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Top 3 takeaways: 
 

A lot happened in the short break leading up to our 8th 
Accountancy Hangout, with Lockdown 2 bringing in 
more uncertainty around what McKinsey calls a tipping 
point of “historic proportions” for digital disruption. 
Yet, attendees and panelists (IT experts from top 
accountancy firms) were in high spirits – not only ready 
to learn from the lessons of digital disruption but embrace 
the change. We discussed their plans going forward in 
terms of technology, skills, and change management. It 
was a discussion that was extremely relevant to our 
sponsor Circit, whose services deal with many of the 
concerns (including security and governance) that firms 
might have while performing audits; helping them 
perform quality audit engagements, collaborate with 
clients, and instantly verify assets at source.  
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Managing data is a challenge going forward as 
people engage in new ways of working. Shadow IT 
such as free cloud applications poses a regulatory 
and security risk to client data. Software vendors 
with robust procedures in place to adhere to data 
privacy and GDPR allow customers to, in turn, 
ensure compliance.

Rather than immediate results, there can be a 
significant time lag before the benefits of technology 
solutions are realised, with many firms expecting to 
see full benefits only within 6-12 months.

When implementing new solutions, one challenge 
for firms is ensuring that they are not duplicating 
existing ones. A project manager type role, for 
example, could help firms gain the necessary 
oversight by looking across the different systems 
and business lines.

A tipping point of “historic proportions” 
for digital disruption 
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Poll results:

PROFESSIONALS  
WHO ATTENDED  
THE SESSION

Has home working put 
pressure back on receipts 
and expense paperwork?

72% 
No it has not

28%  Yes it has

48% 
Data stored in 
cloud platforms 
such as M365 
and G Suite

Which data types do you see 
as most crucial to your ‘new 
normal’ ways of working?

36%  Data stored in a centralised  
location such as the business  
data centre

12%  Data stored on business platforms 
such as a CRM system.

4%  Local data stored on a laptop 
or machine

When adopting and 
implementing solutions 
across which timescale 
do you expect to see the 
full ‘benefit’?

36%
Between 6  
to 12 months

28% Between 3 to 6 months

24% Over 1 year

12% Under 3 months
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Orla Flint, Head of Innovation at Smith 
Cooper, quite liked the term ‘digital 
disruption’. She cited the example of 
Teams, which the accountancy firm 
had used just “now and again” for 
meetings. “As soon as lockdown hit, we 
had 100% takeup within days. Covid-19 
forced less pragmatic people to 
embrace the technology and they now 
deem it important to their working life. 
Pre-Covid-19, people would sit at the 
back to get away from the video 
camera. Now everybody has their 
cameras on for drinks and for quizzes,” 
she said, noting how some kind of 
disruption is needed to force people 
down this path. 

Douglas Rintoul, CIO of Johnston 
Carmichael – an accountancy firm 
spread out over 13 locations – similarly 
saw opportunity in the current 
disruption. “With everyone working 
remotely, it’s our chance to stand back 
and see the business holistically rather 
than different silos,” he said. He identified 
workflow as one area that could benefit 
from this holistic view: “How can you 
move work around people rather than 
around offices?” One challenge he sees 
is that traditional accountancy suppliers 
can’t move fast enough to keep up with 
other suppliers such as ‘software as a 
service’ companies. And firms do want 
tools to serve clients - particularly 
around client collaboration. On this 
front, Circit’s solutions consider all 
aspects of effective collaboration – 
including allowing for the ability to invite 
a client’s accountant to manage the 
audit process.

Ben Smith, Partner at Ecovis (Accountants, 
Business Advisors, and Data Analysts), also 
emphasised the positive aspects of digital 
disruption – remembering how a lot of 
people didn’t see the full benefit of certain 
technologies. This attitude changed at the 
end of March. “Everyone was ‘wow, this is 
great’,” he said. “Clients, and our supply 
chain, started asking us, ‘You’ve been 
doing these file sharing mechanisms for 
an audit. How can we learn some of this 
from you?” He attributed this to people 
now being less scared of technology; 
looking at what they could get out of it: 
“They often say to the accountants, ‘How 
can you help us a bit more around system 
integration, improving our business 
intelligence, and using other tools for 
debt recovery or due diligence?’ 

And when it comes to tech solutions, it 
was recognised that there would be a 
time lag before the benefits were realised. 
We polled our attendees on the question 
‘When adopting and implementing 
technology solutions, across which 
timescale do you expect to see the full 
benefit? Few were anticipating immediate 
results: 36% expected to see full benefits 
only within 6-12 months, and 28% within 
3-6 months. Of course, timescales 
depend entirely on the solution. Many of 
the benefits of Circit’s products, for 
example, are more or less immediate – 
particularly the time savings. Their 
‘increase audit efficiency’  promise is seen 
at each stage of the audit process – 
starting with the ability to exchange files 
& messages with client instantaneously 
during the PBC/ Request List phase. 
Efficiencies can then be found within the 
audit confirmations process, through 
automating the creation & processing 
requests to reduce administrative & 
turnaround time.
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D I G I T A L  D I S R U P T I O N 

Technology 

First, we turned to the technology 
aspect. After six months of digital 
disruption, what positive impact (if 
any) have accountancy firms seen 
when it comes to the technology that 
they put in place? 
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Poll results:

PROFESSIONALS  
WHO ATTENDED  
THE SESSION

What is the most pressing 
challenge your firm is 
currently facing managing 
your content right now?

42% 
Working 
collaboratively

20% Document Security

19% Retention policy (archiving)

19%  No issues with document  
management

What key skill areas are 
most important for your 
management team to 
develop 
(Top three choices) 

45%
Managing  
remote teams
 

32%    Managing the mental health 
of the team

32% Coaching

32% Managing performance

29%  Use of collaboration  
technology

16%  Developing an effective 
work/life balance

13%  Having difficult  
conversations

10%  Time management

10%  Maintaining informal team 
contact when working 
remotely

6%  Effective use of Teams/Zoom 
etc. for delivering team 
training
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Skills and Talent

So what skills and talent will 
accountancy firms need to foster if 
they want to make the most of the 
present digital disruption? 

Douglas observed how after many years 
of digital progression being driven by the 
IT function, he was seeing business lines 
pushing forward with the digitisation of 
the firm. “In doing so, they are finding 
that with ecosystems such as Xero, and 
with different apps, they’re building up a 
core of people in the business lines with 
real skills in these cloud technologies,” 
he said. In his view, it comes down to 
allowing those people to get more 
involved in pushing the businesses 
forward – though with one caveat. 
“Sometimes they can push too quickly 
without thinking about governance, 
security, or GDPR. It is easy to put lots of 
client information in Teams, but do we 
know where the client information is? Is 
it in SharePoint? Is it in Teams?” he said. 
He also doesn’t see professional 
accountancy staff going forward being 
“pure” accountants. “They have to have 
a balance of accountancy and 
technology, within areas such as 
integration between cloud apps, API 
integration, system integration, 
cybersecurity,” he said.  

According to Ben, most of the young 
people coming through use the Xero app 
store. “We’re keen to encourage people, 
within secure confines, to use some of 

these apps to see how they can help 
clients,” he said. He thought that the 
traditional accountancy skills - interpreting 
and analysing information and delivering 
on that to clients – would still come into 
play - just with different tools. “Not 
everybody needs to be a data scientist or 
coder to be an accountant in the future, 
but there will be a war on talent for these 
people. So, what can you do to keep that 
talent, to keep people motivated?”

And sifting through the sheer number of 
vendors in the market can be a skill in 
and of itself. John Meagher, Commercial 
Director at Circit, asked the panel a 
question that was relevant to large and 
mid-tier firms: when reviewing and 
implementing new solutions, how did 
they ensure that they were not 
duplicating or overlapping existing ones? 
And were the new solutions making a 
real improvement? Douglas suggested 
that a Project Manager type role could 
help with the necessary oversight “To 
look across the different systems and 
interact with the different business lines 
so they’re all aware of what the other is 
doing, and then a strategy put together 
in one stream rather than lots of streams 
going in different directions.” This 
increasing desire for a holistic and 
streamlined approach underpins Circit’s 
‘one management’ platform – where 
audit confirmation requests can be 
initiated, generated, managed, and 
progressed in a single, secure, workspace.
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Change management isn’t easy at 
the best of times. We asked the 
panel how firms were keeping up 
and dealing with the increasing 
pace of technological and 
organisational change.
 
Ben saw two key strands for his company 
to stay on the path of continuous 
improvement. The first involves giving 
people the opportunity to try stuff. 
“They’re going to be closer to some of 
this technology on the ground than the 
partners,” he said. The second route is to 
learn from and collaborate with the 
community and the industry.

And where are firms now finding the 
gold standard tools on collaboration or 
change management? When it comes to 
investing in software, Orla saw some of it 
as down to trial and error. “We invested 
heavily in video-conferencing software 
before lockdown, and it was fantastic. 
But then we embraced Teams, so we 
don’t use it as much anymore,” she said.  
“When investing in something, you need 
to think about it a lot more now seeing 
how things have changed over the last 
6-9 months. Are we going to have that 
massive change again?”

Douglas also saw managing data as a real 
challenge going forward: “You want 
people to engage and find new ways of 
working, but at the same time you want 
to control where client data is being 
stored”. One danger of so-called 
‘shadow’ IT is the regulatory and security 
risk. “Without clear directions, people will 
not only put things up in Teams, but start 
using free cloud applications – with 
security and GDPR implications,” he said. 
Circit is all too aware that this risk is at the 
forefront of their clients’ minds – and 
they have robust procedures in place to 
preserve the confidentiality of all physical 
and electronic info assets (including a full 
audit trail, and court admissible digital 
signatures). Their own strict adherence 
to data privacy and GDPR allows their 
customers to, in turn, ensure compliance. 
Circit’s products have layered security to 
protect content, multiple authentication 
methods and a full, immutable, audit trail 
– in addition to all content being 
encrypted to the same level used by 
leading banks and government agencies.

 
 
 
 

The mood of this hangout was 
reassuringly positive – firms are focused 
on being resilient and making the most 
of digital disruption while recognising 
the possible risks around security and 
governance. Audit confirmation requests, 
in particular, are time-consuming, lack 
visibility and can delay audit sign-
off.    Circit offers reliability, security and 
control over this key process in an 
intuitive, standardised platform – 
enabling auditors to save time on manual 
work and shift resources to higher value 
audit work. 
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            WHEN INVESTING IN SOMETHING, 
YOU NEED TO THINK ABOUT IT A LOT 
MORE NOW SEEING HOW THINGS HAVE 
CHANGED OVER THE LAST 6-9 MONTHS. 
ARE WE GOING TO HAVE THAT MASSIVE 
CHANGE AGAIN? 
BEN SMITH, 
PARTNER, ECOVIS

Change management
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Circit is unique as an AISP & FCA regulated platform who 
believe in the automation & advancement of existing audit 
processes to support audit teams of all sizes reduce time & 
costs, whilst improving audit quality. Dedicated to 
confirmations, independently obtaining bank transactions, 
PBC & eIDAS compliant digital signing

Visit the Circit website 

 
https://circit.io
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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  
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