’ve always
viewed life balance as a triangle balancing on one point.
I’ve had to keep it in balance and always recognize what
I was doing, which is very challenging. IMA is facing
some interesting challenges now but is experiencing some
fantastic growth, particularly where the CMA is involved.
As we head down our path of innovation, we’ll have to
keep our triangles balancing in order to succeed. And
I know IMA will succeed!” SF
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