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Top 3 takeaways: 
 

As we welcomed people back to our 8th Accountancy 
Hangout, Lockdown 2 loomed, but the mood was 
positive and forward-thinking – towards embracing and 
making the most of this unprecedented digital disruption. 

We gathered together a panel of IT experts from 
leading accountancy practices and delved into what 
lessons they had learned and what their plans were 
when it came to technology, skills, and change 
management. Our sponsor, Wolters Kluwer Tax & 
Accounting UK, is well-placed for this era of remote 
working. Their innovative ‘available anywhere’ 
technology enables tax, accounting, and audit 
professionals to be more efficient, collaborative, and 
compliant with legislation. 
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Remote working can be seen as an opportunity to look 
at the business holistically – in terms of workflow, for 
example - rather than as silos. As more businesses do 
this, there will be a need for cloud-based software 
solutions with tools that can be accessed in one place so 
that firms and clients can connect, communicate, and 
collaborate anywhere and at any time.  

Managing data is a challenge going forward as people 
engage in new ways of working regulatory and security 
risk to client data increases. Solutions that can reduce 
the risk of non-compliance might feature customised 
workflows and documentation to simplify the GDPR 
process, be able to tailor governance to each client, and 
schedule reviews of ongoing processes.

With the advent of remote working, firms are looking to 
integrate communication technology with solutions such 
as their existing compliance products in order to enable 
collaboration. Also, ‘available anywhere’ technology can 
enable professionals to be collaborative while keeping an 
eye on security and regulatory concerns. 
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Technology

D I G I T A L  D I S R U P T I O N 

First, we looked at the technology. 
After six months of digital 
disruption, what positive effects 
had accountancy firms seen when 
it comes to the tech that they put 
in place? 
 
As Head of Innovation at Smith Cooper, 
Orla Flint quite liked the term ‘digital 
disruption’. She gave the example of 
Teams, which the firm had used just 
“now and again” for meetings. “As soon 
as lockdown hit, we had 100% takeup 
within days. Covid-19 forced the less 
pragmatic people to embrace the 
technology; they now deem it important 
to their working life. Pre-Covid-19, 
people would sit at the back to get far 
away from the video camera and now 
everybody has the cameras on for drinks 
and for quizzes,” she said. 

Douglas Rintoul, CIO of Johnston 
Carmichael – an accountancy firm 
spread out over 13 locations – similarly 
saw the opportunity in the current 
disruption. “With everyone working 
remotely, it’s our chance to stand back 
and see the business holistically as one 
business rather than silos,” he said. 
Workflow is one area that he sees could 
benefit from this holistic view: “How 
can you move work around people 
rather than around offices?” And he 
sees that firms want tools to serve 
clients, particularly client collaboration. 
This is where Wolters Kluwer’s CCH 
OneClick comes in – a secure set of 
cloud tools accessed in one place so 
that firms and their clients can connect, 
communicate, and collaborate 
anywhere and at any time.  

Ben Smith, Partner at Ecovis 
(Accountants, Business Advisors, and 
Data Analysts), also emphasised the 
positive aspects of the disruption – 
remembering how previously a lot of 
people simply didn’t see the full benefit 
of certain technology. This attitude 
changed at the end of March. “Everyone 
was ‘wow, this is great’,” he said. And it’s 
not just employees. “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 the 
end of the “firefighting phase” for a lot of 
people. Less scared of technology, they 
are looking at what they can 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 with companies expanding their 
remote workforces, what about 
governance and security concerns? It 
was undoubtedly easier to keep on top 
of security in the office. Douglas gave 
one example: “You could push out 
patches automatically once you tested 
them – they’re all behind the firewall”. In 
contrast, an employee working at home 
is often connected via VPN, with limited 
bandwidth – conditions which he noted 
make it more difficult to have control of 
laptops and push down updates. Then 
there’s the issue of home security 
arrangements – but not just the 
technical aspect. Both Douglas and Ben 
expressed concern about people living 
in flatshares, sitting around a kitchen 
table within earshot of each other’s 
conversations. “It’s always been the case 
with us that people are the soft 
underbelly when it comes to security,” 
said Ben. One solution could be 
something along the lines of Wolters 

Kluwer’s hosting solution (powered by 
HDUK) – which enables employees to 
work smarter in a secure environment, 
anywhere, with a virtual IT environment. 
A virtual desktop solution is available 
from any device via internet connection. 
Then there is CCH Document 
Management, which makes remote 
working easier by digitally (and securely) 
storing emails and paper documents 
and making them easy to retrieve.

With remote working looking 
increasingly to be a permanent feature 
of working life, firms will be looking to 
integrate popular communication 
technology with existing solutions. 
Dean Shepherd is the Lead Technology 
Manager for Compliance at Wolters 
Kluwer UK Tax & Accounting UK. The 
company has been experimenting 
lately with sending documents and tax 
return data between Teams and their 
CCH Central suite. He asked the panel 
whether it would be useful if 
compliance products were integrated 
with Microsoft - enabling collaboration 
over documents and client information. 
Orla was enthusiastic about the 
prospect of integrating Wolters Kluwer 
software with Teams (Smith Cooper 
already has experience with using 
Teams for more than just video calls). 
Of course, when it comes to integration, 
this is a key feature of Wolters Kluwer 
solutions. For example, CCH Central, 
the core of their tax and accounting 
suite, is a fully integrated database that 
shares information – and is available 
whenever needed. Also, their 
accounting software, CCH Working 
Paper Management, keeps all working 
papers in a single, central location, and 
is fully integrated into CCH Accounts 
Production statutory database, with all 
supporting documentation instantly 
accessible.
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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 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’re 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 and 
‘software as a service applications’,” he 
said. In his view, those people need to be 
given the opportunity to get more 
involved in pushing the businesses 
forward – 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? Is it in 
Streams?” 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? Previously we were ahead of 
the curve in terms of remote and flexible 
working. With Covid-19, everybody is 
doing that,” he pointed out.

One question for the panel asked them 
when reviewing and implementing new 
solutions, how did they ensure that they 
were not duplicating existing ones? 
Douglas suggested that a Project 
Manager type role could help a firm gain 
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.”
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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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Change management

We next turned to the question of 
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.

According to Douglas, managing data is 
a challenge going forward: “You want 
people to engage with things and find 
new ways of working, but at the same 
time you want to control where client 
data is being stored”. He listed a few 
dangers of so-called ‘shadow’ IT. 
“Without clear directions, people will 
not only put things up in Teams, but 
start using free cloud applications – 

with GDPR, and security implications,” 
he said. Providing such direction is part 
of Wolters Kluwer’s CCH GDPR 
Compliance practice software – which 
runs professional online awareness 
and training programmes so that staff 
can be trained. The cloud-based 
solution reduces the risk of non-
compliance by comprising customised 
workflows and documentation to 
simplify the GDPR process and is able 
to be tailored to each client. The 
software also schedules quarterly 
reviews of ongoing processes. 

It was a productive hangout – with 
many great takeaways for the 
accountancy sector. The general 
consensus was that it was important to 
make the most of this digital disruption 
while at the same time keeping an eye 
on security and regulatory concerns. 
With its workflows optimised by 
technology and domain expertise, 
Wolters Kluwer can certainly play a big 
part in helping firms dealing with these 
twin goals.
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We support our customers at every stage, giving them the expert knowledge 
and software that they can rely on to improve their efficiency, navigate change 
and adhere to the needs of regulators and customers alike. By combining our 
expert knowledge with our passion for developing future forward technology, 

we are global leaders at meeting the needs of our customers.

We’re experts in providing information, software and services to tax 
executives who work in complex, compliance-driven environments. Our 

innovative and mobile technology creates a future-proofed, end-to-end tax 
and accounting system, to suit your needs. CCH Central is your one-stop 

shop for tax and accounting compliance and practice management. You can 
manage your clients’ core compliance work from a single screen with access 

to their accounts and tax returns as well as document and communications. 
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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

Global information, software and consultancy 
provider, specialising in tax and accounting 
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