
 

Vice-President Finance 

Transition Report 

2014 

By Jeffrey Doucet 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This transition report is a comprehensive review of job requirements of the Vice-President 

Finance of the McMaster Students Union, drawn from bylaws and operating policies as well as 

past practices.  Topics covered include duties of the role, reporting, committee responsibilities, 

the SRA, human resources, and ongoing projects. 
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Overview 
 

As Vice-President Finance of the McMaster Students Union you now are responsible for the 

financial wellbeing of the organization. This ranges from large financial responsibilities - such as 

providing a solvent multi-million dollar insurance plan, to small purchases that need to be done 

in a prudent fashion, spending money in a fashion that best reflects the interests of 

undergraduate students.  

Out of all the positions on the Board of Directors, the VP-Finance probably needs to have a 

grasp of the most technical information. You will be asked complex questions, and expected to 

have an answer that probably exceeds the knowledge based for a recent university grad. So, 

you will probably get a couple answers wrong, but don't worry, it is part of the learning process. 

But, you must admit when you are wrong, and approach all problems with a fresh perspective 

willing to learn.  

This transition report will provide you with an overview of the technical and public aspects of the 

job, but it wont prepare you for all the random issues that will arise throughout the year. You will 

learn as you go - which is the beauty of the job! 

The Vice-President Finance of the MSU 

That’s your job title: you are the MSU VP Finance and the Chief Financial Officer of MSU Inc.   

You have many specific duties, and I will get to those, but first I want to start with a general 

description of the professional role you will be assuming. 

Vice-President Finance 

5.1 The Vice-President (Finance) shall: 

5.1.1 Be elected by the SRA from the membership of the MSU; 

... 

5.1.3 Hold office from May 1 to April 30; 

... 

5.1.7 Be a voting member of the SRA and the Executive Board, and an official observer of all 

other MSU committees; 

5.1.8 Chair the Silhouette Board of Publication; 

5.1.9 Under the direction of the SRA, maintain the books of account of the MSU; 

... 

5.1.16 Establish, with the aid of the Clubs Administrator, criteria for clubs grants based on the 

constitutional goals of the clubs and the MSU; 

... 

~MSU bylaw 5 – Officers 
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You are the face of the organization from a financial standpoint. This includes anything that is 

related to money - which surprisingly includes just about everything. At the SRA you will be 

expected to respond to the financial performance of all of our services, as well as spending that 

is very far from your control. This is why it is important to be engaged with all of our services 

and businesses, as it will reflect extremely poorly if you are not aware of why a certain service 

spent money the way that they did.  

As VP-Finance I took a large role in the Human Resources side of the MSU. This included being 

the Board member liaising with the General Manager on all issues related to compensation and 

HR policy. This is a delicate, but important role. It is extremely important that we compensate 

our employees well, while also maintaining the proper balance that is needed in our 

organization.  

You will also be responsible to the university about how the MSU spends our money. We have 

not had any problems in the past, but I think that this is becoming increasingly relevant with the 

temperature and university climate towards student groups. Processes are put in place in the 

MSU to ensure that money is spent properly, and I suggest that you defend the processes 

fervently to university administration. 

Chief Financial Officer 

3. The Vice-President (Finance) shall: 

a)   Be the Chief Financial Officer; 

~ MSU Constitution 

5.1 The Vice-President (Finance) shall: 

... 

5.1.10 Present financial statements for all MSU organizations as requested by the Executive 

Board and supply actual account balances or budget balances to the SRA, given five (5) 

business days notice and the availability of the information; 

5.1.11 Prepare for approval and administer the preliminary and annual budgets and the budget 

review of the MSU; 

5.1.12 Have the financial records of the clubs audited; 

5.1.13 Be responsible for reviewing the work of the Accounting Department; 

5.1.14 Update the Accounting Procedures Manual and ensure that it is being followed; 

5.1.15 Act as the custodian of MSU funds, have the right to suspend budgets (except those of 

the President and Vice-Presidents) until the next SRA meeting, have the right to suspend 

signing authority (except those of the President and Vice Presidents) until the next Executive 

Board meeting for Part-Time Staff or the next Board of Directors meeting for Full-Time staff; 

such meetings are to be held within three (3) business days of suspension; 

~MSU bylaw 5 – Officers 

This is the real financial side of the role.  As a corporate officer you are duty-bound (and legally 

bound) to act in the best interest of the corporation.  
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A lot of the tasks outlined in bylaw 5 are done for you through the accounting office.  If you want, 

you could cruise, and let the accounting department look after anything, but ultimately, it is you 

that is responsible for their work. Any spending that is made by any part of this organization will 

be reflective of you in your role, not matter how involved you were in the process. My advice to 

you is to be as diligent as possible, and try to thoroughly look over all documents that are going 

across your desk. 

Corporate Treasurer 

This terminology has largely fallen out of use, but it still appears on some legal documents and 

needs to be mentioned.  Most corporations will have a structure that consists of a president, a 

vice-president or secretary, and a treasurer.  The MSU is a bit of an exception, but you will still 

be considered the corporate treasurer for the MSU (and, incidentally, for CFMU).  You are a 

paid employee in your capacity as MSU VP Finance; your role as corporate treasurer is pro 

bono but your tasks therein are a part of your job as VP Finance.  This is mostly a technical 

distinction, but it’s kind of a nice idea. 

The Board 

These three people are your core team.  You may disagree with them sometimes but it is crucial 

that you work out your personal and professional differences behind closed doors and present a 

united front to the outside world, including your staff.  If you work well together you can 

accomplish a lot.  These three can be your biggest allies, but they can also be your biggest 

roadblocks if you don’t get along.  In fact, in my experience success as a Board is directly 

correlated to how well the executive team works together. 

President 

This person is head of the organization.  The MSU structure is a bit strange in that the President 

is not “higher” than the VPs, but they are the elected official with the mandate given to them by 

the student body. Something that should be held in higher regard than the SRA. That said, you 

are the subject matter expert on many issues relating to finances and corporate governance. 

You should always hash out your differences behind closed doors, and then trust the President 

to present the official opinion of the MSU for you.  The President will take a lot of criticism 

(basically, any issue that anyone has with the MSU goes to them) so they will need a lot of 

support from you.  Give them as much information as you can and keep them updated about 

projects – it will serve you well and keep the President prepared for tough questions, which you 

luckily don’t have to deal with as much. 

This year I played a large role trying to help David accomplish a lot of his projects. I think that 

most projects will be efficiently tackled when addressed by more than one person. Learn 

Teddy’s personality quickly, and then try to complement him when you work together. 

Sometimes it may be frustrating that the SRA or the student body will defer to the president (and 

often give them credit) for things that are probably your responsibility, but its part of the job, you 

will get used to it. Embrace the role and the position that you have with the organization and you 

will be successful in your role. 
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Vice President Administration 

You and the VP Admin do not have the luxury of travelling around the province and country 

representing the “student voice.” You and the VP-Admin will work together, and spend a lot of 

time together in the office. In addition to both being in the office the most, you also have the 

most overlapping responsibilities, as you are responsible for the spending of the staff that the 

VP-Admin oversees. Having a strong working relationship with the VP-Admin is important, and 

this will be done through constant communication. 

Constant communication between the two of you will also ensure that both of you stay on top of 

your tasks. I found often that Anna would be reminding me about things that I needed to do, and 

I would often be doing the same for her. Similar to the President, I think that it is important that 

you identify the personality of the Vice-President Administration and try to understand how you 

complement them in your role. Anna and I have very different personalities and different ways of 

addressing problems, but we would work well together because we understood our strengths 

and weaknesses.  

Try to work together to address issues that may even be unique to your portfolio. You will find 

that having someone to bounce ideas off is very helpful, and will make you better at your job. I 

would often vent and discuss issues that I was having with Anna and her perspective would help 

me arrive at a conclusion in a much more balanced fashion.  

Vice President Education 

Also known as VP Travel and Tourism, the VP Education spends a lot of time out of the office.  

With the amount of time that the VP Ed is gone, you do not develop the same professional 

relationship that you do with the VP-Admin or even the President. But you should make an effort 

to stay engaged with what they are up too, no matter how boring it may be. In addition, you 

should try to stay as engaged as possible on PSE issues. Having a board that is well versed in 

all issues across all portfolios will only make you appear stronger.  

Important Information 

In my mind, the most valuable thing that can be passed on to you in the transition report 

is identifying ongoing issues that require the attention of the VIce-President Finance. 

These are issues that you may have addressed in your platform, or other issues that 

have flown under the radar and must be addressed. I have spoken anecdotally to you 

about most of these issues, but I would like to take the time to formally bring them to 

light, and hopefully keep them on your radar for this year. These include broad issues 

with MSU services that I wanted to bring to your attention, or specific projects that will 

need to be completed. 

TwelvEighty 

I genuinely believe that this service has made some positive steps in growth over the 

last year, but more can be done to bush them further. Right now we are busy five days 
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a week at lunch, and then only busy in the evenings once or twice. Compare this to 

most restaurants in the industry, and immediately it becomes obvious where 

TwelvEighty’s problems lie. We will not become a profitable restaurant until we can 

boost traffic in the evenings. In addition, we need to examine summer hours. We are not 

making ends meet in the summer, and it is misrepresenting the cost of running the 

service over the 8 months that the majority of students are on campus. 

Union Market 

Stay on top of the Union Market to ensure that they continue to evolve as a store and 

finish the renovations. Last years Union Market Manager did not do their job effectively, 

and as a result the store still looks like it is not complete. Otherwise, this is a stable 

operation of the MSU that is extremely popular with students.  

Underground 

I would like to see more work done at the Underground to improve front-of-the-house 

operations. I personally find that over the last couple years we have focused too much 

on the behind the scenes, corporate type jobs, while neglecting our core competency; 

serving students. Push the Underground to evolve and start using technology in more 

creative ways that will improve customer service. In addition, we should start thinking 

about what we will do when students stop printing off assignments. The time will come. 

CFMU  

CFMU is a fun radio station run by very hard working and nice employees. But as it is 

well known, I am very skeptical about its contribution to student life here at McMaster. 

CFMU makes a large contribution to the community, but I believe that balance between 

supporting the community and contributing to student life is skewed to far towards 

supporting the community. At the end of the day, it is students that make up the the 

operating budget, and we need to make sure that these students are getting stellar 

value for their money. You should examine how we can evolve the station to meet the 

needs of more students, and if that can not be done, evaluate what its role is here at 

McMaster. 

Child Care Centre 

I believe that there are creative opportunities available to the MSU to partner with the 

University or other stakeholders to deliver Child Care to McMaster students in a more 

efficient way then we are doing it right now. Currently, all of the undergrads at McMaster 

subsidize who uses the Child Care Centre, and that just is not right. We need to think 

outside the box about how we can deliver this service in a sustainable way that meets 

the needs of McMaster students. We could also even consider having a discussion 

about whether Child Care is a service that the MSU should even offer. At the end of the 
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day, having a child is a choice, and we should probably ask ourselves if students should 

subsidize individual choices made by their peers or members of the McMaster 

community. 

Compass 

There are lots of opportunities to reshape Compass to meet the needs of students, and 

I would suggest that you prioritize this project during your term. The manager of 

Compass, Debbie Good, has a lot of ideas about the way that the service should 

evolve, and she is really open to change. The service is located in a prime location, and 

it presents a lot of opportunities for the MSU to evolve and meet the needs of students. 

I have been thinking about this a lot lately, and I think it is worth throwing it out there. I 

propose that you consider dramatically changing Compass and taking it away from its 

current mandate as an “information booth.” The reality is, every student at McMaster 

has a smart phone, with access to google. Going up to someone, and asking for 

information, just isn't a thing that students need from their student union any more. As 

well, most tickets they want to purchase to events outside of the campus can be 

purchased online. I a not sure what the end goal could be, but changing Compass 

dramatically, maybe selling food, or selling commercial goods, could present a lot of 

opportunity for growth. 

Services 

Services are an extremely important part of the MSU, and as VP-Finance you will 

interact closely with them. I would like to bring a few things to your attention. 

Consistency Across Services  

In my experiences, over the years some services will start doing things a certain way,a 

and this becomes engrained in their culture. Often this is difficult to correct, but it needs 

to be done, as they may not be operating consistently with how our other services 

operate. This could range from services like EFRT buying their responders a lot of free 

clothes, to other services spending larger than usual amounts on food for volunteers. I 

just think that it is really important that you are consistent, because if you are not, 

people will become frustrated as a lot of people within the MSU talk to each other. 

Evolution of Services (Or Lack Of) 

Services evolve over the years as the needs of students change. A good obvious 

example would be Compass, who evolved from being just an information centre to more 

of a commercial service. That said, some services do not evolve while the student 

population or other resources on campus do. A good example of this would be SHEC, 

who provide a service that is a clear duplication of what is being doing at SWELL. In 
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your plans for the year you have identified working on planning with services, and I look 

forward to seeing this implemented. I would caution you about over planning and 

suggest that you should focus on directing services to go in certain directions. 

A Voice of Reason 

Often I think the VP-Finance plays a balancing act on the board, as they can provide the 

financial and corporate perspective to some of the ideas floated by other board 

members. This is true as well when discussing how services are evolving, or the 

creation of new services. Remember that it is your role to ensure that student money is 

being spent properly and efficiently. If there is a clear duplication, you need to 

represent the needs of students and provide leadership from a financial perspective. 

Outdoor Rink 

We have secured the capital funding to build an outdoor rink at McMaster, but now it is up to 

you and your team to execute on building the rink. I will admit, this is a project that I would have 

liked to have seen through, but obviously timelines prevented me from doing so. You will need 

to push the university on securing the space and utility use, and without a doubt, they will be 

slow moving on the project. Make sure that you stay on top of them to ensure that everything is 

put in place for the fall. In addition, you will need to think of creative ways that you will be able to 

finalize the service for the fall. I would refrain from committing to anything specific, rather try a 

broad pilot type program, and figure out what works on the McMaster campus. Often the SRA 

will want to commit to specific details, but try to avoid that.  

Corporate Issues 
There are several corporate issues that impact the MSU’s ability to function effectively as an 

organization. I thought I would take some time to walk you through them. 

Critical IT Issues 

The MSU has grown rapidly over the last 10 years, without much growth to our IT department. 

While we have over 150 workstations we only have one Full-Time staff member dedicated to IT 

support. Not only has the number of workstations and pressure on our network grown, but so 

has what we are expecting from our network. We are processing more payments on interact 

and VISA, while looking at expanding online purchasing. I did not do enough to address this 

issue, and I think it is something that you should look into early in the year. For an organization 

our size, we should be outsourcing the majority of our IT work, ensuring that our network is safe 

and secure.  

Corporate Structure 

Similar to our IT support issues, our corporate structure has not evolved as our organization has 

grown. As a result, we have an incredibly horizontal reporting structure, putting a lot of pressure 

on our General Manager. John McGowan is a great General Manager, and I think that it is a 

testament to his skill set that our organization is able to function well with such a horizontal 
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reporting structure. That said, we may be placing ourselves in a position of vulnerability if he is 

ever to leave, as it would be a tough transition for whomever decided to take over the position. 

You should look at evolving the structure so that it is not as horizontal, and more of a pyramid.  

University Issues  
This section will update you on university issues that I prioritized, and things that you should be 

aware of. I left out the obvious ones that we have discussed at length, and tried to touch on 

some things i may have left out during our transition  

University-MSU Business Overlap 

A number of MSU Businesses overlap with University Businesses: 

• Union Market with La Piazza 

• TwelvEighty with Paradise Catering 

• Underground with McMaster Printing Services 

During your year, without a doubt, members of the university administration will try to take steps 

to encroach on the MSU’s ability to run these services. This is a rational thing for them to do, as 

they are trying to generate as much revenue as possible. What you need to do, is not allow 

them to walk over the  MSU. They will attempt to demand a concession in certain situations but 

you should push back, and push harder. I am very proud of my work trying to expand 

TwelvEighty’s catering, and we need to continue to offer products that compete directly with the 

university administration. They will make threats about shutting us down, but they wont do that, 

it would cause them too much negative PR. So push hard. 

Risk Management 

As we are all aware, the University is taking steps to tighten up risk management. This is 

extremely important to both the VP-Finance and the VP-Administration, but for much different 

reasons. The VP-Admin will be impacted as they directly supervise employees who are running 

student-run events. Therefore, a lot to he risk management for student groups applies to them. I 

am more concerned about the broad themes relating to risk management and how they will 

impact the VP-Finance. if the university continues to move towards a risk-adverse attitude, 

shutting down anything that presents risk, it will impact our largest services. Students are bound 

to get injured at concerts during welcome week, or club nights at TwelvEighty, it is the nature of 

these sort of events. That is why we take extremely cautious steps when running these events, 

but I will not be surprised if the university tries to tone them down. You need to defend the 

practices of the MSU and make sure that the university does not overstep their bounds. 

Financial Autonomy 

Coming out of the Redsuit investigation, the university announced more oversight of the 

Redsuits finances. This is a trend that is worrisome, and something that as VP-Finance, you 
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need to ensure does not happen to the MSU. You need to keep tirelessly defending the role and 

autonomy of student unions, and be willing to fight loudly and publicly if it is encroached upon.  

MSU Staff 
This section contains confidential information and is included in a separate, confidential report. 

University Relationships 
This section contains confidential information and is included in a separate, confidential report. 

Error! Hyperlink reference not valid. 
On average, you will put more into this job than the 35 hours you get paid for if you are doing 

your job well.  Fortunately, you have a lot of tools to help get work done. 

Microsoft Office 

The MSU network has the latest version of the Microsoft Office suite.  I’m impressed enough 

with the software that I think it deserves notice: for example, you can publish your reports as 

.pdf files, make fancy powerpoint presentations, draft budgets in excel, email word documents 

directly through Outlook, or create nifty transition reports with cover pages and tables of 

contents that link to the appropriate sections (as long as the network lets you follow the links).  If 

you talk to Pauline Taggart you may qualify for one of 60 home use licenses that the MSU owns 

(or used to own... I never looked into this), and since you may end up doing a lot of MSU-related 

work from outside the office it might be something you want to look into.  On a side note, 

sometimes the MSU dumps old IT equipment and you may be able to pick some stuff up for 

free. 

As an aside, the computer-based work you do will go much faster if you can learn the hotkeys 

and ways to maximize your efficiency. I spent three summer work terms working on excel, so I 

quickly transitioned onto the platform. I am not sure of your computer literacy, but if you take the 

time to learn how to use the program, you will only be more efficient. The same goes for Great 

Plains. I had no experience on Great Plains, but taking time to learn its intricacies will only make 

you better at your job. 

Emails 

You have the vpfinance@msu.mcmaster.ca account now.  It comes complete with years of 

emails from previous VPs.  I personally am not very organized, so I did not spend much time 

organizing my email (except for big projects like the budget) but if organization is your thing, you 

will benefit from setting up a lot of folders. I know this has worked well for certain people, and 

you may as well try it out. 

You can check the email pretty easily from the office or the committee room computers.  To 

check it from any computer not part of the MSU network, type in msumail.mcmasterca into a 

browser and then log in.  There are differences between browser access and network access.  

I’m not a huge fan of the browser interface, it is kind of confusing for attaching files and whatnot, 

mailto:vpfinance@msu.mcmaster.ca
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and there are a few features that you can’t access remotely, but I am sure you will use it 

occasionally.  

P:\BOD_PRIV 

This is your shared folder on the MSU network, which only the Board has access to.  It’s got a 

lot of useful files that can give you a sense of the history of the organization as well as providing 

templates for your reports and other documents.  You can only access these files from a 

computer on the MSU network.  You will see most of my files in the 2013-14 folder. You will find 

this helpful for digging up documentation for projects that are outstanding. I think I did a pretty 

good job of saving most of my stuff to the network. 

Website 

You probably won’t need to spend much time on the website, but you may want to update your 

profile page and all the finance-related pages.  It doesn’t take much to keep this up-to-date, so 

you should update it whenever new information becomes available. You can also lean on the 

Communications Officer and Wooder to come up with creative ideas of ways that you should 

update and communicate what you are up to in your role. 

Expense Account 
Some lines of the MSU budget are devoted to your use.  In general the Executive spreadsheet 

outlines what to spend money on, so I won’t go into too much detail.  If you decide to purchase 

something, you will need to fill out a purchase order (PO) form.  These are pretty self-

explanatory, but if you have questions just ask around (easiest is Maggie, Marn or Kevin) for the 

details.  It doesn’t really happen often; mostly you’ll be signing them. 

Error! Hyperlink reference not valid. 

Outlook is our mail server.  There is an additional program installed called Xobni to help you 

with filing your emails (mentioned this earlier.  Feel free to ask around if you can’t figure out how 

to use anything relating to email).  This program automatically categorizes emails by sender and 

provides a reduced list of links and attachments that they have sent you.  I used this in lieu of a 

topical folder system because most of my (and your) projects are with particular people rather 

than on particular subjects. 

I recommend synching Outlook to your mobile device so you can check emails at home.  You’ll 

be in the office most of the time but it’s helpful to be able to keep up to date on things when 

you’re away. 

Great Plains 

Great Plains is our accounting software.  While you don’t need more than a cursory knowledge 

of how to operate this software the more you know about it the more you will be able to do with 

finances.  You should know how to approve purchase orders and send them via email (I’ve left 

written instructions along with screenshots in your transition materials) as well as track down 

documents that are archived in the system.  You should be able to locate a document by PO 

number, vendor ID number, department code/budget line, and date, because sometimes you’ll 
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have only one of these pieces of information available. Any questions about Great Plains can be 

directed to Maggie.  

FRx 

FRx is one element of our accounting software. It is quite useful for publishing reports and 

financial statements but is cumbersome and difficult to navigate. A software update should be 

coming out in the next year that might help with this. I recommend becoming familiar with how to 

design budget templates so that you can adjust the format as you’d like. If you’re going to 

change anything talk to Maggie first, since any changes that you make to the formatting will 

likely affect the entire system. There are also some fields that you should not adjust because 

doing so will cause some pretty severe meltdowns in the software and you may lose data 

permanently. Tl;dr: don’t mess with FRx. 

Error! Hyperlink reference not valid. 

Your extension is 24109. Spend a while learning how to transfer calls, access your voicemail, 

and change your voicemail message. You also have a long-distance access code which will 

come in handy. Knowing how to use your phone will make you look competent, whereas not 

knowing how to use it will make you look like a fool. Try to avoid that. This information is all 

available on the McMaster website through UTS. 

Error! Hyperlink reference not valid. 

Your mailbox is on the top row in the cupboard by the front desk. Check it daily as it will often 

have time-sensitive information in it. You will receive cheques and POs in your office and on 

your computer but financial statements from our bank accounts and club applications will be put 

in your mailbox. 

Conclusion  
I think that you are set up for a year of success, and I think that through our transition you have 

demonstrated aptitude and an ability to pick up on issues and themes quickly. I am excited to 

see what you accomplish this year, and I have no doubt that you will have a very successful 

year. As always, do not hesitate to contact me if you have any questions. 

If there is one thing that I could offer to you as a piece of final advice it is to trust your gut and 

always do what you think is right for students. At the end of the day, if you make principled, and 

well reasoned decisions, you will be able to sleep at night even if they go wrong. The only times 

I had regrets in this role was when I ceded to the advice of others when making decisions 

relating to my portfolio that I did not agree with. Make your decisions, take risks, and own it. 


