
Workflow for the digital age - 
the data pipeline 
The evolution from reactive to proactive workflow
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Why workflow in 
accounting firms 
needs to evolve

Introduction

Good workflow is what makes your practice 
efficient, productive and profitable.

But historically, workflow has been reactive and inflexible – 
the client states what they need, the accountant plans for the 
relevant actions and deliverables and work is carried out within 
the planned timescales – for example, filing a tax return and 
completing year-end accounts.

It’s basic, it adds limited value for the client and offers little room 
for creativity, innovation or insight from you as an experienced 
accounting professional. 

To underline how basic workflow can dominate, a recent poll 
of UK accountants showed that one in three respondents (33%) 
spent most of their business time completing tax returns, and 
just 2% spent most time with small business clients providing 
advice on their business finances. 
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The way workflow is thought of and implemented hasn’t changed much in decades. Compliance work 
still rules and there’s little emphasis on making working practices offer value for the clients (or the 
practice) – but technology is bringing about the means, and the impetus, for an evolution.

Digital accounts and MTD The ongoing transition to digital accounts, online filing and 
Making Tax Digital (MTD) creates a need for practice workflows 
that can quickly and easily get client information into the digital 
realm – allowing you to record, analyse and output digital 
information as required.

The popularity of cloud 
accounting

Online accounting platforms create many efficiencies for 
bookkeeping, data processing and financial management. But 
your workflow processes need to account for the multiple 
data sources, integration requirements and online methods of 
working dictated by cloud accounting.

The evolution of 
automation and AI

Rule-driven processes and workflows based on logical systems 
can, and will, benefit from the emergence of artificial intelligence 
(AI) and machine learning in financial technology. Your practice 
procedures need to aim for automation wherever possible, and 
make the workflow process as lean as possible.

To upgrade and upscale your working practices, it’s increasingly important that you factor in the 
requirements of digital methods of accounting and the need for online filing and compliance.

It’s not just about meeting digital compliance needs, however. With an improved overview and analysis 
of clients’ financial information, there’s also the opportunity to expand your firm’s service offering to 
become truly proactive business advisers and consultants to clients, giving business owners the support, 
insight and guidance they need to grow and prosper.
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The challenges to 
efficient workflow



5

Efficiency is a clear objective for any accounting 
practice. Any hurdles that stand between your 
team and the delivery of effective client work are 
to be avoided wherever possible. 

But in recent years, the accounting landscape has 
changed. More than a third of UK small businesses 
use cloud-accounting solutions, according to 
a recent survey from the Federation of Small 
Businesses, so business clients are increasingly 
self-reliant when it comes to their bookkeeping 
and basic finance. And the drive towards 
digital accounts has shaken up the established 
preconceptions of where accountants should be 
adding value. 

The average accountancy firm has a myriad 
number of practice tools, fintech solutions and 
business apps to choose from in order to transition 
towards online and digital ways of working with 
clients, and supporting their needs.

However, the emergence of digital raises a number 
of challenges when it comes to workflow.

“My main hurdle as an accountant 
was having to deal with many 
different clients, more and more 
different accounting systems and 
entrepreneurs who wanted to work 
with a specific system, like Xero 
or QuickBooks. And that’s the real 
struggle – to manage all those 
different data sources, and then 
get them into the right formats and 
templates that will allow the firm to 
optimise, analyse and deliver good 
financial data.”

Joris Van Der Gucht,  

former BDO Belgium accountant, and founder of 

Silverfin
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Challenge 1: Multiple data sources

Firms now have a number of different clients, using a multitude 
of different financial and business tools, with a huge number 
of different data sources to reconcile and pool into any kind of 
meaningful financial data and reporting.

Challenge 2: Transparency, accountability 
and the audit trail

With so many disparate clients, accounting systems, data 
sources and client working preferences, it’s important to have 
a transparent overview of workflow. With a clear audit trail in 
place, managing success in a timely and profitable way becomes 
far simpler to achieve.

Challenge 3: The tick-list methodology

Historically, workflow has been seen as a checklist – a static list 
of tasks to be completed. Many workflow tools merely mirror 
this approach, reminding you and your team to carry out a task, 
but not giving a workable platform where the work itself can 
actually be viewed and carried out. 

Challenge 4: Drilling down into the data

To move from being a reactive accountant to a proactive 
business adviser, you need access to clients financial data in one 
place, in the clearest and fastest way possible. And you also need 
the tools, reporting and analysis that will help you spot issues 
for the client, and provide opportunities to add value through 
resolutions to those challenges and issues – whether that’s 
cash flow dips, looming compliance deadlines or sector-wide 
problems in their industry.

The challenges to efficient workflow
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A proactive 
approach to client 
data and workflow
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So how does your firm overcome the inherent 
challenges of offering accounting services in the 
digital age – with workflow and service delivery 
that meets client expectations? 

Software expertise and data management skills play 
an increasingly vital role in the process of delivering 
accounting and business advisory services. But 
for your firm to move from reactive workflow 
to proactive client value requires more than 
just technology.

What’s needed is a complete re-evaluation of your 
workflow, from the ground up. And there are a 
number of fundamental steps to this evaluation 
and enhancement of your working practices.

“We understand the impact of every 
piece of work. So we know the 
value it will have for the client, and 
we’re transparent about how much 
it will cost them. If we’re going to 
help aspirational businesses do 
more with their numbers, we need 
to be open and honest about every 
part of the process.”

Jonathan Gaunt, management accountant and 

business advisor, FD Works

9 steps to enhance 
your workflow
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Step 1 Change your own perception 
of accounting

Your role is no longer to be the number-cruncher 
– software can do this. Your job is to add the 
expertise, insight and human relationship that clients 
pay their monthly fee for: to add value, for a cost.

Step 2 Understand the cost  
and value of your work

Put a cost on every piece of work, agree the 
remit of each task, and know the time and value 
implications of carrying out this project. Know how 
efficient workflow must be for you to turn a profit.

Step 3 Systemise your  
workflow processes 

Break your working practices down into their 
fundamental elements, and draw out the flows and  
processes that form the heart of your business as  
an accountant. Find and define your integral system.

Step 4 Implement software that 
pools all your data sources 

Use the best possible software tools to create a 
practice system that’s grounded in systemised 
workflow: and make it easy to bring all your data, 
documents and workpapers together.

Step 5 Overcome the  
checklist mentality 

Stop thinking of client work as a fixed list of tasks, 
and look at the holistic picture of their financial 
data, client preferences and industry requirements. 
See your workflow as an evolving process, not a 
fixed checklist.

Step 6 Document and review every 
element of client work 

Make sure the team note down and document 
every interaction, every task completed and every 
element of customer feedback – creating an ‘audit 
trail’ that’s available to everyone. 

Step 7 Customise your service to 
the needs of each client 

Learn from the client and tailor your processes, 
contact methods and project management to 
fit their needs: deliver a bespoke service at every 
stage, but founded on your core system.

Step 8 Make your workflow 
seamless and transparent 

Ensure that your working methods and customer 
interactions are completely transparent to the 
client. Tell them what’s going to happen and how 
you’re going to do it.

Step 9 Aim to be profitable at  
every stage 

Monitor your workflow and act as soon as there’s 
project creep, or missed deadlines. Make sure you’re 
getting the job done, keeping the client happy, but 
always turning a profit on every piece of work.
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Meeting the 
digital needs of 
practice workflow



11

“Practices need to think 
conceptually about their workflow 
activity and data flows. You’ve got 
to think of work as a data flow, 
with different sources to connect 
to, and sit down to draw out the 
different tasks and processes within 
each department of the firm. That 
means modelling your data flows 
as they are now, thinking about the 
inputs and what the end outputs 
are and what stages the data has to 
go through.”

John Stokdyk, Global Editor, AccountingWEB UK

“Systemising processes with online 
tools has saved the whole team 
so much time. We actually take 
for granted now the amount of 
time saved, whether on internal 
processes or client-related 
processes. Some processes, such 
as recurring invoicing, Direct 
Debit payments, automated 
credit control and bookkeeping, 
just happen in the background 
without us having to do anything 
at all. We have also cut down the 
time massively in other areas – 
for example creating quotes, and 
engagement letters for clients in 
under five minutes, something that 
used to take hours.”

Sharon Pocock, Principal Accountant and founder 

at Kinder Pocock 
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The push towards MTD and digital accounts has 
created a genuine imperative for re-evaluating 
your workflow processes, and bringing them up 
to speed with the requirements of digital.

In essence, the goal for any modern practice is to 
create a pipeline of data that flows seamlessly and 
effortlessly from client to accountant, and on to 
HMRC and your own reporting outputs.

Implementing a data pipeline that drives effective 
workflow doesn’t just get the compliance work 
down more quickly. It also drives the evolution and 
enhancement of the practice as whole.

Client’s Finance System

Practice Accounting System

Practice Workflow System

Expenses & 
Receipts

Sales & 
Invoices

Bank 
Transactions

Payroll, Tax  
and NI

Clients 
Dashboard

Client 
Management 

System

Document 
Management 

System

Bookkeeping 
& Accounts

Management 
Reporting

HMRC & 
Digital Tax 
Account

INPUT

OUTPUT

DATA 
FLOW

DATA 
FLOW
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There are a number of benefits of this systemised 
method of collecting client information:

Automate the data collection process 

Smart scanning and optical character recognition (OCR) 
technology automate the collection of client paperwork and 
remove the manual data entry. Client information is pulled 
directly into the data pipeline.

Apply the efficiencies of AI and 
machine learning

Many accounting platforms and fintech products now include 
elements of basic artificial intelligence. Machine learning can 
learn to code incoming transactions, spot impending deadlines 
and flag up any potential inconsistencies in data patterns.

Reduce human error and raise quality

Combining automation and AI gets the work done quickly, 
but also with a reduction in data or keying errors. So the data 
you work with is of a higher quality, and can form sounder 
foundations for analysis and reporting.

Meet the requirement for multiple 
filing periods

Having constant access to real-time client data makes it easier to 
file returns and complete compliance; a necessity once HMRC 
moves businesses to multiple filing periods throughout the 
financial year.

Provide meaningful financial metrics 
and reporting

Real-time data also helps the workflow of providing metrics to 
client dashboards, and bringing the business owner reporting 
and financial analysis that’s as current and insightful as possible.

Give proactive advice to clients

With fast data flow, real-time reporting and a good client 
relationship, the firm can get far more directive with advice to 
clients. Financial issues can be avoided, and more opportunities 
for value and profit can be found.
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Workflow for the 
digital age
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By systemising workflow, using the right software 
tools and working around centralised data flows, 
your firm and your team can start to build a 
practice that’s ready for the digital age. 

It will take time to review, systemise and digitise 
your workflow processes, but it’s an investment in 
time and resources that, ultimately, will deliver a 
great return for the success of the firm.

Evolving your workflow isn’t just an administrative 
overhaul: it’s a chance to futureproof your practice 
to meet the ever-changing expectations of the 
business market.

“What’s needed is a change to the way 
of thinking in firms. They are used to a 
certain kind of workflow process for 20 
years: why change? But modern financial 
technology gives them the tools to 
tailor workflow to the specific case of 
each client type. And what technology 
is working towards is being able to 
point out the opportunities. A good 
workflow system acts as a prompt to the 
accountant by saying ‘Look, there’s an 
opportunity over there to add value for 
the client’.”

Joris Van Der Gucht,  former BDO Belgium accountant, 

and founder of Silverfin

“If we’re doing something manual, we 
want to find out how to automate it. 
Using a cloud platform like Xero has 
meant that we have a really seamless 
process for client workflows. We can 
then produce awesome reports for 
clients to spot areas of weakness in 
their businesses, and produce growth 
strategies with them.”

Sharon Pocock, Principal Accountant and founder at 

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

Silverfin allows you to have your entire workflow 
in a single platform. Within our software you’ll 
establish a live link with all underlying financial 
data - allowing you to automate reporting & 
year-end closings, streamline internal & external 
communication, and monitor financial health on a 
continuous basis.

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

connected accounting


