
Top 3 takeaways: 
 

Firms are focused on maintaining a sense 
of connection between their people 
throughout the next 6-12 months. Firms 
are emphasising the personal touch when 
it comes to supporting their people. 

Technology adoption can depend heavily on 
the training and support that is offered to 
firms. Software vendors who provide hands-
on, dedicated, support reduce the likelihood 
of their product becoming ‘shelfware’.

Lack of time is a factor in tech adoption, and 
an indicator of just how busy employees are 
dealing with the onset of remote working. 
Solutions that save time on routine matters 
can help alleviate the burden.

With more government restrictions underway, it’s 
clear that remote working is not ending anytime soon. 
 
This reality formed the backdrop to our 7th Accountancy 
hangout; where a panel of IT experts from across the 
sector shared how they planned to use technology not 
only to help employees and clients work as “normally” as 
possible over the next 6-12 months, but to collaborate 
remotely. New challenges and pain points have emerged. 
One such pain point – lack of time – is one that our 
sponsor, Receipt Bank, has been tending to for years.  
The accounting software specialist offers solutions 
designed to ease the admin drudgery of accountancy 
practices.

Using tech to support people
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First, we asked the panel how their 
firms are using tech to support their 
people through this extended remote 
working environment.

Jonny Woodward, IT Director at PKF 
Francis Clark accounting firm, pointed 
out that accountancy is very much a 
“people” business – a fact brought into 
stark relief by the current crisis. He 
encourages his IT support team to go 
beyond the usual ‘techie’ advice. “We tell 
them that it’s part of their job to address 
the panic that comes in; to try and help 
people sort themselves out and get back 
to working,” he said. Recognising that IT 
support people themselves need 
support, the firm is investing in tech to 
enable this. “The support team had fairly 
average support desk software, and we 
were thinking about changing it. 
Lockdown accelerated that, and we put 
in a solution with a big knowledge base 
to make it easier for people to log their 
problems and escalate,” said Jonny.

That said, he’s keen to retain a personal 
touch: “We don’t want to replace people 
with chatbots. We want people to be 
able to pick up the phone and talk to 
somebody if they need to.” Jonathan 
Booty, IT Systems Manager at Bulley 
Davey accountants and tax advisors, 
concurred on the importance of 
acknowledging the emotional aspects 
of tech issues; particularly with people 
working anywhere from a fully-equipped 
home office, through to a small 
bedroom. He pointed out how, in the 
office, going up to someone’s desk and 
talking to them made a big difference. 
“It’s trying to put that into the remote 
situation. So, instead of just launching 
straight into ‘here’s the software 
solution’, we ask, ‘How are you finding 
things?’ That helps the team feel 
together,” he said. 

Going into this second lockdown, 
Churchgates have taken learnings from 
the first time around, according to Penny 
Thompson, a Manager at the accounting 
firm. She’s particularly concerned about 
connection, and maintaining a 
community feeling. “The challenge is 
going to be keeping the teams – beyond 
those with whom you work – going,” 
she noted. Churchgates have gotten 
creative with using technology to keep 
the office culture alive; initiating activities 
such as weekly connections, and quizzes 
using forms. 
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36% Disagree

My organisation has easy-
to-use systems in place 
that stop documentation 
ending up in multiple 
repositories and which 
mitigates against problems 
of information governance 
and retrieval:

32%  Agree

14% Strongly disagree

11%  Strongly agree

7% Not sure

What are the biggest 
obstacles you’ve come 
across in getting people 
in your firm to adopt 
new technologies?

43%
Lack of time

36% Lack of team buy-in

14% Lack of client buy-in

7%  The cost or hard to  
demonstrate ROI
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And throughout this hangout discussion, 
there was a real sense of having reached 
a pivotal moment in the remote working 
journey: “We’re going to start this second 
lockdown by doing appraisals so that we 
reconnect and set off on the way that 
we want to cope with this,” said Penny. 
This “checking in” is in line with the 
suggestions made in a fascinating talk by 
Antony Slumbers, Director at Estates 
Today on reimagining the office that 
people want to come back to. In his 
view, surveying employees on how 
things worked for them before and 
during the pandemic, and on what they 
want after the pandemic, will enable 
firms to assess their real estate strategies 
and potentially reduce office space. 

When it comes to collaboration 
technology, the panel (as expected) said 
they relied heavily on Teams and Zoom. 
“We had Citrix, but you only get one 
speaker view at a time. People said ‘we 
want to see more people,’” said Jonny. 
His firm is also looking at resource 
management software for the audit 
teams (understanding what other 
members of the team are up to is critical 
for effective collaboration). 
Collaboration – particularly remote 
collaboration – also relies on effective 
workflow. This is where Receipt Bank’s 
“Optimize” solution excels – offering the 
ability to quickly track workflow and 
spot any issues in real time.

Implementing technology in order to 
support people isn’t the end of the 
matter; the tech must actually be used. 
And we’ve all been told how culture - 
that infamous ‘eater’ of strategy – is the 
main obstacle to adoption.

But what a difference a lockdown 
makes. When we polled attendees on 
‘the biggest obstacles you’ve come 
across in getting people in your firm to 
adopt new technologies’ we were as 
surprised as anyone when an astonishing 
43% singled out ‘lack of time’. Taking a 
broader view, there are solutions that 
can help firms recapture lost time by 
removing repetitive or mundane tasks 
from the equation. Receipt Bank’s book-
keeping platform, for example, helps 
save time on both typing and client 
chasing by tracking down client 
paperwork from all the places it could 
possibly be (this could add up to hours 
of search time if done manually) and 
then digitising it so that it is ready for 
reconciliation. 

Coming back to tech adoption, Neil 
Catchick, Account Manager at Receipt 
Bank, questioned the panel on how 
software companies could help facilitate 
this. “A lot of hand-holding, and sufficient 
training,” laughed Penny, giving the 
small firm perspective. “Online 
alternatives have worked quite well. But 
clients have more time; which is why we 
have less time. Although we might have 
the strategy from our end, you’re 
proposing the solution,” she said. 
Receipt Bank definitely have this 
“handholding” more than covered. They 
not only offer detailed best practice 
webinars, but also a dedicated consultant 
to guide firms through both 
implementation and client onboarding. 
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71%  
Microsoft Teams

Which digital tools do 
you think are most 
effective in helping 
your firm collaborate 
remotely with clients?

19%  Video comms like Zoom, 
WebEx

5% Workflow tools

5%  Dedicated collaboration 
technologies

0%  Cloud-based storage like 
Dropbox, Google Drive

0%  Project management tools

0%  Other 

Which of the 
following advisory 
services does your 
practice offer today?

48%
Tax planning

29% Business Insight

14% Financial planning

5%  Forecasting

5%  Benchmarking

GCS AND HEAD OF 
LEGAL OPS WHO 
ATTENDED THE SESSION
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            WE’VE PROVEN THAT 
REMOTE AUDITING WORKS;  
WE DON’T HAVE TO TAKE 
PEOPLE AWAY FROM 
THEIR FAMILIES FOR LONG 
PERIODS OF TIME
JONNY WOODWARD,  
IT DIRECTOR, 
PKF FRANCIS CLARK  

Supporting clients
We then probed the panel on how they 
are using technology to support clients. 
The question is not neatly separable 
from tech that supports people. A good 
example is Receipt Bank’s receipt 
scanning mobile app – one of many 
product features focused on reducing 
manual tasks as far as possible – or 
enabling them to be done pretty much 
anywhere - so that employees can 
spend more time adding value for, and 
supporting, clients. 

Bulley Davey is actively embracing 
technology to specifically support 
clients – particularly book-keeping 
clients. “A lot of them have said ‘our staff 
are working from home, so your staff 
can work from somewhere other than 
our office’. They’re giving us remote 
access into their book-keeping,” said 
Jonathan. He makes it a point to push 
the security angle – even when clients 
favour a “quick and dirty approach” – 
gently interrogating them on whether 
they have considered, measures such as 
two-factor authentication. 

Although many of their clients have 
embraced Team chats, Churchgates will 
still facilitate face-to-face meetings in 
strict environments, said Penny. Pre-
lockdown, the firm had already started 
implementing a number of technologies, 
including a client portal. “This meant 
that half of the things were working 
smoothly straight away,” she said. The 
big challenge though, is in getting new 
clients: “How do you get that conversion? 
It’s not easy to do on Teams. So, we’ll be 
considering what we do to enhance 
that.” Following on from this, in today’s 
climate, client retention is more 
important than ever. Solutions such as 
Receipt Bank Optimize - offering key, up 
to date, information about clients and 
allowing firms to keep a close eye on 
client engagement indicators – have 
never been more essential. 

Remote client communication naturally 
raises security and confidentiality issues. 
One attendee noted that he had seen 
increased market interest in better 
information exchange capabilities with 
clients. He asked the panel how they 
would approach this from an information 
control and governance perspective. 

At PKF Francis Clark, whose existing 
plans to install a client portal were 
accelerated due to the need for remote 
auditing, making sure that the security 
was right was the biggest challenge, 
said Jonny. “We insisted on two factor 
authentication. That then linked into 
our document management system – 
which provided the API to hook our 
portal into,” he said. The firm has also 
started using Suralink – which provides 
a client document exchange 
mechanism. “We’ve proven that 
remote auditing works; we don’t have 
to take people away from their families 
for long periods of time,” said Jonny. 
Still, this is a people business: “Clients 
sometimes like to see the money 
they’re paying being earned by people 
counting the widgets. So, there’s a 
balance to be found.”

Connectivity. Security. Time saving. 
Just some of the issues preoccupying 
firms as they head further into 
uncharted remote working territory. 
Receipt Bank’s products are tailor-
made for the current situation – 
integrating seamlessly with leading 
accounting software and enabling 
remote teams to be managed 
effectively. Their expert focus on the 
basics goes a long way toward 
streamlining the current, extremely 
complicated, working environment. As 
Jonny noted when he recalled a survey 
that his firm did about their new client 
portal: “We had all these great whizzy 
ideas. When it came back, clients just 
wanted to transfer some files as easily 
as possible.”
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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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