
Top 3 takeaways: 
 

Invest in technology that 

enables greater flexibility 

and efficiency.

Strengthen client 
relationships by 
communicating more often.

Nurture and engage with 
your team as people, not 
just professionals. 

There was a time, not too long ago, when telling someone you 
were ‘working from home’ would be met with raised eyebrows 
and an unspoken assumption that you were skiving.

Not any more. Over the last six months, remote working has become 
the default employment model for professional services firms across 
the UK. 

Over a couple of weeks in March and early April, millions of people 
decamped from their employer’s premises to the back bedroom, 
shed, kitchen table, or – if they were lucky – the home office. 

Remote working apps and collaborative tools such as Microsoft 
Teams, Zoom, WhatsApp or Skype, suddenly became essential to 
daily life, as people were thrust headfirst into the virtual office 
environment. It was a case of go digital, or go under.

Like it or not, remote working is here to stay 
until at least the end of 2020. 

Is your firm ready to remain a virtual firm into early next year? 
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As the remote working model enters its 
second six months, however, firms are 
looking ahead to ensure they have the 
systems, processes and technologies in 
place to continue working virtually well 
into 2021. 

So what does this mean for accountancy 
firms and what are the key issues that 
need addressing? Three expert 
speakers shared their insights in our 
Accountancy Hangout #6.

People first
One of the first areas to consider is 
people, and the challenges in looking 
after and managing people in the virtual 
office environment. 

In the early days of lockdown, the big 
challenge was often a practical one – 
did people have the technology they 
needed to work from home, and did the 
firm have the systems in place to manage 
remote working, whether it be an 
integrated practice management 
platform or task-specific tools, such as 
Microsoft Power BI or Receipt Bank’s 
expenses management software.

Sunil Shah, IT Partner at MGR, said his 
firm would even pay for broadband 
upgrades for those staff that needed it. 

As people have settled in to the new way 
of working, the focus has tended to shift 
towards softer issues, such as 
communication, engagement and 
wellbeing – and our panel agreed that 
the learnings gained here will be 
invaluable as remote working continues 
into 2021 and beyond.

Regular meetings and informal catch-
ups have proved vital to keeping people 
informed and engaged, despite their 
physical isolation.

Abi Bown, Chief Digital Officer at Cooper 
Parry, explained how her team has a 
daily 15-minute ‘kick-start’ meeting for 

everyone to check-in with colleagues, 
talk about what they are up to, their 
priorities for the day, and so on. The firm 
also arranges regular larger meetings, 
called ‘hollers’, that attract up to 200+ 
staff from across the country, to discuss 
specific firm-wide issues.

Training and support
Working remotely also presents specific 
challenges for managing performance, 
staff training and recruitment. In terms of 
managing performance, strategies 
mentioned by our panel ranged from daily 
timesheets and 7-to-7 email curfews, to 
one-to-one mentoring and reviewing 
individual KPIs to make sure they were 
aligned with the new way of working.

The performance management issue 
was also picked up in a question from 
Neil Catchik from Receipt Bank, who 
asked the panel: “How do you introduce, 
train and support staff with technology 
and have visibility of their work?”

Will Farnell, Director and Founder at 
Farnell Clarke, said his firm welcomed 
two new recruits right at the beginning 
of lockdown, which made the focus on 
communication even more important 
when it came to getting them up to 
speed quickly. 

He also explained the importance the 
firm placed on getting people certified in 
the technology needed to keep the virtual 
office operating smoothly, including 
tools like Xero and Receipt Bank.

“Our induction process normally 
involves getting people Xero certified, as 
it’s such a central part of what we do and 
how we run our firm. Alongside that 
comes Receipt Bank and various other 
tools. Our staff have to maintain their 
certification, so it becomes CPD for 
them on an ongoing basis. We recognise 
the importance these pieces of 
technology play in what we deliver to 
clients,” said Will.
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To what extent do you use 
document management in 
combination with workflows to 
strengthen client relationships?

36% We have both 
document management 
and workflows, and they are 
integrated with each other

62% Ensuring the 
mental wellbeing of our  
people - both at home 
and in the office  

What are your biggest people 
challenges in working remotely 
for the rest of this year?  
(top 3 choices):

30%  Both document management 
and wofkflows but they aren’t 
integrated with each other

18% Document management, but we 
don’t use workflows

12% Workflows, but we don’t have 
document management

3% Don’t have document management 
or workflows

45%  Protecting the firm’s culture while 
remote working continues

40% Ensuring good communications internally

34%  Remote recruitment and onboarding 
of new staff

28% Managing people effectively remotely

15%  Encouraging people to eventually 
return to the physical office

!

When would you feel 
comfortable attending  
in-person events again?

51%
Personally feel  
comfortable attending 
from April - June 2021

28% January - March 2021

21% July - December 2021
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Supporting clients
Another priority area as remote working 
stretches into a second six months, is 
how to continue effectively supporting 
clients. Abi Bown said that many of the 
practices that may previously have been 
carried out in person, like audits, can 
now be done remotely, and clients are 
happy to use collaborative tools like 
Microsoft Teams to keep in touch.

“Our clients have responded really 
positively to this approach. But it’s 
crucial to tailor it to the needs of the 
client. Some are going to be much more 
comfortable with a digital approach 
than others,” she said.

It’s an effective way to strengthen client 
relationships, too. Many firms have 
reported creating strong goodwill with 
clients during this period, which should 
bode well for the future. How have they 
done that? By talking to them more 
often - passing on government 
guidance, discussing financial data, 
updating clients on key issues.

“It’s a big lesson for firms,” said Will 
Farnell. “All of a sudden your clients 
value what you do more than they did 
before, and the reason for that is because 
you’ve communicated with them more 
regularly than you would normally have 
done.”

One client-focused innovation 
mentioned by Sunil Shah that could 
prove even more valuable in the longer 
term is the concept of a ‘virtual door’ – a 
single access point where clients can 
log-in and see all their information in 
one place, rather than having multiple 
passwords for accessing different tools 
and data.

Tapping into tech
Addressing the challenges around 
managing people, communicating with 
clients and continuing to operate 
remotely into 2021, however, all depend 
on one vital piece of infrastructure: 
technology.

All our experts said their firms were on 
top of their tech game before the 
pandemic hit. The sudden switch to 
virtual working merely hastened changes 
that were already occurring naturally, 
albeit with some tweaks and adaptations 
to account for the increased usage and 
capacity.

The forced reliance on technology – 
and the easing of any doubts or 
uncertainties around ease of use or 
effectiveness – has in many cases totally 
removed any objections or questions 
about the need for more tech 
investment.

“Before lockdown, I was having to 
convince people this was the right thing 
to do. Now everyone’s saying, when can 
we have it? Appetite and expectations 
have massively increased,” said Abi 
Bown.

Some of the new ideas that our expert 
panellists expect to take forward into 
2021 include a weekly staff survey, more 
engagement-focused tools like Hive, 
getting rid of servers and moving work 
to the cloud via apps like Office 365, and 
using platforms like Teams to manage all 
communications, including telephony.

“We’d love to be server-less in 2021,” 
said Sunil Shah. “We won’t achieve it on 
day one. But that’s where we want to be. 
It will give us even more flexibility. Of 
course, it will largely be driven by the 
primary software we use in accounts 
production and tax, but we are watching 
closely.”
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What is your biggest challenge 
regarding continuing to work 
remotely with clients for the rest 
of this year? (top 3 choices):

58% Ensuring 
good communications 
and collaboration  
with clients

42%  Working effectively with clients remotely

36%  Providing the best tech to enable  
collaboration with clients

30%  Making sure our people have the right 
skills to work with clients remotely

24%  Remote recruitment/onboarding of 
new clients

18%  Exploiting opportunities to reach  
clients regardless of their location

Which service line has seen the 
largest impact by the increase 
in remote working 

45%
Audit & Assurance
 

33% Advisory

12% All service lines equally

6% Accounting

8% Other

3% Tax

Since lockdown where do you 
source your information/insights 
regarding the industry

25%
Expert webinars

22% Social media browsing

16% Subscribed newsletters/emails

9% LinkedIn groups

13% Key Accounting Influencers

9% Others

6% Google search/ other search engine
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The essential accounting platform for 
accountants and bookkeepers. 

We help accountants, bookkeepers and 
businesses fetch all paperwork to one 

place, sort it, categorise it and ready it for 
reconciliation in a fraction of the time.

www.receipt-bank.com
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ALTERNATIVE HANGOUTS
 →  a new digital community space for the 
professional services sector to socialise, learn, 
network and interact. 

View the schedule for our Alternative 
Hangouts at www.alterantivehangouts.com  

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS 
 →  The home of professional services 
knowledge, insights and innovation 
Accountancy | In-House Legal | Law Firms 
| Management Consultancy | Real Estate & 
Property 

www.alternativeinsights.co.uk   

JOIN THE CONVERSATION  
ON SOCIAL MEDIA

  
www.alternativeinsights.co.uk 
www.alternativeevents.co.uk

UPCOMING ALTERNATIVE EVENTS

In partnership with Receipt Bank

ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS REPRESENTS THE FOLLOWING PROFESSIONS
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