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INTRODUCTION

What if answering just 8 questions could unlock the key to the future of your firm?

For these 8 questions to unlock your future success, strategy has to generate right action.

Right action requires good decisions.

Good decisions require productive and strategic thought  
and debate.

This report will help you achieve all of the above.

To generate right action, we need to remove the mystique behind strategy, debunk the 
jargon and dissolve the scepticism and cynicism often associated with strategy. 

Too often strategy is seen as an overgrown, unwieldy talking-shop that wastes time and 
money. Too often this is true because strategy does not result in sufficient right action 
to deliver results.

This e-book has been created to prove that good strategy works for accountancy firms.
It’s also been created to help you take the action needed to create the accountancy firm 
you really want.

Because you’re reading this report, you should be reassured you are on your way to a 
competitive advantage and a brighter future. Because you’re here, it suggests you are 
serious about the future of your firm, you’re ambitious and you’re looking for the ways 
and means to succeed. You’re willing to invest time and effort in your future (as well as 
in the day-to-day important tasks). You want to get started... 

“The beginning is the most important part of the work”     
  – Plato
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INTRODUCTION

What you should expect from this strategy e-book...
Developing and implementing strategy should be so straightforward that every 
accountant can do it well. 

What holds most firms back, though, is a sense of being overwhelmed by the essential 
day-to-day work of tax, accounts, audit and other related tasks. 

Investing time and effort in good strategy can feel like a stretch too far for many 
firms, despite the fact that good strategy could be the way out of that sense of being 
inundated by the routines of the business.  

Good strategy can and should help resolve key challenges, bring sustainable 
competitive advantage and instill a sense of meaning and enthusiasm for the work you 
do with all stakeholders (your team, your clients, your prospects and your contacts). 
Good strategy can and should also improve fees, profits, capital value growth and 
stress reduction!

By answering the 8 key strategic questions in this e-book, you’ll take 8 significant steps 
towards discovering a sustainable long-term path to future-proof your firm. You’ll also 
be taking the steps to ensure you achieve the goals of all your stakeholders.

As you read on, you’ll hear from ACCA members who are already successfully implementing 
strategic planning within their firms. And because we’ve worked with many firms on 
strategy, we’ll also get off the fence and suggest actions and next steps you could and 
should take.

Strategy is relevant to all firms, which explains why a 2-owner start-up firm we work with 
is on track to achieve their 10-year goals in just 5 years. And because a £20m+ firm and a 
£60m+ group of firms we work with on strategy are seeing greater enthusiasm and action 
around their strategy than ever before, you can be confident that what you’re about to 
get from this report is founded on experience, not just theory.

“…we’ve been able to bring in some 
absolutely awesome people that, I’m clear 
on this, we would never have been able to, 
without values, purpose and strategy we’ve 
created…” - Phil Murray, Harlands
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8 STRATEGY
QUESTIONS
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8 STRATEGY QUESTIONS

Each of these 8 questions, when answered clearly, provide you and everyone associated 
with your firm a real and deep sense of why your firm exists, where you’re going, how 
you must all behave and what must happen next. 

Where to start?
Understand the 8 questions as 8 doors or windows into a house called ‘your future firm’, 
and you see that you can start anywhere. 

All 8 are important, though some may be more difficult than others, depending on 
your firm’s current experience and your previous attempts at strategic thinking and 
planning. All 8 are connected – and it’s the connections that help you achieve the 
transformation you seek for your firm.

What matters most is that you get started and take action on 1 of the 8.

How will 
your firm’s 
strategy 
deliver 
on your 
personal 
goals?

What do 
you and 
your firm 
stand for?

What does 
success look 
like at your 
firm?

How must 
you and 
your 
colleagues 
behave?

Where 
is the 
business 
now?

Where is 
the world 
moving to?

What 
matters 
most 
to your 
clients? 

What 
is your 
without-fail 
focus this 
quarter?

Personal goals Core purpose Business vision Values & behaviour standards

In & out challenges Inevitable trends Things stable in time Without-fail quarterly OKRs
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8 STRATEGY QUESTIONS

If you prefer, it’s okay to start with the one that looks and feels easiest, with the aim of 
building up a head of steam. Or, if we can influence you, what we most want to know  
is what you stand for, what constitutes your raison d’etre, what matters to you?

Get going... 
Read from start to finish if you wish, or...

a. Select any of the 8 questions and 

consume the content, then
 

b. Take the suggested action so that  

you bring strategy to life for your firm

“In business, most deep strategic changes are brought about by a change  
in diagnosis - a change in the definition of the company’s situation.”
- Richard Rumelt, Good Strategy, Bad Strategy1

1 Business Breakthrough - Good Strategy for Your Firm

Where will you start?

1

2

3

6

4

5

7

8

Personal 
goals

Core 
purpose

Business 
vision

Values

In & out 
challenges

Inevitable 
trends

Things 
stable in 
time

Without- 
fail  
quarterly 
OKRs

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/good-strategy-for-your-firm/?loc=rpl
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HEALTH
WARNING - 
LIP SERVICE
IS NOT 
ENOUGH...
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HEALTH WARNING - LIP SERVICE IS NOT ENOUGH...

Trust is a precious thing.

A reputation for being a trusted advisor is hard-won and easily lost.

Talking the talk is no longer (if it ever was) enough to impress the people that matter  
to your firm – your team, your clients, your prospects and your contacts.

And so, before you start on this strategy journey, please be warned – doing it matters 
more than talking about it.

Strategy can and should deliver organisational health (as opposed to organisational 
weakness), where your people and clients are fully engaged in what your firm stands  
for as well as in the work you do every day. This rightly makes strategy sound like a 
trust-building process amongst all your firm’s stakeholders, don’t you think?

Knowledge is one thing, but implementing is what matters – strategy execution brings 
the results you seek. 

This e-book has been created to help you talk clearly about your firm’s strategy and to 
then take the action necessary to bring your strategy to life – to walk the walk, not just 
talk the talk.
 

ACTION: If you want to dive deeper into 
what’s needed to build trust, check out this 
short Business Breakthrough report on the 
language, a framework and elements of trust. 

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/trust-builds-business-for-accountants/?loc=rpl
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HEALTH WARNING - LIP SERVICE IS NOT ENOUGH...

Authenticity really, really, REALLY matters...
Via today’s social media, we can see into the lives of businesses and business leaders 
(the new rock stars!), and people can recognise immediately whether a business’s 
purpose and values are actually genuine. 

An authentic commitment to strategy, and especially purpose and values, is an 
unavoidable trend. However, it’s a trend that can bring team and client loyalty  
and an ability to recruit great new team members and great new clients.

Pay lip service to strategy, making your firm’s core purpose a marketing strapline  
and little else, and your values and vision for your firm become little more than  
wall-art.  You’ll be found out – it will backfire – and trust will be lost. Social media  
is very unforgiving.

Take strategy seriously...
As you can see, an authentic (trustworthy) commitment to good strategy can give  
you a sustainable competitive advantage, partly because so few firms take strategy 
seriously enough.

In short, this drive for strategic authenticity provides a massive opportunity with the 
two most important groups of people in your firm:

   Your existing team and future recruits

   Your existing and prospective clients

In this e-book, you’ll discover the ways and means of making your firm appeal to both 
of these groups. 

You’ll also see how good strategy provides real focus on what needs to be done to build 
your dream firm.

REMEMBER: It’s not all about you...
Strategy question 1 is about your personal goals; however, your firm’s strategy is not all 
about you – quite the opposite, in fact. Only when your firm’s strategy gives meaning to 
all your stakeholders – owners, team, clients and community – will you know you are on 
the right strategic pathway.
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GO LONG,
THINK 
BIGGER...
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GO LONG, THINK BIGGER...

...timing is everything when making real sense of strategy 
We need to challenge your thinking on time frame.

It’s understandable for accountants, given the annual accounting and tax cycle,  
to think about personal and business goals for the next 12 months.

But to work strategically we need you to ‘go long’!

For a robust strategy, next year’s goals aren’t far enough away. 12 months pass by  
oh-so-quickly.

If you stick to 12-month goals, you limit your thinking, limit the action you can take 
and suppress your full potential.

So – GO LONG.

Go long and the possibilities expand, 
you think bigger, you give reign to 
greater ambition and you see fewer limits 
because more things can and do change 
in 5 years than they do in 1, 2 or 3 years.

£

By ‘go long’ we recommend thinking in terms of 5 years or more.
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GO LONG, THINK BIGGER...

This can feel tough... 
Going long on your goals can cause all business owners, especially accountants,  
real challenges due to the perceived uncertainty and ambiguity about the future.  
How on earth, for instance, could anyone have predicted the pandemic 5 years ago?!

However, stay with an annual mindset, and chances are you’ll argue for a modest 
increase to ‘this year’. Your thinking will remain anchored only to last year’s performance.

Even if we stretch that period to, say, 3 years, most accountants would apply the same 
incremental, year-on-year thought process. 

For those reasons, 5 years as a strategic planning window works particularly well. 
It’s far enough in the future to allow us to dream – to imagine a different business. 
However, it’s not so far away as to make us dismiss it or push it away to worry about 
another day.

Jumping too far ahead can cause issues of realism. For instance, the world can change 
so much in 10 years that it can render any planning exercise nonsensical. 10 years away 
often feels like pie-in-the-sky, not strategic, thinking. Strategy works best when a sense 
of belief surrounds it, and so 5 years ‘feels’ like the sweet spot for a strategic time frame 
for most firms.

ACTION: Often firms want to talk 2 years or 3 
years ahead, not 5 years. If you’re thinking this 
way, check out Appendix 1 of this report about 
‘your Today, Tomorrow, and Future business’. 



> Contents

14

GO LONG, THINK BIGGER...

When do you start strategy? 

“The best time to plant a tree is 20 years ago, the second-best time is now”  
– Zen saying

In other words, just get going on your strategy. Any regrets about wishing you’d started 
sooner should be banished. As the Zen saying suggests, plant your strategy tree now!
Yes, book time in your diary and with others in their diaries. Meet offsite if possible so 
that you avoid the normal distractions of leading and managing your firm.

And please bear in mind that strategy is not a one-off project at one point in time. 
Strategy is an ongoing process. 

It’s useful to think of strategy as quarterly waves of change, 
which is why you’ll find question 8 so useful at keeping the 
strategic process alive and kicking and progressing, moving 
you towards your personal goals and business vision.



15 © Copyright Remarkable Practice Ltd 2022

Key Question 1

HOW WILL  
YOUR FIRM’S 
STRATEGY  
DELIVER  
ON YOUR 
PERSONAL  
GOALS?

Personal 
goals
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Key Question 1: HOW WILL YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGY DELIVER ON YOUR PERSONAL GOALS?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

If your firm fails to deliver on your personal goals, how can you remain enthusiastic, 
energetic, driven and fully engaged in what your firm does? 

As a business owner, or as a manager, your firm can and should help you achieve your 
personal goals. 

If your personal goals are not clear, how will you design your firm to help you achieve them? 
This is like aiming a bowling ball down a bowling lane with a blanket hiding the skittles!

Being explicit about your personal goals will clarify what your firm needs to do to help 
you achieve them.

Doesn’t that sound a 
bit daft, given that 
most owners set up or 
buy into their firm to 
achieve their personal 
ambitions?

Accountants will often say  
‘I know what I want’ but have 
not written down or reviewed 

their goals recently. 

As a result, these  
goals have little  

influence over  
business decisions  

and actions.

PE
R

SO
N

A
L 

G
OALS
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Income goals

Holiday goals

Pride-in-the-team goals

Health and fitness goals

Somehow they become consumed in the business of running a firm 
and forget the good reasons why they did this in the first place. 

If anything, most business owners work for their firm rather than 
the firm working for the business owners!

Define freedom...
What’s wrong with designing an accountancy firm that delivers 
on your personal goals?

Your firm must 
work for you...

You’re unique, 
for sure.

Your definition 
of ‘ambitious’ is 
also unique.

Your goals are, 
quite rightly, 
personal to you.

But have you 
written your 
personal goals 
down and 
reviewed  
them lately?

Peace-of-mind goals

Family and friends goals

Capital value and exit goals

Life experience goals

Your definition of ‘freedom’ comes from the goals you decide on 
and commit to.

This may seem like a selfish approach to strategy, but one thing 
leaders must manage above all else is their personal energy, 
passion and motivation for building their firm. 

A consistent self-belief and a belief in what they’re doing ebbs 
and flows for most business owners – partly because they have 
yet to connect their personal goals with the vision, purpose and 
values of their firm. 

builds stronger connections to your 
personal goals – what matters to you. 

Good strategy

helps you see beyond the day-to-day 
trials and tribulations.
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Build strong connections with your personal goals...
It’s common for leaders of accounting firms to work far more than 9-5, five days a week. 

A 50+ hour week feels fine when you have a sense you’re on track, your team has 
bought in, clients are loyal and you’re proud of the work your firm is doing (and you 
have a holiday booked! Or is that just me?). 

There are times when your firm is not on track – there may be changes in your team, in 
technology, with HMRC or with your clients, and these changes can pile up and press in 
on you and your colleagues. 

It’s not unusual for owners and leaders to feel trapped. Working for their firm and for 
their team can often feel draining rather than energising. They may sometimes feel 
they’d be better off being employed in someone else’s firm. And very often those same 
firm owners end up taking home less remuneration than they might from employment. 

Key Question 1: HOW WILL YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGY DELIVER ON YOUR PERSONAL GOALS?

What to look out for...

Be absolutely clear (and ambitious). Write down your goals 
- avoid compromise through fear of non-achievement. 

You want to  build a firm which enables you to achieve your 
personal goals, so set your sights high!

Write down a set of SMART goals where the ‘A’ stands for 
Ambitious. Think about what you want to have, what you 
want to do and what you want to be. 

For more help and guidance on setting personal goals, 
here’s a Business Breakthrough report and tools to 
support you. 

It’s understandable, at times like these, that leaders can feel swamped, 
overwhelmed, out-of-control, disillusioned.

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/goal-setting-success-in-your-firm/?loc=rpl
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And yet, your team look to you for a consistent drive and zeal for the work you all 
do. They look to you as a calm and confident leader, not as a stressed out, strung 
out nervous wreck. I know we’re talking extremes here, but you get the point –  
you set the emotional and psychological tone for your team and your firm. 

One of the sources for the energy needed to drive your firm forward is that you  
feel connected to what matters most to you and to your fellow business leaders – 
and clarity on your personal goals builds this sense of connection.

Bolt onto this your passion and zeal for the core purpose you have for your firm, 
and you’ll rarely struggle for energy and passion for what you and your firm do. 
You’ll set the tone you want for your firm.

How do personal goals connect with business vision?

Key Question 1: HOW WILL YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGY DELIVER ON YOUR PERSONAL GOALS?

An example: Let’s say a personal goal is to have 
12 weeks’ holiday a year so you can spend quality 
time with your partner and your children during 
school non-term time.

This goal therefore means that your team and 
processes must work without you for 12 weeks 
of the year (assuming you want to avoid being 
surgically attached to your phone or laptop whilst 
on holiday).

This personal goal then drives you and your 
team to create client care processes, workflow 
processes and more to suit your personal goal of 
12 weeks’ holiday. 

You might also create a holiday process that 
allows team members to ‘buy’ more holidays than 
the typical 4 weeks plus statutory holidays, so 
that they too can feel a sense of fairness about 
holiday allocation.

Your personal goals can and should influence the way your firm works and the way 
you work with your team and clients as well.

Real world example

We worked with one sole 
practitioner of a £1m firm 
who took 13 weeks’ holiday 
for his honeymoon and was 
involved in only one email 
exchange with the office.

Personal goals can and 
should influence your 
firm’s strategy



> Contents

20

The difficulties of personal goals... 
The more owners and leaders you have in your firm, the more challenging the 
personal goals process can be, and a lack of clarity on personal goals can lead to 
destructive, rather than constructive, conflict. Any brooding resentment between 
owners doesn’t just lead to destructive conflict – it can also manifest itself in  
day-to-day decisions.

Key Question 1: HOW WILL YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGY DELIVER ON YOUR PERSONAL GOALS?

The best firms make sure their business works for them, not the 
other way round. In the best firms, owners are:

Working the hours they want

Doing the type of work they want to do

Achieving the rewards they want

They’re also usually far less stressed than owners of less strategic firms.

An example might be the firm considering 
investing in a CRM system. If owner 1 is 
approaching retirement, one could see why an 
additional investment for which that owner will 
not likely see a return might result in conflict 
with owner 2, who may be younger and thinking 
longer-term.

However, these difficulties can be eased by 
designing a structured personal goals exercise 
or by getting someone to facilitate the process 
(or both).



21 © Copyright Remarkable Practice Ltd 2022

Key Question 1: HOW WILL YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGY DELIVER ON YOUR PERSONAL GOALS?

Share and share alike... 
What we find is that sharing personal goals between owners generates a 
constructive conversation which can then clarify some of the reasons behind 
leadership dysfunction. It also helps create a route to resolving this dysfunction.

Being clear about your personal goals not only brings such issues to the surface, 
but subsequently allows either a convergence of views – a middle path in which all 
owners agree – or, indeed, non-convergence, in which case owners might ultimately 
decide to go their separate ways. 

If that sounds like a negative outcome, it’s definitely not! 

Yes, it may temporarily cause issues in the firm, 
but longer term there is absolutely no point 
in owners staying and working together if 
there isn’t clarity and agreement on what
everyone wants from the business. In such 
circumstances, rarely does anyone win, and 
most lose out in some way – financially, 
health-wise or in other ways.

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

Further Reading
The E-Myth Revisited by Michael Gerber
The Goal Setting Business Breakthrough Report

https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Myth-Revisited-Small-Businesses-About/dp/0887307280/
https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/goal-setting-success-in-your-firm/?loc=rpl
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Key Question 2

WHAT DO YOU 
AND YOUR 
FIRM STAND 
FOR?

Core 
purpose
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Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

If you answer only one of the 8 strategic questions, we reckon this is the one! 

Its power and its payoff are immense.

If you or your team cannot describe the reason your firm is in business  
(what you stand for), then your firm’s core purpose is unclear. 

If your firm’s core purpose is unclear, then why 
would your colleagues be wholeheartedly and 
enthusiastically engaged in helping you achieve 
what you want to achieve? At best, they’ll be happy 
to ‘do their job’ for the salary you pay them but will 
be unlikely to ‘seek better ways to do their job’ or 
‘go the extra mile for a colleague or client’.

C
O

R
E  

PU

RPOSE
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The payoff of purpose...
Plenty of research, by Bain & Co, McKinsey, Gallup and many 
others, points to a lack of genuine engagement of employees in 
the work they do. Gallup issue a report on worldwide engagement 
annually, and the global figure for employee engagement in 2022 
was 21%. Let that sink in a moment – only one in five employees 
is engaged with their work! In the UK it’s down at 9%! Your firm’s 
engagement results may well be higher than 9% or 21% but what if 
you could get them much higher? Higher performance and results 
and a more rewarding and enjoyable work environment is possible.

These studies suggest that you, me, everyone, is quietly 
(desperately) seeking meaning in their (work) lives.

Good strategy will have you work on your firm’s core purpose, 
what you stand for as a firm, what your raison d’etre (reason for 
being) actually is. When you are clear on your firm’s core purpose, 
you give meaning to every piece of work, every client interaction 
and every working day of those employed in your firm.

Knowing, and living, your core purpose is a fundamental 
cornerstone of good strategy.

Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

The profound 
power of 
purpose...

The power of 
clarifying your 
firm’s core 
purpose comes 
from emotionally 
connecting 
with all of your 
important 
stakeholders.

Don’t you want 
your team, your 
clients, your 
prospects and 
your contacts to 
feel an emotional 
connection with 
you and the 
work you do in 
your firm? When 
you attain this 
connection, 
you then have 
a strategic 
advantage over 
all other firms 
of accountants.

   It creates an emotional connection between accountant 
    and clients 

   It creates an emotional connection between future  
     employees and your firm 

   It’s a daily reminder to everyone about what you’re trying 
     to achieve, beyond the numbers work you do 

   It provides a cause, a rallying call, a north star, behind 
     which people can rally or align

Creating a feeling of alignment across all players in your firm is 
a powerful source of trust and intrinsic motivation (not carrot or 
stick) that builds camaraderie, as well as a sense of achievement.
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Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

Your core purpose has to feel right...
Your firm’s core purpose feels right to you and your people when it genuinely reflects 
the impact you have and want to have on your team, clients and other stakeholders. 

It must have real meaning for you and for your people. 

It must feel real for you all to take your purpose seriously.

And by doing so, you give genuine meaning to what you and your firm do.

And if you can, like Seth Godin suggests in his book Purple Cow, turn your core 
purpose into 8 words packed with meaning you’ll have real clarity on what you 
stand for.

As Godin suggests: “If you can’t state your position in eight words, you don’t  
have a position.”

The impact this meaning has on your clients, your team and other stakeholders 
transforms the way they feel about and are engaged in the work you all do.

The hard work of STRATEGY...
OK, so this isn’t the easiest section in this e-book!

But doing this hard strategy work is arguably the one with the biggest ROI for 
everyone involved in your firm.

“What do you and your firm stand for?” is an emotive question.

It’s about who you are and why you’re here, alive on this planet, doing the work you do.

We’ve learned that if there’s a question to tax the minds of accountants the most, 
it’s this one.

But a clear and committed purpose has proven to have a transformational effect 
on teams and the results they achieve. 
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What do you say?
Imagine...

You’re with your mum on a walk in the country or with your best friend having a meal 
or on a bike ride with your 8-year-old, and they ask you “What do you do exactly?”.

How do you reply?

How do people respond emotionally to these answers?
What do they think of you now?
What do they want to know more about as a result  
of your answer?

Here’s the challenge in 
answering this way:

They typically ask nothing more because they have you in a box in their head –  
the accountant box.

Your answers are practical and obvious, but they don’t tell anyone the outcome of the 
work you do, which, by the way, is what they really want to know – what difference 
do you make to people?!

Get clear on your firm’s core purpose and you can respond differently and create  
an altogether different reaction. For example:

Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

“I help business owners build better businesses”

   What do they want to know more about as a result of this answer?
   What do they think of you now?
   How do people respond emotionally to this answer?

Of course, at a simple tactical level you are an accountant, and you’re here to  
do accounts and tax, and to make profit on the way. 

But it’s not what gives meaning to the work you and your colleagues do.

Dig into the meaning behind the work you do.

“I’m an accountant”
“I do accounts and tax work for business owners”
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Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

What to look out for...

Be honest with yourself – really honest! 

What gives you a buzz from what you do? 

Why do you get out of bed every day? 

Dig deep to find your “why” and then proudly tell  
the world. Purpose communicates your passion!

2 steps to bring your core purpose to life...

1.  Get clear in your core purpose
2. Make that core purpose a key part of your 
    firm’s strategy and decision-making 

Having, and articulating, your core purpose is one 
of the most fundamentally important aspects of 
strategy. Arguably, everything else falls into place 
more easily and quickly on the back of identifying 
your purpose.

You start to bring your core purpose to life when 
you begin every meeting by talking about it. You 
can work out how to measure the impact of your 
core purpose, and you can capture stories and 
other evidence that shows your core purpose is 
real, genuine, authentic.

For more help and guidance on clarifying and 
communicating your firm’s core purpose, here’s a 
Business Breakthrough report and tools to help you. 

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/lead-with-purpose-for-accountants/?loc=rpl


> Contents

28

Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

Use different angles to uncover your core purpose...
Ask yourself a variety of questions, such as:

 What drives you to do what you do? 

 What gets you out of bed every day? 

 What do you want to be known for?

 What drove you to set up or buy into your firm in the first place? 

 What are you most proud of? 

  What will the world of accountancy miss most when you and your firm  
are gone?

 What do you want your (work) life to be about more than anything else?

Answering these questions prompts you to better capture your raison d’etre and 
then get clear on the real meaning behind the work you and your firm are doing.
In scenarios where accountants have been questioned about this, the range and 
depth of responses never ceases to amaze us. For example:

 I want to see my clients achieve their goals

 I want to build something worthwhile

 I want to be known for making a big ’blooming’ difference

Such responses are far more emotionally engaging than when we simply focus on 
practical responses – “I’m Becky and I’m an accountant”!

We’ve limited the examples here because it’s vitally important that the answers 
come from you and your colleagues in order to feel real. Authenticity is critical.
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Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

The best firms make sure their firm’s core purpose is:

 Crystal clear to everyone

 Authentic, genuine, real

 Lived daily, influencing all decisions and activities 

 Communicated to the world

Such firms find that they tend to attract like-minded clients and 
like-minded team members and that they are able to build a sustainable 
competitive advantage.

Practical examples...
Consider for a moment how different your firm might look, sound and feel when you nail 
down your firm’s core purpose.

An example at this juncture might be useful – let’s compare a conventional firm 
message with one that has its core purpose as its starting point:

Conventional Firm

We’re proactive accountants and we’ll 
work closely with you

Your partner in business through 
thick and thin

Helping you navigate the stress and 
strain of the UK and US tax systems We do UK and USA tax returns

We provide all the accountancy 
services you might need

We help business owners achieve 
their goals by freeing them from the 
hassle of the numbers

Purpose-led Firm

NB – We have borrowed from real examples here to help you see what’s possible. Perfection is rarely 
achieved, but an emotional connection and real meaning can be.



> Contents

30

Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

Of course, there’s a lot more to it than this table of examples. But hopefully you’re 
beginning to see how effectively you might connect with people by getting clear 
(crystal clear) on your purpose rather than simply reflecting the functionality  
(“I’m an accountant”) of what you do. 

The beauty about messaging that shares your firm’s core purpose is in its ability to 
connect emotionally across all stakeholders. This changes (improves) the perceived 
value of the work your team do, the value of the work your clients experience 
from working with you and your firm’s wider reputation. All three of these build a 
competitive advantage in the hearts and minds of everyone you work with.

BE CAREFUL: It’s so easy for the sceptics and cynics to win out... 

Too many efforts to clarify a core purpose end in creating a marketing strapline. 

Your core purpose is NOT a strapline. 

Straplines are usually artificial, marketing-led and inauthentic. A tagline isn’t 
strategic, it’s tactical. It can also be seen as cynical or just a bit naff - certainly 
not in the realms of what one would expect from a genuine trusted advisor.

Living your core purpose has real meaning simply because you’re doing what 
you genuinely believe in. Most core purposes are in some way entwined with 
enriching the lives of others – just look again at the examples above.

If you’re going to invest time and energy uncovering and unlocking the core 
purpose around which you want to rally your team, treat it like you’d treat a 
young child – care for it, nurture it, help it grow and flourish.

Check out Appendix 2 for more insights on purpose.
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Key Question 2: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

Further Reading
Gallup State of the Global Workplace Report - 2021
Bartleby: Purpose and the employee | Bain & Company
What It Means to Work Here (hbr.org)
Help your employees find purpose--or watch them leave | McKinsey
Purple Cow – Seth Godin

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

“...Purpose directs everything you do and 
pays off massively. It helps you identify 
your ideal clients and also ideal new team 
members. Our last recruit was attracted to us 
because of our Purpose...” - Steph Rickaby, Sunflower Accounts

https://www.gallup.com/file/workplace/349484/state-of-the-global-workplace-2021-download.pdf
https://www.bain.com/about/media-center/bain-in-the-news/2022/bartleby-purpose-and-the-employee/
https://hbr.org/2007/03/what-it-means-to-work-here
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/help-your-employees-find-purpose-or-watch-them-leave
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
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Key Question 3

WHAT DOES 
SUCCESS 
LOOK LIKE AT 
YOUR
FIRM? Business

vision
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Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

Just as you’d be clear on your destination when setting out on a journey, 
establishing clarity on where your firm is headed provides direction for everyone. 

If you and your people are unsure (or unclear) about where you’re going or what 
success looks and feels like, how will you or they know if the right decisions are being 
made or the right things are being done or that things are going in the right direction?

Knowing what success looks and feels like gives everyone a sense of direction,  
and this is very powerful, especially when hooked up with your firm’s core 
purpose. Together these 2 elements - core purpose and vision - can build 
engagement, enthusiasm and energy for everything you want to do in your firm.

To increase the engagement, enthusiasm and energy of people in your firm,  
simply answer questions 2 and 3 for them (or with them).

BU
SIN

ESS VIS ION
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Feelings, pictures and comments...
You can work out the numbers you’re seeking in the next 5 years 
– capital value, future fees, profits and cash reserves. A growth 
forecast and increases in the average value per client and average 
fees per full time equivalent must all be part of your vision.

But to truly get clear on where you’re taking your firm, you need 
three more things:

   What you want your team and your clients to be saying 
about your firm in 5 years’ time

   What your clients and team will feel about your firm in  
5 years’ time

   What your firm will look like in 5 years’ time

It’s not just 
about the 
numbers

On the face of it, 
creating a future 
vision for your 
firm is relatively 
easy. 

It’s easy because 
you, as an 
accountant, find 
the numbers part 
of vision easy to 
understand and 
quantify. But 
numbers alone 
do not give you 
a clear vision 
about which 
you or your 
people can get 
truly excited or 
motivated.

Numbers are a 
helpful element 
of vision, but 
more is required.

Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

Purpose is a BIG part of vision too...

How can you visualise or imagine what your firm 
will be like in 5 years’ time if you don’t know what 
your firm’s core purpose really is? Tough!

Your core purpose will significantly influence the 
kind of work and the sort of clients on which you’ll 
focus and the types of people you’ll be hiring and 
working with. In turn, this will profoundly influence 
how people describe your firm and how your firm 
will look and feel. It therefore pays to work on your 
core purpose before developing your firm’s vision, 
or at least tackle both in tandem.
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What to look out for...

Vision is a combination of numbers, feelings, visuals  
and comments. 

Strategic business goals need to be ambitious AND 
believable, and they need to be balanced so that they 
reflect the desires of all stakeholders, not just those  
of the owners.

Then, everyone can be engaged, energised and 
motivated to help you achieve your vision. 

Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

For example, if your firm’s core purpose zeroes in on making tax quick and simple, 
you’ll be going after lots of clients and seeking ways to automate a lot of the 
work you do. If your core purpose has an advisory focus, you’ll have a completely 
different view of the numbers in your firm, and the look and feel of your firm will be 
very different.

Without clarity of your core purpose, you might end up creating the sort of firm you 
don’t really want!

How do you describe your imaginary firm?

   What do you want your TEAM to say, see and feel in 5 years’ time?

   What do you want your CLIENTS to say, see and feel in 5 years’ time?

   What do you want the firm’s OWNERS to say, see and feel in 5 years’ time?

   What do you want your business COMMUNITY to say, see and feel in 
     5 years’ time?

One of the bridges to achieving clarity is to look at your ‘firm of the future’ 
from the standpoint of the different stakeholders – the key groups of 
people – involved. 
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The best firms have crystal clarity on what their future success looks like:

 5 year numbers are clear

 Everyone knows how people will feel, what they will say and what they will see

 Their vision represents all of the firm’s stakeholders 

 Vision is communicated to all stakeholders

Enabling your people to see, with great clarity, where you’re going will result in 
your people being fully engaged in building your firm of the future.

Once we’re clear on the stakeholders we serve, we’re then more likely to build a 
rounded business reflecting the needs and aspirations of all parties. In addition, 
your firm will be more effective in withstanding the inevitable trials and tribulations 
all businesses face over time.

Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

Involve people early...
This stakeholder approach means we force ourselves into the  
shoes of our stakeholders, enabling us to consider their  
perspective fully. 

In some firms, stakeholders are involved at the visioning stage 
of the strategy process. 

Involving more people early in strategic development is slower 
and a bit tougher, but what it does is build buy-in and motivation 
at an early stage – especially with your team. 

It can be hard to ‘sell’ a strategic vision to team colleagues 
who have not been involved in the strategic process. It’s much 
easier to gain support and commitment from your people if 
they’ve participated in the process.
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Personal goals of the owners must show up too...
Building a vision is not an entirely democratic exercise.

The firm’s owners have invested time and money. The owners have taken  
the risks and experienced short-term pain and short-term opportunity costs, 
which means that they earn the right to influence the vision of their firm.

Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

Real world example

When Rob Walsh set up Clear Vision Accountancy Group more 
than a decade ago, he was very clear on how many holidays 
he wanted away from his firm. Rob’s vision of his firm took this 
into account. 

Rob didn’t want to be personally involved in the production 
of accounts, and the vision for the firm reflected this too. 

Rob was committed to making a big difference by providing 
advisory services and so, again, his vision reflected this. 

These factors, amongst others, influenced the numbers of his 
vision as well – 100 clients with an average fee of £10,000.

Rob was clear on what his firm looked, felt and sounded like. 

When Rob sold his firm to Matt, who started as an employee 
before becoming a director, shareholder and then owner,  
the firm looked a lot like the one he envisioned. Matt now has 
his own personal goals, core purpose and vision and is on his 
journey towards achieving it.
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We encourage you to be ambitious – who knows what you can 
achieve in the next 5 years – so you might as well ‘reach for  
the stars’.

In doing so, you inevitably create numbers and aspirations 
which may appear unreachable. And they may well be in the 
early stages, but a vision tells us exactly what we ideally want. 
We reach for the stars – and if we fall short and hit the moon 
instead, surely it’s an improvement on where we are at the 
moment? Please be ambitious.

Your CHALLENGE – more than one attempt at vision...
It’s important to CHALLENGE your own and your firm’s status 
quo. This means challenging the way you’re thinking and 
behaving and planning. 

We also challenge you to get out of a 
short-term mind set as suggested in 
the GO LONG, THINK BIGGER section  
of this e-book. 

Appendix 1 helps challenge your 
thinking on time frames too.

Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

“Right first 
time” isn’t 
something you 
should expect 
from your work 
on clarifying 
your firm’s 
vision.

It’s rare for a 
firm to achieve 
clarity on their 
first attempt  
at a 5-year 
business vision.
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Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

After challenge comes CONNECT...
Because you’re considering the vision of your firm from all stakeholders’ perspectives, 
you can see that you’re also looking to build an emotional CONNECTION which gets 
buy-in. Achieving buy-in, encouragement, support, passion, energy and enthusiasm 
from all those involved in your firm will help you achieve the success you seek.

Your firm’s vision must acknowledge that behind every set of accounts or client 
meeting is a business owner, and it should also acknowledge that behind the 
preparation of that set of accounts, tax calculation or meeting preparation are 
your team members, who are striving to do a good job every day and who are 
key to your firm’s progress. 

Build the connections between people and the numbers that matter – in our 
words, ‘humanise the numbers’.

To TRANSFORM is a journey...
To TRANSFORM your firm into the one you’re dreaming about, the one that makes 
you feel exceptionally proud, simply respond to the challenges in this e-book and 
connect the people to the numbers that matter – humanise the numbers.

This journey of CHALLENGE – CONNECT – TRANSFORM requires that you 
create a vision, a clear vision that inspires your people. Without inspiration,  
how will you persuade others to come on this exciting journey with you?
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Key Question 3: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM?

Further reading
Beyond Entrepreneurship (BE 2.0), by Jim Collins and Bill Lazier
Management Tools - Mission and Vision Statements | Bain & Company
Leaders, Do You Have a Clear Vision for the Post-Crisis Future? (hbr.org)

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

“…Our vision is for clients to be able to have 
real-time book-keeping information from their 
phones. You need not only clients but especially 
team members to be enthusiastic about that 
vision. If they’re not, they’re welcome to go 
elsewhere…” - Eriona Bajrakurtaj, Major’s Accounts

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Beyond-Entrepreneurship-2-0-Jim-Collins/dp/1847943349
https://www.bain.com/insights/management-tools-mission-and-vision-statements/
https://hbr.org/2020/04/leaders-do-you-have-a-clear-vision-for-the-post-crisis-future
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
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Key Question 4

HOW MUST  
YOU AND
YOUR 
COLLEAGUES
BEHAVE?

Values & 
behaviour 
standards
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Your firm’s values or beliefs 
need to be front and centre in 
order to engage successfully 
with your colleagues and other 
stakeholders.

Just as your firm’s vision 
achieves clarity of direction, 
your values provide 
clarity about how 
everyone should 
behave on the journey 
to your destination. 
Values set the 
standards towards 
which you all will work 
together. Read more on 
values in this Business 
Breakthrough report.

Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

Recent research by Gallup, Bain & Co, McKinsey and Sirota, along with additional 
research by Jim Collins, Patrick Lencioni and David Maister, points to team 
engagement as being crucial to achieving organisational health. 

Along with a commitment to your firm’s core purpose, the research demonstrates 
that high standards of behaviour play an important role in achieving high levels 
of engagement. If you want to hear one of the great business leaders of our time 
talk about the importance of values, seek out the high performance podcast 
discussion with Toto Wolff, who has been responsible for 8 consecutive Formula 1 
manufacturer championships with Mercedes Benz.

£

Values and behaviours determine the quality and performance of the people 
you recruit and retain in your firm, and it’s your people who ultimately determine 
your firm’s success.

V
A

LU
ES &

 BEHAVIOUR

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/healthy-workplace-wins-for-your-firm/?loc=rpl
https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/healthy-workplace-wins-for-your-firm/?loc=rpl
https://www.thehighperformancepodcast.com/podcast/toto-wolff
https://www.thehighperformancepodcast.com/podcast/toto-wolff
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So, how must you and your colleagues behave?
Of all the 8 strategy questions, this one tends to raise the most eyebrows. 

A typical response may be:

“What do you mean, how do we behave?!“

This response is understandable because the values of an organisation can be 
tough to articulate. 

As accountants, you’re great at the numbers stuff, but not as great with all the 
‘soft, fluffy stuff’ – words, feelings and emotions! 

It’s not soft and fluffy, it’s downright hard and edgy. 

Getting clear on your firm’s values demands real focus, effort and commitment 
to get it right.

It requires even more focus, effort and commitment to make your firm’s values 
come to life and to remain alive throughout your organisation.

But when you get it right, you establish a strong code of conduct which drives all 
the actions, behaviours and decisions in your firm. Do this, and you’re building 
organisational health.

Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

The best firms make values come to life by:

  Reinforcing positive behaviours daily

 Actively seeking out great examples of values being lived

Being unafraid to hold team members to account by having honest 
conversations

Such firms find their teams energised and engaged by establishing behavioural 
clarity and high standards.
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Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

What do we mean by values? 
Values give team members the freedom in which to make 
decisions and follow through with appropriate actions. Knowing 
your firm takes values (along with your vision and purpose) 
seriously ensures that those decisions and actions will generally 
be the right ones – even if you’re not involved directly.

Clear and committed values make commercial sense...
Telling the world about your purpose and values is now an 
accepted and necessary thing to do. 

People often make buying decisions based on whether or not 
they buy into your purpose and values. For example, Patagonia, 
an outdoor clothing company, have an environmental and 
social responsibility program, including pledging a percentage 
of their sales to the preservation and restoration of the natural 
environment. Their success is due, at least in part, to those who 
find this appealing and who want to support a business which 
shares their values.

Patagonia make their values very clear on their website, showing 
their commitment to sustainability. An absence of values from 
your website tells the world you don’t care about how your 
people or your firm behave. 

Societal shifts 
tell us that 
Millennials (in 
general), and 
Generation Zs 
(in particular), 
want to know 
what you stand 
for before 
deciding whether 
or not to work 
with you. 

On the basis 
that the eldest 
Millennials have 
now turned age 
40 (and thus 
are the business 
leaders of today, 
never mind 
tomorrow), you 
can see why this 
is so important! 
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Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

At the start of the pandemic, 
the owner of Wetherspoons, 
the pub chain, decided without 
warning to withhold pay from 
employees until Wetherspoons 
had received government 
assistance grants. 

From a purely business 
perspective, one could 
almost see the logic in it, 
but from the viewpoint 
of Wetherspoons team 
members, left overnight 
without income to pay bills, 
it was a savage blow. 

Here’s the major commercial 
issue. The way businesses 
treat their people is no 
longer an internal matter. 
With the omnipresence of 
the internet, smartphones 
and social media, everyone 
has a voice. So the voices 
of Wetherspoons employees 
were heard, loudly. And in 
the eyes of many customers, 
it was a bridge too far and 
they chose to eat and drink 
elsewhere.

Similarly, Brewdog, a brewery and pub 
chain, ran into trouble, albeit in a different 
way and with a different response.

Brewdog has a published set of values 
and beliefs for their business – they now 
call it their workplace code. It seems that 
they identified clear values but then failed 
to follow through.

Brewdog’s values were seriously challenged 
in 2021 when at least 60 disgruntled former 
employees got together to write an open 
letter to founder James Watt, accusing him 
and Brewdog of a bullying culture. 

The backlash was real and immediate, 
and it resulted in annoyed employees, 
shareholders and customers – all because 
of Brewdog’s lack of authenticity in living 
up to its values.

All credit to BrewDog for setting up an 
independent review and for implementing 
a series of changes to set things right. 

Clearly, in today’s transparent world, 
values matter.  There is a commercial 
impact if they are not made clear and  
if they are not lived authentically.

If you need further proof, consider two stark examples (not accountants) which 
recently came to public attention. 

https://assets.ctfassets.net/ezd6as8gi91c/6oVRb9paKFpqqyC94yvaqs/facbb08fab75ea3bac4bb529577c7bd8/BrewDog_Workplace_Code_Dec_21.pdf
https://www.brewdog.com/uk/independent-culture-review
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How do you build your firm’s values?
There are 3 stages:

Take values seriously and you build organisational health throughout your firm, 
reducing and removing doubt, politics, conflict and other barriers that distract 
and derail its performance. Your values help you better engage and enthuse your 
people (and your customers too). 

Values also provide a reference point for holding one another to account, 
promoting fairness throughout your firm. Fairness is one of the cornerstones 
of a highly motivated team – for more on fairness check out this Business 
Breakthrough report.

Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

What to look out for...

Values are labels – the real benefit comes from 
developing the individual behaviours and standards 
behind the values, then communicating, living and 
reinforcing these behaviours relentlessly.

Live and reinforce your values and behavioural standards 
and you’ll bring them to life in a meaningful (and commercial) 
way. As a result, you’ll be on your way to giving your firm a 
sustainable competitive advantage.

Look out for people avoiding or ignoring your values and 
help them adhere (by holding them to account) to the 
agreed behaviour standards. If you don’t, you’re sending 
a message that you’re not serious!

Get clear on the value suite you want for your firm 

Ensure your team lives by those values

Ensure your values support your firm’s core purpose

1

2

3

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/rpl-profitable-enthusiasm-2020-11/?loc=rpl
https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/rpl-profitable-enthusiasm-2020-11/?loc=rpl
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Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

Steps towards building your values:
When building a value suite, it pays to look to the work of Patrick Lencioni2. 
Lencioni argues for four types of values:

Accidental: These are values which have grown up within the organisation, 
without conscious thought. Some can be healthy and others not so healthy!  
It pays to seek out and challenge the unhealthy values. For example, there may 
be an accidental value of working late simply because everyone else seems to  
do it – no one has questioned it, so everyone stays late.

Aspirational: In keeping with the longer term (5-year) vision of your firm, it pays 
to build a sense of aspiration into your firm’s values and behaviour. How do you 
want people to behave in the future (even if they aren’t doing so currently)?

As an example, your firm may have a vision to become an innovative or 
pioneering firm and so needs to introduce behavioural values around “embracing 
change” or “Kaizen – constant improvement” to encourage your team to welcome 
new technology and new working practices.

Core: Core values reflect those parts of the current culture that you want to 
keep. These can usually be uncovered by asking the team to think about a current 
or ex-colleague whom they admired. What was it about that colleague and their 
behaviour they admired, and why?

Permission-to-Play: These values, whilst important, tend to be taken for 
granted. Values such as honesty, professionalism and respect for others will 
get you over the threshold of a professional services company, but they won’t 
necessarily differentiate you from others.

As you create your firm’s values with your team’s involvement, you want to be 
sure you’re on the right track.

2 The Advantage: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else in Business, by Patrick Lencioni

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Advantage-Organizational-Everything-Business-Lencioni-ebook/dp/B006ORWT3Y/ref=sr_1_1?crid=1MCI1KKHM1F4&keywords=lencioni+advantage&qid=1642674428&sprefix=lencioni+advantage%2Caps%2C52&sr=8-1
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Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

How do you know you’ve got healthy values?
Thanks in part to Lencioni’s guidance, here are four criteria to ensure values serve 
your firm well:

   Your values make you and your colleagues proud to work in your firm

   Your values differentiate you from others

   Your values enable you to attract and retain the right people

   Limit yourself to 3 or 4 values and your team will remember them. This can be
     hard to do but is well worth the effort! More than 4 can be hard to recall.

Fundamentally, values must support purpose. An important step in the strategic 
process is to look afresh at purpose once a value suite has been agreed and to 
sense-check values and purpose as a cohesive set.

£
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Key Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?

Further reading
The Advantage: Why Organizational Health Trumps Everything Else in Business, by Patrick Lencioni
High-Performing Teams Start with a Culture of Shared Values (hbr.org)
Voicing values in the workplace | McKinsey
A Guiding Star During Coronavirus: Your Company Values (gallup.com)

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

“…Values guide us, who we want to work 
with, (clients and team members) who we 
want to build our community with. Values lead 
us – when I was hiring, I wouldn’t go by their 
technical skills, their intellect. I would go by 
who they are and whether they fit with the 
firm, whether they are committed to do what 
we want to do…” - Phool Ashraf, Gains Accountants

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Advantage-Organizational-Health-Everything-Business/dp/1491510803
https://hbr.org/2021/05/high-performing-teams-start-with-a-culture-of-shared-values
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/people-and-organizational-performance/our-insights/voicing-values-in-the-workplace
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/310430/guiding-star-during-coronavirus-company-values.aspx
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
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Key Question 5

WHERE IS  
THE BUSINESS 
NOW?

In & out 
challenges
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Key Question 5: WHERE IS THE BUSINESS NOW?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

For strategy to truly work (rather than building a report that gathers dust) you must 
acknowledge the current issues, difficulties and challenges that you and your firm  
are facing. 

Fail to reference your challenges and you build an ‘ivory tower’ strategy – one that 
works in ‘an ideal world’ instead of one that works in your ‘real world’. You’ll find more 
on great strategy and tackling challenges in this Business Breakthrough report.

To make strategy truly 
practical, external 

challenges must 
also be considered – 

environmental and  
social issues, the 

arrival of a new strong 
competitor, the lack of 

new recruits or other 
possible difficulties.

You’ll have internal challenges to consider – 
those that are concerned with your team’s 
ability to adopt change, their use of technology, 
destructive rather than constructive conflict, 
internal politics, low fees per full-time 
equivalent and more.

C
H

A
LL

EN
GES

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/good-strategy-for-your-firm/?loc=rpl
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Key Question 5: WHERE IS THE BUSINESS NOW?

Getting a clear and comprehensive picture of both the internal 
and external challenges facing your firm now and in the future 
turns your strategy discussions into practical discussions, 
discussions which influence decisions and actions, but with a 
long-term, strategic reference point.

Fixes are needed now in every firm, because no firm is perfect.

Anticipating fixes in the future also enables your firm to plan 
in advance, to get funding in place if needed and to recruit or 
invest in technology in advance of the challenges you expect.

Reviewing the challenges your firm faces now and in the next few 
years will help you work out how to overcome these challenges 
whilst ALSO helping you achieve your vision and purpose.

You have an existing firm which has done well so far. But you want 
to both survive and thrive over the next 5 years and beyond.

You simply do not have the luxury of starting from a blank sheet of 
paper, so you need to reflect on what your starting point will be.

What’s holding YOU back?
First, we need to acknowledge the foundations already in place 
and the issues holding you back from the ambitions you have for 
your firm. What aspects listed below are holding you back? 

You’re starting with a certain number and different types  
of client
 

You have an existing team
 

You have premises which may or may not be fit for purpose
 

You already have a software suite, technology platform  
and licences
 

You achieve certain cash and profit results every month/
quarter/year

Acknowledge 
reality...

Humorous, 
but complete 
nonsense:

“If I was going 
to London, I 
wouldn’t go  
from here!”

Everyone must 
start a journey 
from where 
they are at the 
current time. 

Strategy is  
the same.
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Key Question 5: WHERE IS THE BUSINESS NOW?

3 time frames for CHALLENGE...
Having already established that we ‘go long’ when building good strategy (5 years+), 
there’s a need to consider all 3 time frames.

Build a list of challenges and work out your priorities according to your TODAY, 
TOMORROW and FUTURE business views – see Appendix 1.

TODAY’S challenges
A good old-fashioned SWOT analysis provides plenty of detail about your TODAY 
business. Getting a team together to discuss and capture the Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities and Threats facing your business can be very informative.

Recognising this position fully starts to inform decision-making at the next stage of  
the strategic process. 

The best firms acknowledge challenges and risks in order to:

Build great strategy from the right starting point

Ensure strategy addresses them

Future-proof their firm to minimise such challenges and risks

Such firms find their strategy is absolutely relevant for their firm.

CHALLENGES
What else is causing you stress, discomfort or challenge?

With your team, get clear on your challenges (internal and external) and you can  
fold them into your strategic plans, decisions and actions.



> Contents

54

Key Question 5: WHERE IS THE BUSINESS NOW?

Let’s illustrate this by way of example.

Firm A has spent 18 months converting most clients to paying by monthly direct 
debit (D/D). Firm A has been successful with this and now has 80% of its annual 
income coming in by D/D, so cashflow is no longer an issue for them. 

Firm B has similar clients and similar numbers 
of clients as Firm A but has only 20% of clients 
paying monthly. In fact, Firm B spends a fair bit  
of time every month chasing clients for payment, 
and cashflow is often an issue. 

You can see instantly that cashflow is not a 
tactical or strategic issue at all for Firm A – it can 
consider investment in additional team members, 
software, premises, etc., because they can  
self-fund any investment or show a cash-rich 
business to any lenders.

For Firm B, improving cash flow through better 
pricing and converting all/most clients to monthly 
D/D may show up as a strategic priority in building 
the future firm they want.

CONTRAST THIS WITH

Uncovering the TODAY challenges of a firm doesn’t produce all the answers,  
but it does provide some important pointers as to where we can start.

What to look out for...

Be very clear about where your firm is right now, warts and all! 

Acknowledging the challenges – both internal and external 
– provides the insights and clarity for making good strategic 
decisions and for taking the right action.

CH
AL

LE
NGES
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Key Question 5: WHERE IS THE BUSINESS NOW?

TOMORROW and FUTURE challenges... 
If all you ever do is tackle the issues facing your firm now, TODAY, you’ll never get  
out of first gear on strategy.

And so it pays to reflect on the challenges you’ll face in the medium-term 
(TOMORROW – 13-24 months) and long-term (FUTURE – 3-5 years).

You should also segment your challenges into internal and external factors, so that 
you get a rounded picture of all the real-world challenges and risks with which your 
firm has to deal.

Identifying such risks in this way also provides pointers to elements we can control 
(internal) versus those which tend to be outside our control (external). 

The identification of risks also tells a compelling story of the firm. It helps establish 
common areas of concern, but it may also throw in some “left-field” factors, giving 
everyone pause for thought. 

Dealing with the sceptics... 
This practical, real-world perspective of strategic plans often engages those in 
your team who are against or who are sceptical about investing time, money and 
serious effort in strategy.

This, in turn, tends to provide all owners, leaders and managers with the comfort of 
knowing they’re doing their best to future-proof their firm through such planning. 

In brief... 
The clearer you can be about the starting point risks and challenges of your TODAY 
business, the easier it is to move towards the future vision you want to achieve. 

Do this by way of analysis of challenges and risks, both internal and 
external, over different time periods – TODAY (next 12 months), 
TOMORROW (next 2 years) and FUTURE (3-5 years).

CH
AL

LE
NGES
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Key Question 5: WHERE IS THE BUSINESS NOW?

Further Reading
Are You Doing the SWOT Analysis Backwards? (hbr.org)
HBR Tools: SWOT Analysis

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

“…nailing your vision and purpose is a 
fundamental building block in terms of 
moving forward…” - Glyn Davison, Harlands

https://hbr.org/2021/02/are-you-doing-the-swot-analysis-backwards?autocomplete=true
https://store.hbr.org/product/hbr-tools-swot-analysis/tlswot?sku=TLSWOT-ZIP-ENG?autocomplete=true
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
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WHERE IS 
THE WORLD 
MOVING
TO?

Key Question 6

Inevitable 
trends
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Key Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

Because your clients’ expectations are increasing; because your competition are getting 
stronger; because technology changes faster; because societal standards and beliefs 
are changing; because political, environmental, economic and many other shifts are 
influencing your firm, your clients and your team.

Avoid recognising these shifts, these trends, and you’re creating an ‘ivory tower’ strategy.

If you want a ‘real world’ strategy in which you and your team can believe,  
then you must recognise the trends at play today, tomorrow and in the future.

We all live and work in a world of inescapable change.

Anticipate and adapt to 
inevitable trends, and you 
future-proof your firm so 

that it can thrive rather 
than simply just survive.

To make good strategic decisions, you need 
to be aware of global and local trends so you 
can build relevance and practicality into your 
firm’s strategy. 

IN
EV

IT
ABLE TRENDS 
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A NEW WORLD OF INESCAPABLE CHANGE – 
Unavoidable trends to which every firm must 
respond, if they’re to succeed...
Since early 2020, the pandemic has taught us all many things. 
Certain trends have accelerated because of the upheaval in our 
personal and business lives, trends such as the switch towards  
a 100% online offering (for a period of time), working from 
home/flexible working, hybrid working (home and office working 
– online and offline) and the acknowledgement of and attention 
to mental wellbeing in the workplace. All are now mainstream 
topics in every firm. 

The housing market remains unsettled and inflated as people 
have realised they can work from home, highlighting the need 
for additional space and/or a garden. Demand for garden 
buildings, whether taking the form of a social space or  
work-from-home environment, has rocketed.

Another 
consequence of 
the pandemic is 
that it has forced 
many people to 
re-assess their 
lives and how 
work fits  
into that. 

Google 
‘the great 
resignation’ 
and you’ll 
realise the scale 
and force of 
this trend.

The high streets 
in many towns 
have undergone 
another real 
upheaval 
because our 
buying habits 
have shifted, 
through necessity, 
online.

Key Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?

Client-focused like never before...
In this new world, many accountants have transformed their 
client-focused habits.

The use of platforms such as Zoom and Microsoft 
Teams have become habitual, with client 
communication via video becoming commonplace. 
For many, an increased level of communication 
with clients has deepened relationships and should 
provide client loyalty benefits way beyond furlough 
calculations and bounce-back loans. This trend,  
and client expectations, have shifted the profession.
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What to look out for...

Look at relevant political, economic, social, technological and 
environmental shifts and changes affecting the profession. 
For each ‘trend’ or ‘shift’, consider how things were done in the 
PAST and how they’re NOW achieved. 

Compare the PAST and the NOW, then project forwards  
– this provides you with a trend-line everyone can understand.   
Better decisions and better actions are the result.

Key Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?

Who saw this coming?
Physical and mental wellbeing and resilience is now a subject around many boardroom 
tables (quite rightly). Mental wellbeing and resilience might once have been a topic for 
the more esoteric or ‘right-on’ firms, but now it’s becoming a must-have and expected 
factor of a well-adjusted firm.

The need for teams to feel connected with colleagues in an isolated ‘working from home’ 
world, as well as a new sense of fairness at play, is creating many conflicts and debates 
never before seen. Ignoring this trend could rip a team apart.

Work with real meaning

As our lives continue to be reassessed as a result of the pandemic, another 
trend has been brought to the fore – that of Purpose. 

We were already in an era of “why” (Simon Sinek has been a proponent for 
many years), but additional societal shifts, such as the rise of Generation Zs 
(who are now aged into their 20s), mean we’re seeing a growing and critical 
desire for people to sustain real meaning in their work – Purpose, People and 
Planet, not just Profit. Check out the Brewdog workplace code to see how a 
beer company is responding to Purpose, People and Planet already.

And if accountants are to remain the number one trusted advisors to business 
owners, how can the profession avoid the need to take purpose seriously?

https://assets.ctfassets.net/ezd6as8gi91c/6oVRb9paKFpqqyC94yvaqs/facbb08fab75ea3bac4bb529577c7bd8/BrewDog_Workplace_Code_Dec_21.pdf
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Ignorance is not bliss...
Avoid or ignore unavoidable trends and you put your firm on a pathway to irrelevance. 
Ignoring the need for change is a recipe for disaster. 

Ignorance is NOT bliss.

We like this quotation from US general Eric Shinseki:

“If you don’t like change, you’re going to like irrelevance even less.”

Avoid taking seriously the strategic future of your firm, including the inevitable trends, 
and you’ll be risking everything you’ve worked for so far. 

Key Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?

Take these unavoidable trends 
seriously and plan around them, 

and you set your firm up for a safe, 
secure and thriving future. 

Good strategy helps you do this.

Firm of the future focus...
In any strategic journey, you’re looking forward, not back. You’re planning for the 
future, so it makes sense to anticipate the future as best as you can. 

It’s also common to hear owners of firms say things like “If only I could forecast the 
future, I’d be able to prepare better.” The good news is that, through analysing trends, 
you can have a pretty good stab at predicting the future.

Trends provide insight into a direction of travel – they show us where the world is moving 
and so help us build a picture of the environment in which our business will operate.
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Relevance really matters...
Of course, you must be careful to ensure the trends you factor in are relevant to 
our industry and business – trends in hospitality, for example, do not have as direct 
a consequence to an accounting firm as trends in technology around new working 
practices (working from home) might. 

Your job is to work out which shifts and trends might affect our industry, then figure 
out what impact you expect they’ll have on all your firm’s stakeholders in your TODAY, 
TOMORROW and FUTURE firm.

The best firms keep an eye on trends in order to:

 Build a future-proof strategy and a future-proofed firm

 Refresh vision and strategy regularly to stay connected with trends

 Ensure they remain relevant to all stakeholders

Such firms embrace trends and create a culture of continuous improvement.

Key Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?

For accountancy, it’s easy enough to talk through the shifts in the following areas:

   Hybrid working – blended working from home and from your office

   Technology shifts – cloud; artificial intelligence; mobile access

   Making tax digital and quarterly reporting of corporation tax

   The shift from compliance to a blend of advisory and compliance

Industry magazines, social media, conference agendas and books provide great insight 
into areas affecting our industry – asking your team can be amazingly informative too. 
Doing a team exercise on ‘inevitable trends’ with your team members will also likely 
yield additional areas of interest and will enhance your team’s appreciation of the need 
to change and adapt to keep your firm relevant for all.
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Key Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?

ACTION: Identify around a dozen shifts 
and trends, then refine and distil your list, 
grouping topics and getting rid of those 
which are less relevant. A final list of no 
more than 5 areas can be used for the initial 
planning exercise but should be revisited and 
refreshed annually to ensure your strategy 
remains relevant.

The challenge...
Accountants, who typically prefer certainty and accuracy (please forgive the gross 
generalisation here), can struggle with the ambiguity of shifts and trends and the 
guesswork associated with predicting the future. 

But this discomfort is a good thing. 

You can use this discomfort with ambiguity to guide your choice of trends – the less 
ambiguity and discomfort (more certainty), the more likely a trend will impact your firm. 

The more ambiguity and discomfort (less certainty), the less likely you should factor in 
such a trend. 

Further reading
The Power of Anomaly (hbr.org)
Macro Trends Research / Business Insights | Bain & Company

While extrapolating trends doesn’t provide 
conclusive answers, it does provide clues as 
to where to focus your attention. What you’re 
effectively doing is creating a ‘playbook’ for 
scenarios that allows you to map the actual 
direction of travel of each shift and trend.  
Once you’re clear on which trend is emerging 
as the strongest, you can start to predict how 
you should react, what decisions should be 
made and what actions will be taken.

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

https://hbr.org/2021/07/the-power-of-anomaly
https://www.bain.com/insights/topics/macro-trends/
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
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WHAT 
MATTERS 
MOST TO 
YOUR 
CLIENTS?

Key Question 7

Things 
stable in 
time
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Key Question 7: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

Here’s yet another step big towards anchoring your firm’s strategy to the ‘real world’, 
not the ‘ideal world’.

The paymaster general for your firm, and for every firm, is your paying clients. Good 
strategy must therefore be connected to what matters most to your clients. If you fail to 
build these client-centric connections, clients will buy less, buy less often, want to pay 
less and never recommend you to others.

Ignore this obvious and practical aspect of business and you’ll be on a rocky road to ruin.

Clues...

What 
matters 
to clients

What
doesn’t
change?

Take seriously what matters most to your clients and you 
acknowledge and factor into your strategic plan  

what clients will always see as important.

TH
IN

G
S 

ST

ABLE IN TIME
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What’s not changing?
Whilst question 6 regarding trends is all about what’s changing, this 
question is all about what’s stable in time – what’s not changing.

Strategy is all about future-proofing your firm. And it may seem 
counterintuitive to suggest we actively consider things that 
remain stable in time in a changing world. But when you look at 
things stable in time, you build a foundation from which you can 
launch the strongest and most robust ways of working. 

Follow the clues...
One of the most successful cash-generating businesses 
of all time is Amazon, a polar-opposite business model to 
accountancy (at the moment!), but one that shares a lot of 
success clues.

In just the past two years, thanks to the shifts associated with 
the pandemic, Amazon has added more than 50% to its value 
as a business – currently more than $1.5 trillion.

A big clue...

“I very frequently get the question: ‘What’s going to 
change in the next 10 years?’ And that is a very interesting 
question; it’s a very common one.

I almost never get the question: ‘What’s not going to 
change in the next 10 years?’ 

And I submit to you that that second question is actually 
the more important of the two -- because you can build a 
business strategy around the things that are stable in time. 

...In our retail business, we know that customers want low 
prices, and I know that’s going to be true 10 years from now. 
They (also) want fast delivery; they want vast selection.”

What’s not 
changing is what 
genuinely and 
fundamentally 
matters to  
your clients.

Successful 
businesses 
provide clues  
on what to do.

Jeff Bezos, when 
interviewed a 
few years back, 
shared this sage 
advice.

Key Question 7: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?
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What 3 things are stable in time in your business ?
Your client-focused answer to this question provides the practical rudder for  
your firm’s strategy.

It pays to invest time and energy in clarifying your answer to this question,  
don’t you think?

Key Question 7: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

ACTION: Simply ask your whole team this basic and 
obvious question and you’ll see many of your people 
struggle. This question is often ignored or taken for 
granted and, as a result, many team members in 
many firms fail to logically or emotionally connect 
with what matters most to clients. Get clear on this 
and you move towards a more client-centric firm  
of accountants.

By asking the question “what matters most to our clients?” you start to influence 
strategy decisions that move you towards achieving your personal goals, your 
business vision and your purpose. 

What also happens is that your answers to this question also provide a practical 
sense-check that you’re on the right track.

In the case of Amazon, Jeff Bezos is quoted as saying that no matter what 
happens in future, no matter the technological advances that will inevitably 
come, Amazon clients will always want three core things:

   Great selection of goods

   Speedy delivery

   Competitive prices 

It’s pretty clear that Amazon’s business model continues to be built on these three 
solid foundations.

By considering what it is that makes your clients tick, what matters most to 
them, you ensure that you are building a successful accountancy business.
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Future-focused AND stable in time
Looking at (client-focused) things stable in time alongside (future-focused) trends 
provides a really useful conflict of views, views that challenge your thought 
processes on what can give your firm a sustainable advantage over time. 

And as with all things to do with strategy, things stable in time cannot be looked 
at in isolation.

Get a balanced view - it’s important...
Clarity on what matters most to your clients signposts what’s helped you succeed 
so far, and maybe what’s held you back as well. And, as it does for Bezos and 
Amazon, you can apply this clarity to the decisions needed to ensure the future 
security and progress of your firm.
 
When you factor in all the other answers from the 8 strategy questions, most of 
which are future-focused, then you get not only a balanced perspective, but you 
start to feel confident because your firm’s strategy is wholeheartedly connected 
to what matters to your paymaster general.

Key Question 7: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

The best firms know what matters most to their clients:

 It’s not just about what you do well but why this matters to clients

 What matters most to clients now and in the future provides a strong 
 foundation for all future decision-making

 Sense-check all other strategy elements with client priorities

Such firms have real confidence and belief in their firm’s strategy and  
their future success.
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Ignore the other strategy questions at your peril...
Kodak once dominated the world of camera film.

The digital camera killed Kodak.

And yet Kodak held the worldwide patent for the digital camera!

Kodak were obsessed only with what mattered to customers in the present. They 
ignored the trends and other future-focused questions about vision and purpose.
While it’s a tad simplistic to argue that the only thing they needed to do was to 
consider trends in their sector, one cannot help but think how differently Kodak’s 
future could have been had they acknowledged the direction of travel (trends) in 
relation to technology and if they had acquired a deeper understanding of what 
really mattered to their customers. 

If we had interviewed Kodak’s customers 20 years ago and asked them what they 
would always want from Kodak, we might have ended up with a list something 
like this:

   We want you to make capturing memories easier

   We want you to make sharing memories simpler and quicker

   We want you to help us capture and share memories at a competitive price

Would acknowledging such a list alongside inevitable trends in technology have 
resulted in a different path for Kodak? It’s anyone’s guess, but what we can see 
is the power of looking at things from a number of different angles to ensure we 
follow the right strategic direction.

History is littered with similar examples of huge businesses outgrowing 
their business models and/or not adjusting their business model quickly 
enough to acknowledge the changing needs of consumers and the  
changing environment in which they operate. The high street has been  
devasted in recent times, and yet Next and Marks & Spencers Food  
have thrived.

Are you ready to design a balanced strategic view for your firm?

Key Question 7: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?
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Find your 3 things stable in time...
One of the massive pluses from the pandemic has been the necessity for many firms 
to adopt technological solutions to allow them to better communicate with clients and 
with team members – using Zoom, Microsoft Teams and other solutions. 

In many firms, we have seen a huge increase in client contact via different 
broadcast media – webinars, video and social media messaging, email 
communications, scheduled drop-in Zoom sessions, weekly digital newsletters, 
value-added updates, YouTube channels and many more.

It pays, don’t you think, to consider what it is about these technology shifts that 
connects with “what really matters to your clients”.

What other things matter to your clients?

Key Question 7: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

What to look out for...

What works now for clients is important but it pays to question 
why it really matters to clients. You’ll then avoid getting stuck 
like Kodak did, and adapt to client needs better and faster,  
a bit like Amazon does.

Sense-check your firm’s vision, goals and purpose against what 
matters most to your clients. You’ll then make sure you’re on 
the right track – one that means your firm is relevant now and 
will always be relevant to your clients.

Further reading
Amazon Constantly Audits its Business Model (hbr.org)

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

https://hbr.org/2013/11/amazon-constantly-audits-its-business-model
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
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WHAT 
IS YOUR 
WITHOUT-FAIL 
FOCUS THIS 
QUARTER?

Key Question 8

Without-fail 
quarterly 
OKRs
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Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT

You’re busy, we know.

You’re busy doing what needs to be done for clients and for team members, ensuring 
that all the work gets done and gets done in a way that makes a profit and keeps 
everyone happy. You’re busy managing your TODAY business.

But what about your firm of TOMORROW and your firm of the FUTURE?

Somehow there’s the need to think, decide and act strategically IN ADDITION  
to managing the day-to-day work and stresses.

But you’re busy already! 

How do you squeeze more into your
jam-packed schedule?

Follow the lead of Google, 
Intel and many other great 
businesses and make 
just one strategic next 
step every 13 weeks. 
From the strategy 
work you’ve done 
(by answering the 
other 7 questions) 
you’re able to 
answer this question 
– you’re able to 
work out what 
Google, Intel and 
others call their quarterly 
OKR (objective and key 
results). For more detail on OKRs, check out this 
short Business Breakthrough report.

Work out just one strategic priority that you and your team can get done in the 
next 13 weeks, and then work out how to make sure it happens, in addition to the 
day-to-day work. 

Key Question 8: WHAT IS YOUR WITHOUT-FAIL FOCUS THIS QUARTER?

QUARTERLY O
KR

s

http://Business Breakthrough report
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Time to bring your strategy to life...
Answering the last of the 8 strategy questions is akin to the glue 
which holds together the whole strategic process. It’s the one 
thing that brings your strategy to life.

Until this point, you’ve undertaken a host of different exercises, 
looking at your firm from many different angles. 

None of them, in isolation, provide you with a solution.

Each adds a layer of strategic clarity, but nothing has yet 
happened to make it real.

You build a coherent strategy when you consider all seven previous 
areas and then decide on a strategic priority – one that can be 
completed in the next 13 weeks. 

In short, you take 4 simple steps to bring your strategy to life:

Build your TOMORROW business...
You’ll recall that earlier we highlighted the apparently askew 
running order of Today, Future, Tomorrow? 

Hopefully you’ll now see why we’ve tackled things in this order. 
Because it’s only now that you can truly decide which of the 
multitude of strategic tasks you’ve developed are necessary to 
get you to your vision.

As you circle back and review all the strategic questions you’ve 
answered, you can decide in which order you should tackle 
challenges, trends, client needs and more.

Key Question 8: WHAT IS YOUR WITHOUT-FAIL FOCUS THIS QUARTER?

Question 8 
takes you from 
planning to 
deciding and 
action.

4 simple steps.

Build your 
TOMORROW 
business TODAY 
- or, rather, 
in the next 13 
weeks.

Review all answers to your other 7 strategy questions 

Decide on one thing that should take priority

Schedule diary time for doing what’s needed

Do it

1

2

3

4



> Contents

74

However, there’s a real danger of being overwhelmed by the scale of things which 
you believe need urgent attention. It’s normal at this point to feel a real frustration 
or impatience as the sheer desire to ‘do things’ takes over. 

Avoid feeling frustrated...
Of course, your FUTURE business should feel profoundly appealing to you and to  
all your stakeholders.

This can make the slow, steady quarterly next-step process feel oh-so-slow!

But remember the story of the tortoise and the hare?

‘Slow and steady’ in your already busy firm is what can deliver your firm of the future.

Jim Collins’ 20 years of research into the top performing 11 businesses of the time 
pointed to a number of common aspects of success. One of these he called the 
flywheel effect – it takes a long time, plus persistent and consistent effort, to get  
a large flywheel turning. Quarterly strategic next steps will build the momentum of 
your flywheel to help you achieve your business vision.

This slow and steady approach also won one of the greatest races of the 20th century. 
Compare the Amundsen and Scott approaches for being the first ever person to the 
South Pole and you’ll see how slow and steady wins (and gets you back alive too). 
Amundsen also shows you how a singular focus on his key objective influenced his 
choice of key result (what he measured).

Key Question 8: WHAT IS YOUR WITHOUT-FAIL FOCUS THIS QUARTER?

1
Every 13 weeks 

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/fanatical-discipline-for-accountants/?loc=rpl
https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/fanatical-discipline-for-accountants/?loc=rpl
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Get your priorities right...
When you renovate a house, you need to make sure you’re doing things in the  
right order. 

There’s no point in decorating a room, for example, if you later realise that you  
need to demolish a wall in that same room. 

The process of working out what’s to be done first is challenging and should be 
afforded the appropriate amount of time. 

Your challenge? It’s more than likely you’ll want to get several things underway 
at once!

There’s only one priority!
Priority is a singular word. 

Deciding what ONE THING your firm will achieve this quarter (objective) provides  
a laser-like focus and allows you to build a culture of achievement. 

It also means you can continue to get all of the day-to-day work done during the quarter.

Having a singular ‘without-fail’ focus is also about ensuring you measure your 
progress over these 13-week ‘sprints’ (key results). 

Work out your one strategic priority, your objective for the next quarter.  
Then ‘rinse and repeat’ the process every 13 weeks.

Work out the key results or the measurements that will show you’ve achieved your 
quarterly objective, every quarter. 

Too many times we hear leaders tell their teams about the upcoming priorities for 
the year – “we’re going to grow income, cut costs, focus on profits, improve our NPS, 
etc.” But how can we possibly achieve all these (sometimes conflicting) priorities at 
the same time? This is where a ‘without-fail’ focus helps.

Having ‘several priorities’ sounds like an oxymoron! It lacks focus. It’s usually 
impractical as well, when the day-to-day work also needs to be done.

Key Question 8: WHAT IS YOUR WITHOUT-FAIL FOCUS THIS QUARTER?
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What to look out for...

Avoid multiple priorities each quarter. As the saying goes:

“chase two rabbits, catch neither”

Be brutal in deciding on your top and singular strategic priority. 
Focus on one thing, then go after it relentlessly that quarter 
until the objective is achieved.

Without-fail focus?
Be serious. Be committed. Be disciplined. Be focused. Be selective.

Because you ‘zero-in’ on just one singular strategic priority, you make it more likely 
that you’ll complete your strategic focus. 

When making your decision on which singular focus 
you’re going for this quarter, keep in mind that you 
and all your stakeholders want to see progress.  
Using the phrase ‘without-fail’ helps ensure you’re  
able to clearly communicate what you’re aiming for 
this quarter, and it also helps you work out how you 
can show you’ve achieved it.

1

Too many options?
Of course, in the process of working out OKR priority 1 for this next quarter, you’ll 
consider multiple options (multiple options are a sign of good strategic decision making). 

The very act of deciding which one area gets your without-fail focus usually means 
there’s a close second choice. This second choice may then become your without-fail 
focus in Q2.

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/winning-decisions-for-accountants-2021-03/?loc=rpl
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Visible, measurable, tangible progress...
One of the major benefits in looking at strategy in quarterly chunks like this is that 
your team sees that something is actually being accomplished. Over time, they also 
feel a sense of achievement as the organisation consistently becomes a firm which 
gets things done, rather than one which decides on a strategy then does nothing to 
achieve it. 

The best firms focus on one without-fail objective per quarter.  

You can too,  and, in the process:

 Prove that strategy is more than just a talking-shop exercise

 Show your team where you’re heading as a firm and why

 Build a culture of achievement in your firm

Such firms slowly but surely take strategic action and achieve 
their strategic vision.

Keep on keeping on...
This is IMPORTANT.

It’s possible that you’ve started strategic change initiatives before in your firm. 
It’s also possible that, once started, your new initiative stuttered and stalled or 
‘withered on the vine’.

If this ‘started but not finished’ approach is possible, it’s also possible that you’ll see 
your people roll their eyes at yet another change programme. And so you focus on 
13-week steps with a without-fail commitment, and eventually you’ll win even the 
hardest sceptics around to your firm’s strategy.
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Stay on course...

Because you have a crystal-clear vision of where you want to be 5 years 
from now, you’re able to make decisions on quarterly without-fail OKRs  
– every 13 weeks.

And because those quarterly decisions are aligned with your 5-year 
vision, you can see how it’s not so easy to be deflected off course,  
even by things such as a pandemic!

Your without-fail OKR is the process through which you bring your 
strategy to life for all your stakeholders. And together you achieve  
what you set out to achieve.

Further reading
Measure What Matters, by John Doerr
What Matters Website
Leaders: Bring Your Strategy Back into Focus (gallup.com)

Assess your firm’s
strategic health here...

“…those things you do every week that are 
about strategy, culture and leadership…
they’re a big part of my thinking every 
week” - Glyn Davison, Harlands

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Measure-What-Matters-Simple-Drives/dp/024134848X/
https://www.whatmatters.com/
https://www.gallup.com/workplace/354944/leaders-bring-strategy-back-focus.aspx
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
https://su.vc/strategyhealthassess
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Being an owner, leader or manager of an accountancy business is hard.

So many things to manage, so many clients to look after, so many daily challenges  
to overcome.

It often feels lonely and frustrating, and it can also feel as though you’ve too much  
to do and that things are out of control.

Building, and living, good strategy is a way of wrestling back control and feeling a  
deep sense of meaning, as well as a sense that you’re heading in the right direction.

Good strategy... 
A modest investment in time, energy and commitment delivers GOOD STRATEGY, 
strategy that enables you to create the ‘firm of the future’ you want.

It acknowledges where you are now, but in 13-week cycles, step by strategic step, 
good strategy helps you create the vision you have for your firm.

Good strategy, when done well, is 

   CHALLENGING – by getting you to question your firm’s current status quo,  
by getting you to think and plan longer term whilst also challenging you to  
take strategic next steps every 13 weeks.

   CONNECTING – you lessen the sense of isolation and loneliness by working together 
on strategy with your fellow leaders and with your team. When done well, good 
strategy also connects people with your firm’s core purpose in a deep and 
meaningful way. And with a clear vision, you build a passion for your firm’s vision. 

Worthwhile payoff... 
In a busy firm, investing time and energy in strategy doesn’t come naturally.
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However, building a greater feeling of connection to the purpose and vision of your firm 
creates something people want to be part of. Clients and team members will want to 
join you and stay with you and will play a fully engaged and active role. 

And while the process can be challenging, frustration gives way to confidence as, 
quarter by quarter, you start to achieve the goals you set together. 

You move into the TOMORROW business, all the while focused on your FUTURE business, 
thus allowing everyone to see where you’re going and how you’re going to get there.

Great strategy isn’t defined by the quality of the strategic document, by the 
thoroughness of research which informs our thinking or by the level of intellectual 
debate it might inspire.

Great strategy means taking action. It means translating thought into doing. It means 
taking in knowledge and developing skills and then making those skills habitual. That is 
why the last of the 8 questions about your next quarterly without-fail OKR is so critical.

Great strategy is a living process which is a key component of developing robust 
organisational health, prioritising people over plans, purpose beyond profit. And yet, 
as the research shows, profit and capital value growth are a natural consequence of 
robust organisational health.

What’s your next quarterly without-fail Objective and Key Result?

Be remarkable!
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Strategy must suit your firm... 
Does your firm need to BUILD, RENOVATE or REFRESH your firm’s strategy?
It depends on your firm’s current state.

BUILD mode captures all the energy and excitement of building a new house. If you’re 
building your firm’s strategy from scratch, everything in this book will feel constructive 
and progressive. Because you have relatively free reign in the design, look and feel 
of your ‘firm of the future’, you may well feel excited, positive and energised by this 
strategic process.

Or does strategy feel a bit daunting, long-winded and more of an uphill struggle for  
you and your firm? If so, it may be because you’re in renovate, not build, mode.

RENOVATE mode is much more difficult because, just as with a house renovation,  
you sometimes need to move backward before you can move forward, i.e., you have  
to de-construct before you can re-construct. 

Unlike pure build mode, though, there are some ‘foundations’ and ‘supporting walls’ 
we simply cannot ignore or take away, so renovate mode nearly always involves some 
compromises and an acknowledgement of what we already have. Strategic progress can 
be slower. The energy in renovate mode is more challenging – frustration, annoyance and 
impatience can (and does) show up! Renovate mode is harder to manage because several 
steps are needed before you can get close to seeing progress. Chances are, progress will 
feel slow and clumsy to begin with given the constraints of your existing firm, and this can 
derail your strategic commitment if not managed carefully.

REFRESH. If we continue our house-building analogy, refresh mode is exactly as it 
sounds – it involves cosmetic, not structural, changes. Metaphorically, perhaps we’re 
changing the wallpaper or updating the plants in the garden or buying new furniture, 
but the main strategic elements are already in place. For these reasons, refresh mode, 
when reviewed annually, feels very straightforward and easy to do. 

A strategic refresh is simply looking again at all 8 strategy questions and reminding 
ourselves of where we are on each, then considering what, if anything, needs tweaking. 
Refresh is not a major exercise, but usually comes into play in future years after the 
hard strategic planning has been accomplished.

Typical feelings in refresh mode are confidence and being focused and determined,  
and this phase is most definitely future-focused.
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Recognising and acknowledging at which stage you are allows you to better understand 
the feelings and emotions you’ll experience. And because most firms commence 
strategic planning from the viewpoint of running an existing business, most are straight 
into renovate mode, which is the most challenging of the three phases to manage. 

We have to start from here! 
Most accountants would build a different business to the one they currently possess.  
A lack of strategic focus and/or a lack of strategic skills and time and attention combine 
to mean that growth can just sort of ‘happen by accident’.

This often results in recruiting people who don’t reflect your values and behavioural 
standards, but they (sort of) get the job done, so you keep them. Client selection can 
be more fee-based rather than profit-based, cash-based or strategic-fit focused and 
can result in ill-fitting clients and client work that feels disjointed. As a result, cashflow, 
workflow and job satisfaction can feel like a constant struggle. 

Good strategy acknowledges all your internal and market challenges so that your sense 
of belief and optimism of a brighter future is well-founded.

As we mentioned in question 5:

Acknowledge reality...

“If I was going to London, I wouldn’t go from here!”

Everyone has to start a journey from where they are at the current time. Strategy is  
the same. As glib as this may sound, though, just get going.  Start answering the  
8 strategic question you have in your hands here.

When do you start strategy?
“The best time to plant a tree is 20 years ago, the second-best time is now”  
– Zen saying

Start now...
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Your TODAY, TOMORROW, and FUTURE business... 
Gaining clarity on your future business model is a key element in your strategic planning 
– your chosen time frame influences your answers to all 8 strategy questions.

The more you can visualise and plan for the business you really want, the more alive 
it is in your mind’s eye. And the more alive it is, the more it drives you to achieve that 
model. Suddenly you have a real focus – a reason for doing the things you do – because 
you know which way you’re headed. You now know not only which game you’re playing, 
but the rules of the game and how you’re going to win. 

This element of the planning process is called Today, Tomorrow, Future.  
Although, perversely, the real running order of this process looks slightly different. 

The actual running order is Today, Future, Tomorrow. You’ll see why as we run through 
how this works. 

The starting point remains the same – your Today business.

The Today business model 
Your Today business is exactly as it sounds – it’s your current business model as of right 
now. In the same way that a P&L statement or balance sheet provides a snapshot of 
your business at a moment in time, your Today model reflects what is going well, and 
not so well, in your firm currently. In effect, it’s a SWOT analysis, allowing you to reflect 
on the Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats your firm faces today.

That warts-and-all acknowledgement of where the business currently sits allows you 
to assess your starting point. A business has only one opportunity to start with a blank 
sheet of paper, and for the vast majority that time has already long passed. If you’re 
not starting with that blank sheet of paper, you need to build your firm from the real 
starting line called Today.
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The Future business model 
Perhaps counter-intuitively, the next stage of the strategic journey takes you to building 
your Future firm. 

The Future firm is built using that 5-year timeline and, because it’s far enough away 
for you to imagine that all the current challenges you face can be eradicated, it frees 
your mind to truly imagine the firm that (perhaps) you’ve always wanted but have 
considered unachievable. 

The Future model is built as comprehensively as possible, using a combination of 
exercises across a multitude of areas.

It starts with numbers. 

   What level of turnover do you want to build?
   What average fee per client do you consider a success?
   To what profit levels do you aspire?
   What will the owners’ remuneration package look like?
   What percentage of salaries to T/O would you consider a minimum requirement?

It starts to get really interesting, though, when you look beyond the numbers –  
when you humanise the numbers.

   How many weeks holidays per annum do the owners want to take?
   What type of work will the owners undertake? (and what won’t they be doing?)
   What level of pension contributions will prepare the owners for a future they want 

outside of the firm?

This model becomes truly rounded when you look at it from the viewpoint of all relevant 
stakeholders. In the case of an accountancy firm, there are (arguably) four main 
stakeholders:

   Team
   Clients
   Community (including introducers, local charities, etc.)
   Owners
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Building a business which truly reflects the aspirations of all four stakeholder groups is 
not only achievable, it’s crucial if that firm is to be properly rounded and balanced.

Consider an alternative to illustrate the point – what if you built a firm which focused 
exclusively on meeting the aspirations of clients? After all, it’s a noble aspiration – 
clients are your paymasters so it would be foolhardy to ignore this key group.

But in building a solely client-centric firm, you meet some immediate challenges.  
How often and under what guise would you have pricing conversations with clients? 
Does building a purely client-centric firm mean you keep prices as low as you can?  
Doing extra unpaid work for clients would become even more prevalent than it might  
be at the moment – after all, you’re helping the client, right?

A purely client-centric firm might meet some, though definitely not all, of a client’s 
needs, but it wouldn’t meet the needs of the owners (their remuneration would suffer, 
pay rises for the team might be unachievable, etc.) nor those of the team, whose sense 
of fairness and achievement would be significantly impacted by doing unpaid work.

As you can see, building a firm which balances the needs of all stakeholders creates a 
virtuous environment in which everyone wins. 

And the clearer you can be about the needs and aspirations of all your stakeholders,  
the closer you’ll get to that sense of balance.

For those reasons, spending time understanding stakeholders is time well spent and 
provides a genuine focus for future plans. Because, as Stephen Covey himself said,  
it’s only when you begin with the end in mind that you can truly grow a firm which  
works for all stakeholders.

Too many accountants operate a model where the needs of stakeholders are not 
consciously considered – they work for their firm, which implies a loss of control and an 
inevitable acceptance that what is left over after paying everyone else must be theirs, 
whatever that figure ends up being.

Building a future model which focuses first on aspects such as owners’ remuneration 
and an appropriate amount of time off to re-charge and enjoy other pursuits might 
seem selfish. But rule 1 of business is that it must work for the owners. After all, if it 
doesn’t, what’s the point? Just go and get a job somewhere!
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Having clarity over such aspects as desired remuneration, time off and pension 
contributions means that you suddenly have a different perspective when it comes to 
making decisions within the business. Knowing that one of the outcomes of, for example, 
regular pricing reviews with clients is that the owner (and the team) reach their desired 
remuneration levels, and this can act as a driver to do the right things. Achieving that 
crystal-clear clarity about your Future vision is one of the key drivers of strategy. 

The brain is a wonderful machine. If you give your brain a big enough problem,  
it automatically strives to find a solution, both consciously as you think about it and  
also subconsciously while you sleep. Share your Future vision with more people more 
often and you put their brains to work on your goals as well.

The Tomorrow business model 
The last stage, only tackled towards the end of the strategic process, is to build the 
Tomorrow model. This model is pretty much as it sounds – it’s a bridge between the 
Today model and the Future model. 

This is a key part of the process – a stage where you start to pull the different strings 
holding your strategic balloons into some form of order. This is the stage where you 
decide the priority in which you’ll tackle the myriad actions you need to take to execute 
your carefully thought-through strategy. 

The Tomorrow business model is clearly a blend of the Today and the Future models 
– you cannot ignore the starting point, but you now have clarity on what you want to 
achieve, so you cannot ignore that model either. The Tomorrow model allows you to 
bridge the gap progressively and, crucially, in the right order. 

It cannot be over-emphasised how important this step is. So many strategic exercises 
fail at this stage simply because firms don’t prioritise the actions they must take to 
achieve their Future business model. The strategic plan they’ve carefully constructed 
lies in a drawer or on a shelf gathering dust. One of the major criticisms of any strategic 
planning usually circles around to this point – that the plan itself looked fabulous but 
foundered when it came to implementation. 

In itself, this isn’t a fault of strategic planning. More often it’s an implementation fault 
or, more likely, a lack of knowledge as to HOW to implement. 
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IMPLEMENTATION NEXT STEPS: 
Implementing strategy requires the skills of leading and managing change. These two 
reports signpost the skills needed for successful implementation (you can read them in 
the time it takes to drink a cup of tea or coffee):

Business Breakthrough - Fanatical Discipline for Accountants 

Business Breakthrough - Successful Change for Accountants

>

>

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/fanatical-discipline-for-accountants/?loc=rpl
https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/successful-change-for-accountants/?loc=rpl
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Simon Sinek shows the way to your core purpose... 
The Ted talk called ‘Start With Why’ made Simon Sinek a household name in business 
circles. A recent interview3 shares a way to ascertain your core purpose. If you’re 
struggling with the idea of uncovering your core purpose, check out the link at the 
bottom of the page.

Sinek describes how a feeling of connection and meaning builds resilience and trust  
and enables a healthier working environment – in short, it shows good leadership.
And when you dig deep enough (asking and answering enough questions), you start 
to uncover the real reasons why you do what you do. And once you uncover them, it 
makes sense to bring those reasons front and centre and tell the world!

The value of a clear and well-communicated core purpose: 

   It gives team members (and prospective team members) far more of a clue about 
where the output of their work leads. You produce financial information which 
allows you to have future-focused conversations with clients, ultimately helping 
them achieve their goals. 

   In a recruitment market of scarce qualified accountants, giving prospective team 
members a rallying cry or north star can be the clincher when they’re comparing 
your firm with other firms for their future career (arguably far more important 
than an extra £1-2k in salary!).  

   It provides a promise beyond the numbers for clients (and prospective clients). 
It tells the client what value to expect in addition to the P&L/balance sheet/
tax calculation and ensures they feel more part of ‘your gang’ because of the 
emotional context (not just because of the functional and financial work you do).  

   And, of course, it drives a completely different set of behaviours. After all, if your 
purpose tells people you’ll ‘help them grow’, then you’d better make absolutely 
certain that your conversations, actions, financial reports, etc., commit you to 
that! And in the process of doing so, you drive authenticity and make it much, 
much more than simply a strapline.  

3This is a great interview about leadership, but for Sinek’s insights on finding your why in difficult times fast forward  
to 10mins 45secs for an insightful question to ask clients and friends: Simon Sinek TED Talk

https://www.ted.com/talks/simon_sinek_how_to_discover_your_why_in_difficult_times
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On a more personal level, living out what you love to do feels effortless. And because it 
feels effortless, you achieve far more in a normal day than someone who performs tasks 
they don’t like or which are not aligned with any sense of meaning or purpose. We’re 
only on this planet once, so don’t you deserve to do what you love? Working with many 
owners of firms has underlined this. The vast majority of partners say things like:

“If I never saw another tax return or VAT return in my life, I’d be happy”

“I want to spend my time with clients – that’s where I’m happiest”

“If only I could get rid of everything else and focus on clients, work would be great”

Can work ever feel effortless?
The simple fact is, doing what you love IS achievable. Simply delegate elsewhere what 
you don’t want to do. Or if you don’t have someone to whom you can delegate work, 
outsource it. If we met a client who continued to waste her weekends updating her 
bookkeeping, despite not being good at it, and it was encroaching on family time,  
what would our advice to her be? Our advice would be to outsource or delegate it.  
So why do we have such reluctance to do so when it’s our firm?

Long-term commitment to and living by a deep sense of purpose provides meaning 
and clarity beyond product and profit. It provides connections with clients, with team 
members and with the wider community. And in the process, it marks you out as a 
completely different firm to the majority. If you do what you love, and love what you do, 
everything feels effortless. Work is easy and doesn’t feel like work at all. And because 
you’re doing what you love, you’re naturally good at it so it takes far less time.

LEAD WITH PURPOSE:
Simon Sinek rightly says ‘start with why’. Doing what you love has meaning already 
built in because it connects with your ‘why’. All that’s needed is working out how to 
describe and communicate your firm’s core purpose (your firm’s ‘why’). To help you, 
here’s a report to kick-start your journey to working out, communicating and living  
your firm’s why:

Business Breakthrough - Lead with Purpose for Accountants>

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/lead-with-purpose-for-accountants/?loc=rpl
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Why might accountants need help on strategy? 
Much has been written about the challenges facing accountants.

Accountants are assaulted on all sides by those suggesting the accountancy business 
model is doomed and that they must change everything tomorrow or they’ll be out  
of business! 

Of course, some of the doom merchants (exaggerated) do have a point but, in reality, 
most of the challenges we currently face are the same as those we’ve always faced.
Look at the accountancy business model – how many accountants do you know who 
have gone out of business? Despite numerous commentators telling accountants that 
they must change, the reality is that their business model continues to thrive. 

Therefore, while many accountants accept the logical argument for change, they’re not 
in sufficient pain to actually do anything different. And their issues remain broadly the 
same as always.

The challenges most firms face can be placed into three main categories:

Firm is looking for fee growth (or, in some cases, how to manage growth)  

Firm is seeking greater profitiability (via systems, efficiencies, etc.)

Firm is looking to maximise capital value, perhaps preparing for an exit 
or sale

1

2

3

Of course, these categories are not mutually exclusive. But at any point in time, most 
firms have challenges which can be found in one of the three areas above. It’s important 
to recognise and categorise in such a way because a strategy aimed at growth will look 
different to one seeking profitability, which in turn looks different to a strategy focused on 
maximising value. 

The common bond with the issues above is that they can all be addressed by adopting 
sound strategic planning.
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Invest time working on your accountancy business... 
Most accountancy firm owners, like most business owners, seldom spend time working 
ON their business. 

Most accountancy firm owners are simply too busy working IN their business. The ultimate 
extension of this path of working wholly IN the business is that their firm is happening to 
them and around them, rather than being driven by them. They work for the firm, rather 
than the firm working for them.

Typically, accountancy firms without a plan have NO strategy.

Some firms do actually undertake some form of planning – taking time out of busy 
schedules to proactively plan ahead and try to shape the future of the firm. But in most 
such cases, when challenged, these owners will guiltily admit their strategy or planning 
document is sitting gathering dust somewhere in a cupboard. This is BAD strategy.
By contrast, there are some firms for whom the strategic planning process is an annual 
event, with quarterly areas of focus (OKRs). Such firms are actively following a path which 
they determined is the correct one for them and are regularly reviewing progress against 
their plan, tweaking where necessary. Understandably, we call this GOOD strategy.

Into which category does your firm fall? 
Let’s humanise the numbers for a moment and consider how the owners of such firms 
feel at any point in time. 

Let’s look at the firm with no strategy – such owners are likely to feel:

   Guilty, knowing they should be doing some form of future planning
   Directionless, unsure of which way their business is moving 
   Exhausted, through the sheer hard work of working in the business permanently

Those owners of firms with ‘bad’ strategy might:

   Feel frustration at not following through with the plan they pulled together
   Face a backlash from the team, who may have been involved in the planning 

process but see nothing happening as regards implementation 
   Feel confusion around identifying next steps – how do they actually translate 

plans into action?
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Contrast this with the feelings of owners who have created and implemented a solid 
strategy. They will feel much more comfortable at the start of every year, with:

   The confidence that they’re actually following a plan
   The belief that they’re moving in the right direction 
   The buy-in from their team who, having helped build the plan at the outset, 

contribute to the implementation phase

By humanising the numbers in this way, we start to see the very real impact of strategic 
planning, not just on the owners, but on all the stakeholders involved in the business.

In short, it’s important!

So we ask again, into which category does your firm fall? Or a better question might be 
“How do you feel, when you think about strategy for your firm?”

This book aims to equip you with the knowledge to identify the 8 strategic questions you 
need to answer for your firm. It also aims to help you develop the skills necessary for 
strategic planning and, ultimately, its goal is to enable you to create the right habits so 
that strategic planning is a regular part of your firm’s annual flow.

GOOD STRATEGY: 
Committing to good strategy can future proof your firm and help you achieve the ambitions 
and goals you have for your firm. The Business Breakthrough report below provides insights 
into question 5 of the 8 strategic questions and is arguably one of the easiest places to start 
on strategy:

Business Breakthrough - Good Strategy for Your Firm>

https://businessbreakthrough.online/report/good-strategy-for-your-firm/?loc=rpl
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Doug Aitken

Doug has worked with accountants for 15 years, 
recognising that, while knowledge is important, 
developing skills from that knowledge and making 
those skills habitual is what truly Humanises  
the Numbers.
  
Doug’s sweet spot is strategy – helping ambitious 
accountants to articulate why they do what they do 
and then sharing with the world what they stand 
for. The corporate world shaped one of Doug’s 
mantras – ‘do what you love; love what you do’ 
– and demonstrated the power of having a truly 
engaged team. 

As a business owner himself, Doug recognises the 
frustrations and challenges accountants face.  
But while this empathy with ambitious firms is 
real, don’t expect an easy ride. Transformation by 
improving profitability and growing capital value 
only comes through challenging the status quo 
and connecting people and numbers, so expect 
a journey filled with accountability when working 
with Doug!

LinkedIn: Doug Aitken
Email: Douglas@remarkablepractice.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/douglas-aitken-25284413/
mailto:Douglas%40remarkablepractice.com?subject=
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Paul Shrimpling

For 20 years, Paul has been challenging owners  
of ambitious accountancy firms to Humanise  
the Numbers…
  
Paul’s drive to support the accountancy profession 
was forged in his own experience of growing, from 
scratch, a family manufacturing business. The annual 
check-in with his accountant failed to deal with the 
emotional rollercoaster of running the business, 
expanding into Europe, the Middle East and the USA, 
buying a building, surviving two recessions, opening 
a London showroom, refinancing or eventually selling 
the business. This business education underpins 
Paul’s determination to challenge accountants to 
better connect themselves and their business clients 
to the numbers that really matter. Yes, it’s about the 
numbers, but it’s also about the people and how they 
feel about the numbers.

Paul is renowned for bringing passion, practical insight 
and a good degree of grit to his communications and 
interactions with ambitious accountants. 

LinkedIn: Paul Shrimpling
Email: Paul@remarkablepractice.com

https://www.linkedin.com/in/paulshrimpling/
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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT THIS BOOK

I found that by asking these 8 question, not necessarily in the order presented:  
my choice was 7,6,5, 2,3,4,1 & 8; I then became far more focussed on WHAT our dream 
firm looked like, WHERE we fitted in the business community, WHY we are really needed, 
WHAT we stood up for, and HOW we can embrace change to deliver better futures for 
our clients, our team, our community and us personally.

Peter Jarman PJCO Accountants

If ever there was a book every firm should have, this is surely it.

It really is brilliant. You’d have to be crazy not to have it.

The 8 questions are simply magical. Answering them gives you the most wonderful roadmap 
for a brighter future — one for your team, your customers and our world as well.

Doug and Paul have applied their commitment to their vision and purpose so that you 
learn to humanise the numbers.

They’ve created a beautifully put together and wonderfully illustrated masterpiece. 

You’ll find it so easy to access, to understand and, most importantly, to apply.

Paul Dunn, Co-founder, B1G1

This book will help you to separate the wheat from the chaff and focus on what you need 
to achieve and how to do it. All delivered in an insightful way and ensuring that you take 
a holistic approach to unlocking your firm’s strategy. Beautifully presented and jargon 
free it’s been invaluable gearing-up our practice and providing direction to our firm.

Elise Moxham, Gooding Accounts

Meaningful transformation comes more from pursuing profound questions than merely 
seeking practical answers. In this book, Doug Aitken and Paul Shrimpling will confront  
you with eight essential questions that will support you in crafting your firm’s strategy. 
You will be confronted with demanding decisions and tradeoffs, since your firm is 
distinguished by the customers and services it does not have. Before you can establish 
your pricing strategy, you need to answer Doug’s and Paul’s questions first. The resultant 
strategy will help you flourish in a world of wonderous possibilities.

Ron Baker, Founder, VeraSage Institute
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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT THIS BOOK

Tony Robbins is famous for saying “The quality of your life is a direct reflection of the 
quality of the questions you are asking yourself”. And the 8 questions that Paul & Doug 
outline so well in this book will help us Accountants extract more money, more impact 
and more success from our work. Highly recommended.

Harvee Pene, Accountant, 2 x TEDx Speaker & Author of “The STANDOUT Accounting 
Firm”, “Accountants Be 1% Better Everyday” and “MORE LEADS for Accountants”.

Not only is this book a pleasure to read, but it asks the eight difficult questions that 
we all put off. All too often we get consumed by the day to day. This book helps 
professionals take a step back and understand why they do what they do, to plant  
the seeds of an effective strategy.

Carl Reader, Author Carlreader.com 

For me, reading this book has cemented my thoughts that strategy is all about people and 
it’s all about action. Too often we hatch plans but don’t follow through. What these eight 
questions do is challenge our thought processes and better connects us to our people. 
Implementing our response to the eight questions has had a profound effect on our business.

Subarna Banerjee, Managing Partner, UHY Hacker Young; Chair UHY International

I absolutely love this book. The 8 easy-to-follow sections means it can be completed in 
manageable chunks, and in any order to suit the firm.

The online questionnaire and the downloadable report is also a really helpful touch.  
I particularly like question 1 as I have always felt personal goals for the business owner, 
the team and clients are a critical element to ensure firmwide success.

I have often found strategy books in the past to be quite overwhelming, with a huge 
amount of information to digest. Instead this 8-question approach prompts you to get 
started and to actually take action on strategy.

Paul Lodder, Dext, VP Accounting Product Strategy
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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT THIS BOOK

This book will not just frame the shape of your firm moving forward, but also give a 
practical roadmap of how to get there through 8 simple but impactful questions that 
will make you stop, rethink & reconsider everything you are doing. In short: this is an 
essential book that you will wish you had years ago.

Phil Hobden, Head of Digital Sales – Wolters Kluwer Tax & Accounting UK

These are 8 great questions that every business leader needs to answer and then take 
action on. I naturally gravitate to Vision (3) and Purpose (2) but answer the 8 questions 
and make this a quarterly business routine (just as question 8 prompts you to) and 
you’ll build a healthy, robust and visionary firm. 

Highly recommend the book. 

Well done Doug and Paul.

Rob Walsh, Clear Vision Consultancy
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THANK YOU TO THE SPONSORS

www.accountex.co.uk www.vfd-pro.com

https://www.wolterskluwer.com/en-gb https://www.xumagazine.com

www.accaglobal.com www.advancetrack.com

This strategy e-book has been made possible thanks to the active support of 
these committed sponsors. Please click on the logo of each sponsor below to 
access their web pages: 

www.remarkablepractice.com

https://www.accountex.co.uk
https://www.vfd-pro.com/
https://www.vfd-pro.com
https://www.wolterskluwer.com/en-gb
https://www.xumagazine.com/
https://www.accaglobal.com
https://www.accaglobal.com
https://www.advancetrack.com
https://www.advancetrack.com
https://www.remarkablepractice.com
https://www.remarkablepractice.com/
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THANK YOU TO THE TEAM

Writing a book on something about which you’re passionate is worthwhile work.  
It’s made very much easier with the wholehearted support of a great team and it  
is to them that this book is dedicated.

Sally did a brilliant job in pulling all the relevant strings to make things happen – thanks 
Sally! Writing is the easy part – editing brings a book to life and the way it reads now 
is completely down to significant input from Kate and Sherri – thank you both. Meg and 
Charlotte made it look as pretty as you now see it – thank you for all the creative input!

To all our sponsors we owe a huge thank you for taking a leap of faith and supporting 
an unseen concept.

Special thanks goes to ACCA who, right from the beginning, believed in our purpose 
and gave us the confidence that what we had was worthy of notice. Our desire to shift 
the profession by Humanising the Numbers was a message that attracted the support 
of ACCA not only via the book but also the podcast series on strategy, and we’re truly 
thankful for that endorsement and partnership.

Finally, we thank you, the accountant. Not only for picking up this book but for the daily 
inspiration you (sometimes unwittingly) provide. Working on strategy with firms has 
provided the opportunity to further challenge firms; to better connect firms with clients 
and especially their teams, ultimately transforming the firms’ growth, profitability and 
capital value.

More fundamentally, strategy work is creating huge engagement with teams as people 
connect better with why they do the work they do. Better engagement leads to more 
people loving what they do, leading to transformative and rewarding work with clients.

Truly, humanising the numbers!

IMPORTANT: To thank everyone involved, and to thank you for  
choosing to read this book on strategy, a tree has been planted  
to help achieve the United Nations sustainable development  
goals 13 and 15.

Be remarkable

Doug & Paul


