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Clients want skills such as collaboration, and a growth 
mindset. However, professionals are taught to minimise 
risk, and this breeds a bias against these other skills – 
which are increasingly important as transactions are 
increasingly automated and value-add work is left over.

There is an appetite for further adoption of AI and 
machine learning technology. The big move in 
automation is taking the day-to-day grind out, but 
increased use of data-reliant AI or machine learning 
also raises concerns about data security.

The change in attitude toward tech adoption has given 
firms an opportunity to rethink how they serve clients 
– some are sticking to how they used to delight their 
clients and try to mimic that in the digital world. Others 
are taking the whole thing digital. It was noted that 
extroverts are trying to replicate the old world with 
technology, but collaboration is difficult to do this way.

We are now within sight of the end of a year which has 
seen digital disruption of historic proportions, with 
unprecedented levels of tech adoption and, some 
would say, innovation. Have firms learned the lessons? 
Perhaps more importantly, will those lessons stick? 
And what exactly is ‘innovation’ anyway? 
 
For our 7th Tech Hangout, we brought together IT 
leaders from across professional services – law, 
accountancy, management consulting - to talk (and 
share some strong opinions around!) tech, talent and 
change management. Our Sponsor, Pulsant, was on 
hand. As a leading supplier of co-location and cloud 
infrastructure services, they understand how cloud 
technology can make or break the success of remote 
working. Their solutions focus on connectivity 
underpinned by security. 

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
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Poll results:

PROFESSIONALS  
WHO ATTENDED  
THE SESSION

        Which departments do you 
think would benefit the most 
from a digital 
transformation?

27% HR

27% Sales  
& marketing

19%  Management /  
The executive team

18% Operations

9% IT

0% The office of finance

36%
Easier management 
of telecoms

What benefits do you  
see in moving to cloud 
telephony?

27%  Easier for employees to work 
from any location

18%  New functionality  
(e.g. presence, conferencing, 
call recording)

10%  Improved integration 
between fixed and mobile 
communications

9%  Better external communication 
and collaboration with clients

 0%  Reduced telecoms costs

 0%  None of the above

INNOVATION 

Technology
There’s no doubt that technological 
opportunities have arisen from the 
present digital disruption. What are 
some of these opportunities? And are 
firms able to make the most of them?  
 
Sarah Blair, IT Director at Thorntons law 
firm, does a lot around innovation and 
knows disruption when she sees it. “What 
we’ve seen in the last few months is not 
disruption. It might feel pretty disruptive 
but having to pivot to do video with our 
clients, or do digital signatures, isn’t itself 
digital disruption,” she said. Her preferred 
definition revolved around innovation.  
“Disruption is a phenomenon by which 
innovation transforms a market by 
introducing simplicity, convenience, 
accessibility, and affordability,” she said, 
querying whether they were truly offering 
effortless experiences to clients. Under 
her pyramid model of digital 
transformation, the foundation involves 
things such as having the right platforms 
to allow agile working. The top is where 
you change business models – requiring 
a shift in mindset. Over the past few 
months, the Thorntons have accelerated 
up that pyramid. “We had a digital ID and 
client onboarding process ongoing for a 
while, and all of a sudden we had to 
implement it across the firm in about 
three weeks,” said Sarah. And barriers 
have been dropping all over the place: 
“We’ve seen a really collaborative 
approach from our court service, creating 
a new API in eight weeks with them”.

Barrie Cox, Senior IT Manager at Hillier 
Hopkins, said that the accountancy 
practice already had a strong platform 
(Citrix) at the start of the crisis, so were 
well prepared. “But it does give us a 
chance to really look at our existing 
technology, trying to improve it or 
replace it. We’ve seen a huge push 
towards some of the projects that might 
have been delayed,” he said.

Harry Gaskell, CIO at EY, has seen a 
behaviour change at both ends of the 
stream between clients and consultants, or 
clients and accountants. “People in EY 
have resisted making their services digital 
for the last 5-10 years, and clients have 
resisted receiving our projects digitally. 

Now you have not just a willingness, but a 
necessity to both create and consume 
digital products,” he said. This change in 
attitude has given the firm an opportunity 
to rethink how they serve clients – though 
the extent of this ‘rethinking’ varies: “Some 
people are sticking to how they used to 
delight their clients, and try to mimic that 
in the digital world. Whereas other people 
are taking the whole thing digital. So, you 
can now deliver some results without 
ever seeing a human being.”

“We feel that there’s been 20 years of 
digital transformation in this short period,” 
remarked Connie Wiseman, CIO at Ronan 
Daly Jermyn. The law firm went from 
having different systems that were not 
being used to a situation where “suddenly 
a firewall with a little internet line for 20 
remote users had 1000 people”. “As we 
open up a little bit from lockdown, the 
challenge is in retaining that momentum,” 
he said, “You come back and you see 
some guy printing 5000 pages per client, 
you’re like ‘what happened to the new 
world we spoke about’?”

Andy Bevan, Cloud Sales Specialist at Pulsant, 
pointed out that AI and machine learning 
had been used for some time in certain 
business functions and asked the panel 
whether there was an appetite for further 
adoption. Connie said that Ronan Daly 
Jermyn was currently moving to a new 
practice matter system – with lawyers, 
excited about the automation and AI piece, 
asking ‘where are the bots?’ “The big move in 
automation is taking the day-to-day grind 
out and finding out what’s slowing you down 
each day. There’s amazing companies who 
will build these for you, but there’s a human 
element to it first where you’re looking at 
your processes, at what you’re doing, and 
saying ‘that’s the pain point, that’s what’s 
costing us, that’s affecting our clients, make 
this better,” he said. Of course, increased use 
of data-reliant AI or machine learning does 
raise concerns about the security of that data 
(much of it belonging to clients).  Pulsant’s 
managed security solutions are all supported 
by its relationships with leading security 
vendors, ensuring that business-critical data 
is secure and protected. And business 
continuity is also assured with backup 
solutions and disaster recovery.  

https://www.pulsant.com/
http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.pulsant.com/
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Poll results:
Given the topic today discusses 
technology adoption and digital 
disruption, which area do you 
think will be most affected by 
changes in tech adoption over 
the coming year?

31%  
Automation of 
transactional  
activities

25%  Security oversight of the 
dispersed workforce

25% Remote working technology

19%  Client engagement

0%  Marketing to attract new clients

What key skill areas are  
most important for your 
management team to develop? 
(top 3 choices):

38%  Managing the mental health 
of the team

31%  Developing an effective work /  
life balance

19%  Coaching

19%  Managing performance

13%  Having difficult conversations

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

0%  Time management

63%
Use of collaboration 
technology 

63%
Managing remote 
teams
 

INNOVATION 

Skills and talent
We next turned to looking at what 
skills and talent will be necessary if a 
firm wants to make the most of this 
digital disruption. Also, most 
importantly, do we do we know how 
to get these skills?

Harry thought that introverts would be 
the ones driving new ways of working: 
“At EY, the tax people don’t have to go 
into the office anymore. They can be 
isolated and read their tax books. And 
they are loving this way of working. But 
consultants hate it – we get energy 
from bouncing off people, we think by 
talking,” he said. “You see extroverts 
trying to replicate the old world with 
technology and it’s useless. You can 
communicate on Teams or Zoom, but 
collaboration is difficult and you don’t 
do it by replicating the old world”.

Barrie Cox is seeing a bigger requirement 
for cloud skills. “Xero, QuickBooks, that 
type of thing. And bigger are of 
integration with Receipt Bank and areas 
like that,” he said. “Now they need those 
cloud skills, and so are quicker to jump 
to cloud-based applications that are not 
the standard ones that the firm offer, 
such as Trello,” he said. 

Sarah said that what clients really want 
is value add skills such as collaboration, 
creativity, a growth mindset. A true 
partner. This can be at odds with the 
existing skill set in a typical professional 
services firms: “Professionals such as 
lawyers are taught to minimise risk, and 
this breeds a bias against these other 
skills that are becoming increasingly 
important, especially where we’re 
automating and driving grunt work 
down to bots so what’s left is value add 
stuff.” She disagreed with the idea that 
you can just tell everyone that they 
‘must innovate’. “You need to introduce 
skills like creativity and collaboration 
into the firm,” she said. When we polled 
attendees on which area they thought 
would be most affected by changes in 
tech adoption over the coming year, 
the most popular area (31%) was the 
automation of transactional activities. 
So it looks like the demand for such 
‘value-add’ skills will only increase. Of 
course, the success of automation 
itself depends on reliable and secure 
connectivity. Which is where Pulsant’s 
managed networking and hybrid cloud 
design and delivery service comes in. It 
securely connects businesses internally, 
while supporting the network. 

  

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.pulsant.com/
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Poll results:

PROFESSIONALS  
WHO ATTENDED  
THE SESSION

INNOVATION 

Change and change management

            IN TRUTH, THEY’RE LIKE FLAILING TURTLES 
ON THEIR BACKS. IF ALL OUR OFFICES OPENED 
TOMORROW, THEY WOULD TRY AND RECREATE 
THE OLD WORLD - GIVING AWAY ALL THE 
OPPORTUNITIES TO TRANSFORM, 
HARRY GASKELL, CIO, EY

        Which of these client 
focused skill areas would it 
be useful for your firm to 
improve? (top 3 choices):

55% 
Developing 
business 
remotely

45%  Delivering engaging 
remote 
presentations

45%  Effective remote 
networking

27%  Maintaining informal 
client contact in a  
virtual world

27%  Building and keeping 
client trust

27%  Hosting client events 
online

18% Cross selling
9%  Supporting clients facing 

difficult situations
9%  Maintaining client 

confidentiality when 
working from home

0% Keeping clients up to date

The final challenge was around change 
and change management. How are 
professional services firms keeping up 
with the increasing pace of 
technological change? 
 

Perhaps most importantly, firms need to 

appreciate how ‘change control’ no 

longer involves attempting to make 

things stay as they are. “The status quo 

was the safe model. With this new 

urgency, you have to move and that 

changes ‘change control’ completely 

The model of staying where you are, 

which was safe, is now dangerous 

because not to change may be the end 

of a business,” said Connie.

For Barrie, the change challenge is 

around remote working, and how to 

manage people within this new reality. 

“Suddenly, we have hundreds of little 

silo offices, with people who have 

limited access to central resources. 

When it comes to change management, 

there are simple things such as trying to 

keep computers up to date, and 

Windows updates.” And although staff 

have embraced the new technology, he 

also pointed to the need to help them 

manage the way that information was 

coming at them: “They’re getting chat 

messages through Teams, calls on their 

personal mobiles.” 

How can firms deliver change 

management effectively? One challenge 

is making sure that once delivered, it 

sticks. According to Harry, many senior 

leaders are coping with the new reality 

because they have no alternative.  

“In truth, they’re like flailing turtles on 

their backs. If all our offices opened 

tomorrow, they would try and recreate 

the old world - giving away all the 

opportunities to transform,” he said, 

pointing out that these people were of 

his generation and that EY was trying to 

get more of its youth into policymaking 

and service design. Sarah recalled how 

they used to do change management 

“with carefully thought out campaigns 

with big key messages. We would think 

through training to the nth degree, and 

plan for months”. Yet in the last few 

months, Thorntons have managed huge 

amounts of pivotal change without 

needing that level of planning. “But I 

don’t think that’s sustainable,” she said, “a 

lot of people asked to stop a few things 

we were trying to do because they 

weren’t coping with that pace of change”.

A lot of great ideas and much food for 

thought in this hangout – not least the 

thought-provoking discussions around 

the meaning of ‘innovation’, ‘disruption’ 

and ‘change’. All buzzwords that need to 

be interrogated and clarified as professional 

services firms head into the next phase of 

remote working, and possible further 

disruption. But no matter how they are 

defined, the technology driving and arising 

out of innovation, disruption, and change 

will undoubtedly require flexible, secure, 

cloud platforms along with a trusted 

partner. Pulsant collaborates closely with 

customers and their teams right from the 

initial engagement – making sure that 

outcomes are defined early on. Such 

unique, customised, cloud solutions have 

never been so necessary.

https://www.pulsant.com/
http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.pulsant.com/
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Pulsant is one of the UK’s leading providers of regional data 
centre services, colocation, workplace recovery and managed 
cloud, with a core focus on security, resilience and connectivity.

Established in 1995, we currently serve more than 3,000 mid to large 
size organisations across a variety of industries in both the private and 
public sector and operate an interconnected fabric across our network 
of UK-based data centres to ensure customers have access to secure, 
high performance connectivity.  

We work closely with customers to deliver end-to-end IT solutions that 
address specific needs and have three regional centres of excellence 
focusing on networking, security and customer support.
 

Contact us today to find out more at  
www.pulsant.com  or 0345 119 9900. 
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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   
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