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Introduction

What is the accounting 
talent challenge?

Accountancy is going through a transformational 

period, moving from a model that hasn’t changed 

for centuries (reactive bookkeeping and historic 

accounting) to a new model that’s based on real-

time data, cloud forecasting and forward-looking 

relationships with clients.

But some accountancy firms have yet to make this 

leap to the new model.  

So Pacioli, the 15th century creator of double-entry bookkeeping, could 

feasibly still get a job as a bookkeeper in 1 in 5 UK accounting firms.

For some firms, it’s clear that their people strategy must evolve in order 

to meet the changing needs of accounting as a professional service in 

the digital age.

18%

...of accountants still use paper ledgers.

This transformation is being driven by a combination of factors:

Technology is changing 
the shape of workflow, 
delivery and services, 
with many of the low-level 
bookkeeping and admin 
tasks now automated or run 
by software.

Trusted advisors are what 
businesses want, with 
a growing number of 
businesses looking for an 
experienced business advisor 
over and above a traditional 
accountant.

A new kind of talent 
is needed in your firm, 
with employees who can 
combine technological 
know-how, excellent client 
service and a focus on 
proactive advice.

This means your firm is faced with a clear imperative to evolve its existing people strategy.
In short, there’s a talent challenge to resolve...



These days, people want flexible 
working hours – which working in the 
cloud allows –  people are seeking 
interesting, challenging work, and 
they’re looking for opportunities 
and career progression. 

So it’s about adapting to 
what people want.R
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To overcome the talent challenge

your firm must take a proactive approach to evolving its 
people strategy, to meet the demands of a new kind of 
accountant/client relationship.

We’ve highlighted the 5 key steps
your firm will need to take
to achieve this goal.

Overview

5 steps for hiring, retaining 
and training the right people



This 5-step strategy provides the foundations for sourcing the 
right talent, building a proactive team and creating a practice that 

can embrace a more relational approach to accounting.

01

Review your 
practice systems

Revisit your existing systems 
and processes. 

Are they fit for purpose and able to support a 
proactive team of accounting professionals?

02 
 
Update your vision 
and strategy 

Renew your people strategy and 
operational approach. 

Do you have the departments, roles, people and 
talent needed to deliver an updated strategy?

03  

Educate and upskill 
your people 

Train, educate and re-skill your
people for the future.

Is your team up to speed with cloud 
accounting, SaaS and proactive client service?

04 

Create a team of 
trusted advisors 

Enhance your client relationships and 
offer proactive advice.

Are your people engaging with clients, asking 
the right questions and offering solutions?

05 

Motivate your team 
to do more

Create a firm culture that engages, 
motivates and rewards.

Are you retaining your key talent? And are 
you attracting the best new hires? Is the team 
delivering on your vision?



The transformation of accounting means a 
complete reassessment of your current practice. 

Your initial starting point will be a firm-wide review to 
ensure that the practice has the strong foundations 
required to meet the pressing needs of 21st century 
business clients – and the technological infrastructure 
required by a modern cloud-based practice.

Review your
practice systems

Revisit your existing systems 
and processes.

“There is a certain type of accountant who just 

loves processing data. They love getting a trial 

balance together and love doing the double-

entry bookkeeping, which is great, but we 

needed to broaden what Tyrrell & Company 

wanted as a practice. We wanted to be more 

people orientated and deepen relationships, 

rather than just number crunchers.”

Richard Suswain — Partner
Tyrrell & Company

“Part of the reason for reviewing 

our practice processes was 

looking to embrace Making Tax 

Digital because that’s coming 

on the horizon. So moving to 

the cloud and getting live bank 

feeds etc. puts us in a much 

stronger position as a firm”

Grant Smith — Partner
Armstrong Watson
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Business model
ensure drivers in your current model are aligned with the needs of your target 

audience, and that the model is efficient, scalable and profitable for the firm.

Client strategy and target audience
clearly define your target audience, their key business challenges, and the 

services needed to resolve these client pains.

Processes and workflows
analyse your internal processes and get them streamlined and systemised. Look 

at the flow of data, the tasks required, and refine your workflow. 

Internal roles and responsibilities
draw up a list of the staff required to deliver your revised and systemised strategy, 

and define the job specifications for each role.

Practice systems and software
assess your current software to ensure it can deliver online working, real-time 

data and reporting, easy access to clients numbers and a productive workflow 

environment – and update any systems that don’t meet the grade.

Communication and outputs
consider about how your software, systems and people will interact with clients, 

and where there are opportunities for improved communication.

This means breaking down 
each element of the firm, 
including your:
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Having identified your vision for the 
practice, the next step is to consider the 
roles needed to deliver this strategy.

To meet the talent challenge effectively, it’s 
important to have the right mix of skills and to 
identify the personality types that add value now 
and in the future.

Update your vision 
and strategy

Renew your people strategy and 
operations

“Deciding what you want the practice to 

look like is important. Getting that vision 

sorted is key, and then getting buy-in from 

your partners and the people that matter. 

Being a relatively small firm, we were 

lucky in some ways to reach decisions and 

evolve quickly.”

Richard Suswain — Partner
Tyrrell & Company

“You’ve got to get the accounting basics 

right, of course, but having the time to create 

relationships will allow ultimately allow you 

offer more tailored services. With all this 

information at your disposal, it’s about how you 

channel it to create better relationships with 

clients.”

Grant Smith — Partner
Armstrong Watson
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The number cruncher
Getting data into your systems may not sound that glamorous, but it’s essential to 
have an effective team working on data entry and bookkeeping. This team may 
be outsourced, or internal, but they’re a vital cog in the bigger machine.

The admin demon
Being organised, providing the right deliverables and meeting deadlines is a 
huge part of good client service, so you need people who excel at the admin. 
Your admin demons are the drivers that keep the workflow moving.

The technical expert
Whether it’s VAT, corporate finance or pensions, you need people with a granular 
understanding of their key technical specialism. This pool of knowledge is a 
crucial tool in your practice armoury, and vital to delivering excellence.

The software guru
With technology at the heart of the modern practice, the firm needs people who 
know the software, apps and integrations inside out. Helping clients to choose 
the right apps, and setting up their systems, is central to effective accounting.

The data analyst 
Seeing the patterns, trends and opportunities in a client’s numbers is a core 
skill to have in the team, so you need these analytical thinkers. By spotting these 
trends early, the firm can quickly and proactively resolve any client issues.

The strategist
Solving complex financial issues is a core expectation of a modern accountant, so 
you need strategic thinkers who can think outside of the box. Finance know-how 
and commercial experience help to deliver a meaningful solution.

So, who are the key people 
you will need in your team?
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There is a pressing need to educate 
and reskill your people

to keep pace with the changes in accounting and to meet 
the new vision you have defined for the practice. 

Staff must be trained and educated, to keep them up 
to speed with new technology, new apps, new thought 
leadership and new ways of adding future value for clients. 
And that means embracing every avenue for increasing skills, 
expertise and knowledge.

Educate and upskill 
your people

Train, educate and re-skill your 
people for the future

“By nature, some traditional accountants 

can be quite introverted and unwilling 

to embrace change. So rather than 

bringing in people from other different 

firms of accountants who had their own 

preconceived ideas about what the role of 

the accountant should be, we brought in 

young people and trained them to our way 

of thinking.”

Richard Suswain — Partner
Tyrrell & Company

“In order to get our staff on board with Xero 

online accounting, we went through a three-

day training programme with them. All 

200 accounts production staff went on this 

training. As a leadership team, we’d been 

through a whole process review of how we 

currently do accounts, rewrote how we wanted 

to do it and then trained everyone in this new 

approach.”

Grant Smith — Partner
Armstrong Watson
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Online training 
and learning
many Software as a System (SaaS) tools and cloud solutions provide 
detailed online training, helping staff learn at their own pace.

Blogs, videos and 
thought leadership
there is a wealth of content aimed at aspirational accountants, allowing 
staff to read, watch, learn and build skills.

Peer mentoring and 
work shadowing
sharing knowledge within the practice helps junior staff increase their 
skills and confidence, and keeps senior staff up to date.

Face-to-face time 
with clients
 your less experienced staff will learn a great deal by increasing their 
interactions with clients and having proactive involvement in meetings.

Some key educational 
channels will include
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There is a clear demand for proactive and experienced talent. 

With client relationships and advisory services moving centre stage for 
many practices, a firm needs a pool of talented people who can engage 
with clients, share their entrepreneurial mindset and can offer truly 
proactive analysis, insights and directive solutions to client’s challenges.

But advisory services are not the sole focus. The firm also needs a solid 
foundation of back office, administration and technical staff – the 
superstructure that keeps the firm functioning.

Create a team 
of trusted advisors

Enhance your client relationships 
and offer proactive advice

“There will be a lot of accountants 

out there who will thrive on 

moving to the cloud, talking to 

clients and being more visible 

to customers of the practice. It’s 

about blending the right mix of 

people to make the practice fit 

your vision.”

Richard Suswain — Partner
Tyrrell & Company

“The question for us is how you bring people 

from doing accounts production into being 

more forward-thinking with forecasting, 

budgeting and benchmarking etc. We 

need those people to move from what were 

accounts production roles into more financial 

information preparation, and then on into the 

more advisory side of the work.”

Grant Smith — Partner
Armstrong Watson
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Embrace the efficiency of cloud
use the automation benefits of cloud accounting software to free up 
time, increase productivity and create a varied workload for staff.

Use AI and machine learning 
in positive ways
artificial intelligence (AI) can highlight key insights in client data – 
providing a driver to start conversations and resolve issues. 

Streamline your roles 
and departments
re-organise each team to include the right combination of skills, so you 
have the most productive combination of people and roles.

Lose the inefficient talent 
part ways with the people who don’t fit into your new model, or move 
them to more progressive roles, helping to push things forward.

Hire the best talent for the firm
Define where there are skill gaps, and look for new hires who will help 
the firm move forward and meet the current talent challenge.

Focus on client relationships
make connecting and communicating with your business clients a core 
goal for all staff, and put relationships centre stage.

To make your talent strategy work effectively, 
and to create the ideal mix of skills, certain key 
actions must be implemented:
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The firm must provide a motivating 
working environment and team culture. 

This serves to retain the staff you need, 
encourage the lower performers and attract the 
kind of quality talent required to grow and scale 
the practice for the digital age.

Motivate your team 
to do more

Create a firm culture that engages, 
motivates and rewards

“When you’re hiring now, you’re 

looking at different range of skills 

other than just accounts preparation. 

You have to imagine a candidate sat 

in front of your clients, or working 

with your technology. So they have to 

be quite adaptive and able to wear a 

range of different hats.”

Richard Suswain — Partner
Tyrrell & Company

“Retaining people is all about offering them 

the right opportunities. In the past you might 

have had account seniors who historically had 

just done accounts production, whereas now 

they can see a much wider variety of work, 

such as looking at forecasting, going to client 

meetings or pulling together a viable business 

plan for the next three years.”

Grant Smith — Partner
Armstrong Watson
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Flexible career paths 
retain and attract the right staff by being transparent around changes 
to resourcing, the creation of new roles and the potential career paths 
available.

Reward and benefits
keep engagement and motivation high by offering performance-linked 
rewards and a healthy mix of quality employee benefits. 

Modern practice systems
increase productivity by using modern apps and SaaS systems that are 
already second nature to your millennial and Gen X employees.

Investment in your culture
make your offices a great place to work, with emphasis on a core set of 
values, modern offices, team-building days and social events for staff.

Increased efficiency of the firm
combine the right people with a systemised approach and the best in 
cloud technology, to ensure future productivity and profitability.

Some key elements to 
put in place will include
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Conclusion

Solving the accountancy 
talent challenge

Bringing together these 5 key steps will embed 

an engaging, proactive and forward-looking 

culture within the DNA of the practice – securing 

your people strategy and providing a solid talent 

foundation for the future prosperity of your firm.

Silverfin is an open, vendor agnostic platform, a central data hub 
for finance professionals that helps you implement truly proactive 
workflow processes.

Our online solution connects to multiple data sources, delivering 
consistent workflow that leads to good financial data – and from there 
to deeper analysis, better financial and business advice and enhanced 
added value for your business clients.

Find out more about Silverfin at getsilverfin.com

What is Silverfin?

Connected accounting
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