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Our survey found that perhaps unsurprisingly, firms believed their 
biggest strategic challenge in the next three to five years was to develop 
new products and new ways of delivering accountancy services. For 
years it has been clear that firms have been changing tact towards 
advisory services, and companies have been playing catch-up with the 
Big Four. Coronavirus may have accelerated this shift as organisations 
have found time to play more of an advisory role to their clients, as well 
as time to analyse their existing products and services. 

The top three key strategic opportunities include moving to advisory 
(53%), automating processes and workflows (62%) and using data to 
identify and deliver advisory services (57%), all of which are directly 
related to what firms believed was their biggest strategic challenge, in 
developing new products and services. This suggests that managing 
partners (MPs) see this as both a challenge but also the biggest 
opportunity they face.

Perhaps most intriguingly, the majority of MPs (71%) said that their 
revenue comes from compliance at the moment. This drops to 26% when 
MPs were asked where they expected most of their revenue to come 
from in five years. There is a similar shift in consultancy and advisory 
services; 18% of MPs said that’s where most of their revenue comes at 
present, while 59% said they expected most of their revenue to come 
from consultancy and advisory in five years’ time. 

Accountancy Leadership – Strategy, Clients and People
ALTERNATIVE INSIGHTS IN PARTNERSHIP WITH SILVERFIN

Alternative Events and Silverfin 
were aiming to understand more 
about the leadership challenges 
faced by managing partners of 
accountancy practices as they 
plan for the future. We surveyed 
35 managing partners from the 
top 250 accountancy firms to 
gauge the impact the pandemic 
has had on their strategies and 
what this means for the future of 
accountancy. 

We then spoke to three of the top 
managing partners from these firms 
to get their views on the survey 
results. 

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.silverfin.com
https://www.silverfin.com
https://www.shawgibbs.com
https://bhp.co.uk
https://duncantoplis.co.uk
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FOR PETER O’CONNELL, 
MANAGING PARTNER OF TOP 
250 FIRM SHAW GIBBS, THERE 
SHOULD BE LESS FOCUS FROM 
FIRMS ON PROVIDING ADVISORY 
SERVICES, AND MORE ON 
PROVIDING EXISTING SERVICES 
IN AN INNOVATIVE AND BETTER 
WAY. THIS STILL CHIMES WITH 
THE MAJORITY (59%) OF FIRMS 
WHO BELIEVE THAT 
‘DEVELOPING NEW PRODUCTS 
AND NEW WAYS OF DELIVERING 
ACCOUNTANCY SERVICES’ IS 
THE BIGGEST STRATEGIC 
CHALLENGE IN THE NEXT THREE 
TO FIVE YEARS. HOWEVER, HE 
BELIEVES MANY FIRMS WILL 
FOCUS ON THE ‘NEW 
PRODUCTS’ IDEA, AND THAT AS 
SHAW GIBBS ALREADY PROVIDES 
ADVISORY SERVICES, IT IS 
FOCUSING ITS ATTENTION ON 
CHANGING THE WAY THE 
COMPANY DOES THINGS.

In fact, it is for this reason Mr O’Connell 
is challenging people to look at doing 
things in a completely different way, 
rather than what he believes is 
commonplace in the industry, of 
resting on laurels. 

“People often say we do it this way 
because that’s how it’s always done 
and I’m challenging that,” he says.

This change of tact has helped the 
company to make itself more 
prepared and robust when the 
pandemic set in – as it already 
invested in Microsoft Teams, and 
cloud accounting software with 
Silverfin and Xero. 

“We’re constantly looking at new 
products and software that will help us 
to do things better internally,” he says.

It’s for this reason that Mr O’Connell 
says automating processes and 
workflows is the biggest opportunity 
for the firm, in line with the 62% of 
managing partners.

Mr O’Connell explains that the 
company has developed new 
products and will continue to do so. 

“Our desire is to become a full service 
firm. One of the things we did a little 
bit of coming into lockdown was 
providing HR services. Our aim has 
always been to mirror a lot of what 
the financial director of medium-
sized businesses are expected to 
dabble in,” he says. 

The company has a corporate finance 
team, insolvency work, HR and a 
payroll suite. 

“In addition to that we’ve started 
looking internally to see if we can 
develop products internally to help 
us be more efficient in terms of what 
we’re doing. This has included the 
development of our own in-house 
client onboarding piece, which helps 
us efficiently onboard clients and our 
own employee planner to allocate 
people work,” he says.
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Making more of data

Previously, firms would receive a 
single client data file once a year, and 
accountants could do very little with 
it. Now, Mr O’Connell explains that 
there is far more that it can achieve 
as it has access to clients’ real-time.

“This means you can start looking at 
trends such as whether they are 
spending money on research and 
development and if they are we can 
talk to them about R&D tax credits. If 
we can see their staff costs going up, 
we could talk to them about pension 
planning for clients as we have a 
financial advisor, we could talk to 
them about recruitment as we have 
expertise there, and so on,” he says.

He believes many of these trends 
can’t just be picked up by glancing at 
the data. Instead there is a 
requirement for analytics tools. 

“If you don’t set up analytics to do it, 
it becomes very time intensive, 
particularly as you’re trying to find 
trends across multiple clients,” he 
says. “Having access to this trend 
data allows us to become an advisor 
and react quickly to risks and 
opportunities we identify.” 

Effective plans and effective 
leadership 

When Mr O’Connell was asked how 
he believed he was doing as a 
Managing Partner at making strategic 
decisions, he says he picked ‘A’ – 
very effective. This is because along 
with the rest of Shaw Gibbs’ directors, 
he put together a five-year strategic 
plan in October last year and started 
delivering it prior to lockdown. 

“We’ve got a pretty clear idea and 
objective of where we’re going for 
the next four or five years.  
The challenge is changing the 
culture and getting everyone to buy 
into it, and this has been made 
harder throughout the pandemic as 
you’re trying to deliver that message 
across to people remotely,” he says. 

He believes that many Managing 
Partners may have selected 
‘reasonably effective’ instead as 
COVID-19 has put a few doubts into 
people’s minds as to whether they’re 
going in the right strategic direction. 

In light of COVID-19, there is an 
inclination for many firms to contact 
their clients more frequently through 
Zoom in a bid to communicate their 
value and offer to clients, but O’Connell 
says that with so many people suffering 
from Zoom fatigue, there has to be 
alternative methods to reach clients 
such as through clever PR such as an 
article in a trade publication. 

A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P

IN 
PARTNERSHIP 
WITH:

            WE’RE 
CONSTANTLY LOOKING 
AT NEW PRODUCTS 
AND SOFTWARE THAT 
WILL HELP US TO 
DO THINGS BETTER 
INTERNALLY.  
PETER O’CONNELL,  
SHAW GIBBS

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.silverfin.com


1        Better use of data is key 
for advisory

There are numerous ways of using 
up-to-date data to help clients in 
ways that weren’t possible before, 
particularly with the help of 
analytics tools. This will also mean 
the firm can spot trends among 
clients to know what products to 
develop. 

2        Advisory requires 
compliance

Compliance is the base from 
which to build advisory services 
from, firms can’t let their focus 
completely divert to advisory 
services, they need compliance to 
get clients in the door.

 

3        Building rapport, and 
empathy into client 
relationships is a 
challenge

Of the key communication 
challenges, this is the hardest as 
many people are not naturally 
built to communicate in this way, 
but it’s something they now have 
to learn if they’re to become a 
trusted advisor.

3
Key takeaways:

Compliance v Advisory

Mr O’Connell believes that firms 
shouldn’t believe that their revenue 
will switch from compliance to 
consultancy and advisory services, 
but rather that compliance will be 
maintained and that advisory services 
will grow. In other words, he sees 
overall revenue rising and therefore 
the proportion shifting - this is what 
many Managing Partners may have 
been thinking when 59% of them 
said they expected most of their 
revenue to come from advisory 
services in five years. 

“The majority of our work comes 
from compliance at the moment. If 
you build a very efficient and effective 
compliance service and you have a 
lot of clients in there, and they’re 
paying you a reasonable fee, and 
because you’ve got good systems 
and processes, you’re making a 
reasonable profit on it, then this 
gives you the ability to build an 
advisory service around that,” says 
Mr O’Connell.

Compliance enables firms to build a 
client list, and the bigger it is the 
more opportunity there is for 
advisory work.

“I always think that advisory will be a 
more profitable product line in the 
future but I also think it’s essential 
that you have a very strong and big 
compliance function so that advisory 
people can get clients from it – if 
your compliance business drops 
away to next to nothing then you’re 
going to have very few clients to try 
and sell advisory services to,” he says.

Currently a lot of Shaw Gibbs’ clients 
only need advisory services once 
every few years, and for certain 
advisory services such as inheritance 
tax planning it is just a one-off 
service. 

The combination of COVID-19 and 
a strategic shift have meant that Mr 
O’Connell believes the many skills 
that need to be improved in his team 
are communication skills and the 
requirement for more critical 
thinking and problem solving, both 
in line with the findings in our 
research. 

“Within communication, I think 
building rapport with people and a 
trusting relationship and the ability 
to get on with clients. In addition, 
it’s about being empathetic to 
client’s needs at the moment as well 
but some of those really soft skills 
are the hardest to teach people 
because to a certain extent they’re 
either naturally built into people or 
not,” he states. This has been echoed 
throughout the breakfast series 
hosted by SIlverfin too, the skills 
required by the accountant in recent 
months have been the ability to 
communicate and advise on a 
human level with clients - and be 
cognisant of the stress and pressure 
they’re under, particularly in the 
case of SMEs.

        
Where does most of your revenue  
come at present?

71%
Compliance

Poll results:
PROFESSIONALS WHO 
ATTENDED THE SESSION

What will be your firm’s biggest strategic 
challenges in the next 3-5 years?  
(Top three choices)

59%  
Developing new products 
and new ways of delivering 
accountancy services 

47%  Stimulating innovation /  
harnessing creativity in the practice

38% Ensuring the team has the right skills

38% Meeting changing client expectations 

29% Accessing new talent

29% Leading effectively

21%  Understanding the tech landscape and how/
where to find the most value 

18% Managing and communicating with staff

9% Other 

What do you see as the biggest 
strategic opportunity facing your 
firm in the next 3-5 years?   
(Top three choices)

62%
Process transformation:  
automating processes 
and workflows
 

57%  Using data to identify and deliver  
advisory services   

53%   Business model transformation:  
moving to advisory 

44%  The chance to rethink our culture –  
embedding agile working and collaboration

32% Working more transparently with our clients

29%  The ability to connect with clients and  
recruits from outside our locality

12% Making it accessible across the firm

3% Other
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76% Reasonably effective - 
I work well with the partnership/
leadership team to identify and 
plan for longer-term risks and 
opportunities

59%
Consultancy/ 
advisory services 

Where do you expect most of your 
revenue to come from in five years?

18%   Very effective – I have a strategic vision and I am 
able to execute against it

3%  Not very effective – I struggle to identify and plan 
for longer-term risks and opportunities

3%   Ineffective – I am focused on shorter-term 
resolutions to our challenges

        

        

18% Consultancy/advisory services

6%  Tax services

5%  Audit

0%  Payroll / Bookkeeping / Other

26% Compliance

12% Tax services

3%  Audit

0%  Payroll / Bookkeeping / Other

IN 
PARTNERSHIP 
WITH:

A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P
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How effective do you believe you are  
as Managing Partner currently at 
making 3 to 5-year strategic decisions?

http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/
https://www.silverfin.com
http://www.alternativeinsights.co.uk/


Creating client value 
and improving the client 

experience
AN INTERVIEW WITH  

LISA LEIGHTON 
MANAGING PARTNER 

AT BHP
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LISA LEIGHTON IS MANAGING 
PARTNER AT BHP, ONE OF THE TOP 
250 FIRMS AND ONE OF THE LARGEST 
INDEPENDENT FIRMS OF CHARTERED 
ACCOUNTANTS IN THE NORTH. 

She believes that the term ‘advisory 
services’ has been bandied about 
throughout the 25 years that she has 
been in the profession, and so when 
the majority of firms (57%) said that 
their biggest strategic challenge in the 
next three to five years was ‘developing 
new products and new ways of 
delivering accountancy services’, she 
was not particularly surprised.

However, BHP have started to 
differentiate between simple advisory 
services and complex advisory services. 
The latter, she says, have been provided 
by BHP and other big firms and these 
encompass services such as tax planning 
and corporate finance disposals. It is the 
former – simple advisory services – that 
she believes organisations are struggling 
with at the moment.

“This is about having really good general 
business conversations with clients, 
and that’s what we’re trying to get to at 
BHP,” Ms Leighton says. 

Ms Leighton believes that firms struggle 
with this because as an industry it has 
trained number crunchers rather than 
people who are comfortable engaging 
with clients on a regular basis. 

This is a journey that BHP embarked on 
before COVID-19, and a big part of this 
journey has been the ability to capture 
data quickly to help deliver advisory 
services – which was cited as the 
second biggest strategic opportunity 
facing firms in the next three to five 
years (57%).

“The likes of Xero, QuickBooks and cloud 
accounting systems have really helped 
with that, particularly with the apps you 
can plug into there to extract the data 
quickly,” she says. 

A basic example of using this data 
effectively is in casting an eye on a 
company’s working capital using such 
tools.

“It’s really easy to pick up the phone and 
say ‘why have you not rung that 
customer to try and collect that debt, 
do you know it’s considerably over your 
credit terms,” she says, emphasising 
that this doesn’t amount to huge 
transformational advisory services, but 
that it is something that smaller clients 
don’t necessarily focus on. 

Ms Leighton didn’t agree that automating 
processes and workflows (62%) was the 
biggest strategic opportunity, as she feels 
that this is something that is already 
carried out at BHP – with electronic filing 
of accounts at Companies House and 
electronic signatures being some of the 
things that the company has put in place. 
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Firms clearly see the future in advisory 
and consultancy services and away 
from compliance. Ms Leighton suggests 
that it depends what compliance 
services will be considered as 
compliance in the future – but that 
compliance won’t go away, it will just 
be different.

“Making Tax Digital will mean that in the 
next three to five years we’re likely to be 
reporting quarterly to HMRC, which is 
still compliance but I think compliance 
will diminish,” she says.

“I think compliance will be put under 
pressure because it’s far easier to do a 
year end set of accounts, because if 
you’re engaging more with a client 
quarterly then the year end drops off 
the end,” she adds.

However, she believes that businesses 
will still be happy to spend a similar 
amount on accountancy but it will be 

divided differently to how it has been in 
the past – with some on compliance 
and other amounts on advisory services 
-  and BHP has seen signs of this in the 
last 18 months. 

“They’re happy to pay for regular 
engagement, and it’s not just simply 
around talking about the numbers,” she 
states. 

The aim, ultimately is to get existing 
clients spending more with BHP. 

“You’re effectively competing with a 
client recruiting a financial controller 
and we can deliver this cheaper than 
employing somebody. We want to 
grow this side of the business, and 
we’re looking for clients that want to 
engage with us and listen to our advice 
– this comes with a higher price tag 
and people are prepared to pay it. 
COVID-19 has helped with that as 
well,” she says. 

A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P

Compliance and advisory revenue – a reversal or an added stream?

COVID-19 has made an impact 
on strategic direction
Every year, the 38 partners at BHP look 
at what the strategic vision is, and 
consider what types of involvements 
the company should have in 
conferences and other engagements.

“We keep one eye on the future – we’re 
not a firm that wants to go backwards,” 
she says. 

Underneath that, the company has an 
operations board which includes a head 
of HR, IT and FD, which Ms Leighton 
says is essential to help the organisation 
run as it does. 

Ms Leighton says she picked the 
‘reasonably effective’ option when 
asked about her effectiveness at making 
3-to-5 year decisions.

“I think throughout the COVID-19 
process has proved that by collaborating 
and working together as a team, we’ve 
actually moved mountains and I’d say 
this business in a far better place now 
than we went into it, and you look back 
and think ‘why didn’t we do some of this 
stuff before’,” she says.

She believes that the firm was less 
effective prior to the pandemic, and 
may have even picked option C  - not 
very effective – if asked before the crisis.

            WE KEEP ONE EYE ON THE 
FUTURE – WE’RE NOT A FIRM THAT 
WANTS TO GO BACKWARDS
LISA LEIGHTON, BHP

IN 
PARTNERSHIP 
WITH:
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1        Communication
 It’s the simple advisory 

services that BHP and other 
accountancy firms are trying 
to get to grips with – and as 
the research highlights, a lot of 
the issues are around 
communication. 

2        Showcase
  COVID-19 has helped 

BHP to get a firm grip on its 
own strategy and make strides 
that it may have not made 
otherwise. It has also provided 
an opportunity for firms to 
showcase their advisory skill 
sets as clients have needed their 
insight more than ever now.

3        ‘Simple’ and ‘complex’ 
advisory services

Compliance isn’t going away, 
but it’s likely to be less of an 
accountancy firm’s overall 
revenue. Compliance has 
enabled firms to build up a client 
list, but to retain it and obtain 
more revenue from this list it is 
imperative that firms start 
offering ‘simple’ and ‘complex’ 
advisory services.

3
Key takeaways:

Poll results:
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Prioritising people,  
skills and retention
AN INTERVIEW WITH IAN PHILLIPS, 

DEPUTY MANAGING DIRECTOR 
OF A TOP 30 CHARTERED 

ACCOUNTANCY FIRM 
DUNCAN & TOPLIS
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FOR IAN PHILLIPS, DEPUTY 
MANAGING DIRECTOR OF A TOP 
30 CHARTERED ACCOUNTANCY 
FIRM DUNCAN & TOPLIS , THE TOP 
ANSWERS FOR BIGGEST STRATEGIC 
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES 
FOR ACCOUNTANCY FIRMS ARE 
INTERLINKED. 

New products need to take into 
account the use of data to help and 
advise clients, and Duncan & Toplis’ 
new product Evolve does just this. 

“Evolve takes the bookkeeping, takes 
it into the management reporting, 
developing management information 
(MI), and expanding almost from a 
standardised template into reporting 
functionality to look at KPIs for the 
business, whether it is financial, and 
then adding in statistical information 
to try and develop the client’s 
understanding and better knowledge 
of their business,” he says.

“That data is king, and the flexibility 
and ability to manipulate data now is 
so easy, and we’re seeing clients 
coming to use wanting us to help in 
the production of the MI and 
adoption of the monthly reporting 
packs – and we see this as an area 
that can add value, particularly if we 
can get the automation piece 
working properly because then our 
time can then be used on 
interpretation and advising the client 
as to which way they need to be 
travelling,” he adds.

Mr Phillips emphasizes that data the 
firm uses, both for its internal 
processes and for its clients’ needs 
to be accurate, and have integrity. 

Compliance automation means 
advisory can grow
The research indicated that advisory 
services would make up the majority 
of revenue in five years’ time for most 
(59%) firms. Mr Phillips sees Duncan & 
Toplis as a provider of compliance 
services, but believes as an overall 
practice it will be a reduced proportion 
of its fee income from clients.

“We’re expecting our fees to continue 
to grow but there will be a greater 
proportion coming out of advisory 
because the compliance aspect is 
becoming more automated, and we 
need to be slicker and leaner in 
delivering that so that we can engage 
with clients where the real value is - 
in the advisory piece,” he says.

The firm probably does 1250 tax 
returns at its Newark office, and Mr 
Phillips says that technically 50% of 
these clients could do this themselves, 
and another 25% could do it with a bit 
of assistance. 

“I tell you that because the 50% that 
we’re doing, they choose to pay us to 
do that job because they get comfort 
from using a professional,” he says. 

“You can afford to lose 10 or 20 
little jobs and you only need a 
medium sized one that wants you 
to do the bookkeeping, to more 
than compensate for it,” he adds.

This would mean that the average fee 
per client will increase. Those who 
can't afford it, or feel confident to do 
returns themselves, are likely to be lost 
but this will be made up from clients 
who require a full set of advisory 
services from bookkeeping to VAT 
returns, and accounts, tax and advisory.

IN 
PARTNERSHIP 
WITH:

A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P
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What are your main challenges in developing/
strengthening client relationships in a digital 
environment? (Top three choices)

74%
Communicating our 
value/offer to clients

59%  Understanding if/how individual client’s needs have 
changed post-Covid

44%  Understanding changing consumer trends and the  
impact these might have on our service provision

44%  Convincing clients that you can continue to provide 
value/benefit remotely

21%  Lack of access to collaborative technologies / not  
satisfied with the collaborative technologies we use

3%  Our firm doesn’t have the skills we need to develop and 
manage client relationships in a remote/digital environment

59% How to communicate 
your brand effectively to clients 
in a digital/remote environment

What information would help you improve how 
you work with clients? (Top three choices)

50%  Skills to develop client relationships remotely 
through technology

41%  Access to real-time data on your clients’ business 
performance

35% Data on how you are interacting with clients

27%  Better knowledge of the technology options for 
working collaboratively

18% A better understanding of how to price for services

6% Other

        
What steps are you taking to ensure you 
meet your clients’ changing needs?

62% We’re critically evaluating 
our existing services to ensure they 
match our clients’ needs

18% We’re developing new services in   
 partnership with our clients

15%  We’re meeting our clients’ needs by training 
our team on effective business consulting

6

7
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        Poll results:
PROFESSIONALS WHO 
ATTENDED THE SESSION

What are your main challenges 
in leading your people? 
(Top three choices)

71%  
Managing and  
motivating a team in a 
virtual environment

59%  Keeping up staff morale

41% Understanding how staff are feeling

36% Finding and keeping talent

32%  Measuring performance in a virtual 
environment

29%  Dealing with conflict, delivering 
difficult feedback

0% Other 

1        New products require 
the use of data

Most new products will 
incorporate the use of good 
quality data, so the two things go 
hand-in-hand as an opportunity 
and challenge.

2        Automating compliance 
can help the other side 
of the business 

To be able to spend more time 
on advisory work, it makes sense 
to automate processes within 
compliance.

3        Technical and creativity 
skills are key

Technical accounting gives the 
accountant the knowledge to 
be more creative, they then 
need the right communication 
skills to pick up cues or ‘hooks’ 
for when to suggest advisory 
services.

3
Key takeaways:

1 0 1 1 
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Mr Phillips was surprised that only six 
percent of managing partners 
believe technical accounting is the 
most valuable skill for the future 
accountant. 

“You gain your personal awareness 
and your observation of 
commerciality through experience 
but you need to have a high-level of 
technical understanding to enable 
you to do that – the two fit together,” 
he says.

He spends a lot of time keeping up-
to-date with technical aspects so 
that he knows how to apply these in 
a commercial environment. 

“If you separate the two, you end up 
doing things wrong because 
commercially what might be right 
could fail from a tax perspective or 
vice versa, for example,” he says. 

However, he does acknowledge that 
with advisory services there is a 
greater emphasis on thinking outside 
of the box - 44% of respondents said 
creativity would be the most 
important skill for future accountants. 

“I often say to team members that 
the client wants to go from A to B 
and to get to that you have to get to 
C first to get back to B, because 
there’s a VAT issue or a tax problem,” 
he says. 

The company tries to encourage 
this creative thinking and give team 
members experience of different 
business scenarios in real life. 

He says that technical accounting, 
creativity and problem solving are 
all on an equal standing in regards 
to skills future accountants should 
have. 

Our research found that 
communication skills to gather 
information, ask questions, recognise 
opportunities, foster openness and 
build trust were the key skills that 
managing partners thought their staff 
needed to work on.

Mr Phillips says that his firm has 
encouraged his staff to look for 
what they call “hooks”.

“So when the client is talking about 
any topic, for example a new car  - 
are you going to do it on a lease, are 
you going to do it on HP? Have you 
thought about the capital allowance 
system? Just using the general 
discussion the engineer hopes to go 
into an advisor piece,” he explains.

He said the firm is working with 
managers through a business 
development programme to make it 
clear that these conversations are 
not about direct questions to ask if 
they need advisory services, but 
more reactionary to general 
discussion points. 

A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P A C C O U N T A N C Y  L E A D E R S H I P

Technical accounting is just as important 

            THE CLIENT 
WANTS TO GO FROM 
A TO B AND TO GET 
TO THAT YOU HAVE TO 
GET TO C FIRST TO GET 
BACK TO B, BECAUSE 
THERE’S A VAT ISSUE OR 
A TAX PROBLEM
IAN PHILLIPS, 
DUNCAN & TOPLIS
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What information/skills do you think 
your teams most need to work better 
with clients in this environment?  
(Top three choices)

79% Communications 
skills to gather information/
ask questions/recognise 
opportunities

65%  Communications skills to increase 
credibility, create connection,  
foster openness, and build trust

41% More effective analysis of client data 

35%  Technical skills re using collaborative 
technologies

26%  How to maximise their personal  
impact online

6%  A better understanding of consumer trends 
and changing buying behaviours

3%  Other

        

What skills do you think will be most 
valuable for the future accountant? 
(Top three choices)

65% Critical thinking 
and problem solving - ability 
to interpret data and trends 
and turn findings into 
recommendations and actions 

53%  Judgment and decision-making  
– the ability to advise clients on a course of 
action and create a strategy and action plan 
they can follow 

44%  Creativity - ability to use experience and 
knowledge to respond to a new situation 
and generate new ideas or approaches

41%  Emotional intelligence - identifying and 
responding to the emotions and needs 
of others and using that to manage and 
motivate clients and team members

32%  Digital - the confident use of data, 
technology and tools to serve clients, 
complete tasks and develop new services

15%  Ethics - maintaining integrity, independence 
and professional scrutiny

15%  People management and motivation

6% Technical accounting
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In summary, there is a clear shift from 
compliance to advisory services. The 
question is whether compliance 
revenue is likely to be reduced 
significantly, or whether it is likely to 
remain similar but make-up a smaller 
proportion of overall revenue. If the 
latter is the case, then accountancy 
firms are hoping that revenues will 
increase significantly through 
advisory services. 

However, getting this may be 
complicated as 74% believe that their 
main challenge in developing and 
strengthening client relationships in 
a digital environment is 
communicating their value and offer 
to clients. The use of video 
conferencing tools like Zoom and 
Microsoft Teams may not yet be 
replicating the physical interactions 
that employees were familiar with 
before the pandemic.

More than half of firms (59%) said 
that understanding if and how 
individual clients’ needs had changed 
post-Covid was another key 
challenge. This is surprising as firms 
ought to have been communicating 
with their clients regularly 
throughout the pandemic – but 
perhaps it is because of the nature of 
a sustained period of uncertainty, 
and continuous changes in a number 
of industries that there is a challenge 
in keeping up-to-date with what a 
client needs.

When MPs were asked what steps 
they were taking to ensure they met 
their clients’ changing needs, the 
majority (62%) said they were critically 
evaluating their existing services to 
ensure they match their client’s needs. 
Considering the survey was sent out 
towards the latter part of the year, 
months after the first lockdown, it 
seems as if the majority of 
accountancy firms are not yet 
convinced that their existing services 
fit the bill during this uncertain period, 
and they’re not ready to move onto 
developing new services in partnership 
with their clients (which 18% of MPs 
said they were doing). It seems that 
the period has made many firms 
uncertain of exactly what comes next 
– even though it is clear that advisory 
services are what they want to 
provide, perhaps they’re unsure of the 
journey to get there.

When it came to their people; the 
highest proportion of MPs said that the 
most valuable skills for the future 
accountant would be critical thinking 
and problem solving (65%), followed 
by judgment and decision making 
(53%). The former is about interpreting 
data and trends and turning findings 
into recommendations, while the latter 
is about being their trusted advisor. 
The two go hand-in-hand – without 
the data, there is no trusted advisor. 
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To be a trusted advisor, a key skill is 
communication and yet it is the 
communication skills to gather 
information, recognise opportunities, 
increase credibility and build trust that 
MPs believe need the most 
improvement. This suggests that 
communication skills are lacking to 
work better with clients and that firms 
need to invest in some form of training 
to get their employees up to speed. 

Managing and motivating a team in a 
virtual environment, and keeping up 
staff morale, are the main challenges 
cited by MPs in leading their people. 
Considering the external 
circumstances this is understandable 
– and firms may be working on 
wellness policies to address these 
areas. Recruitment and retaining 
talent is also cited, although this is 
perhaps a positive for the sector as it 
suggests that firms are still aiming to 
grow and keep hold of skilled workers.

Measuring performance, delivering 
difficult feedback and dealing with 
conflict are other areas that about a 
third of MPs say is a main challenge. 
These are likely to be overcome 
over time as management become 
more comfortable with remote 
working, it’s likely that they will be 
able to better gauge performance, 
as well as handle difficult situations 
through phone or video calls. 

The general consensus is that MPs 
want their accountants to become 
trusted advisors, but COVID-19 has 
potentially slowed this shift down 
because of the uncertainty around 
clients’ finances. In addition, 
communication skills which may 
have already needed improvement, 
are even harder to improve over 
video conferencing tools. However, 
over time there is a chance that MPs 
can adjust to this ‘new normal’, 
understand their clients’ needs and 
get on to developing new services 
and advisory services. 

Communication

Conclusion
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