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What people are saying about this book...

What people are saying about this book...

“To succeed in business we need to appeal to all the stakeholders in our business. 

Take this strategic health framework seriously, turn it into action and you’ll turn 
all your stakeholders into raving fans (serious supporters) for your firm.”

	 – Jolawn Victor, Chief Growth Officer, GoCardless

“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 
connect 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 found that by asking these 8 questions, and not necessarily in the order presented 
(my choice was 5, 6, 7, 3, 2, 4, 1 and 8), I became far more focused 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 
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“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 trade-offs, 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 and author

“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

“8 deceptively simple questions that will change your life… by making your practice 
better in every way”

	 – Steve Pipe – Author of ‘The UK’s Best Accountancy Practices’  
and ‘Better Business Targets’



What people are saying about this book...

“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

“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 and Doug outline so well in this book will help us accountants extract 
more money, have more impact and enjoy more success from our work.  
Highly recommended.” 

	 – Harvee Pene, Accountant, 2 x TEDx speaker and author of ‘The STANDOUT 
Accounting Firm’ and ‘Be 1% Better Everyday’

“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
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“These are 8 great questions that every business leader needs to answer  
and then take action on. I naturally gravitate to Vision (2) and Purpose (3), 
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 

“Asking the 8 questions in this book is important as it gives a clear focus to any 
firm owner serious about their firm’s future. For me, Questions 5 and 3 are the 
most important ones to be answered. If you understand your clients and what you 
and your firm stand for, you have a strong chance of building a firm that clients 
will implicitly trust. 

Paul and Doug always challenge the status quo. Reading this book and taking the 
big decisions will keep your firm growing by focusing on your clients and people.”

	 – Vipul Sheth, AdvanceTrack CEO 

“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 in helping us gear up 
our practice and providing direction to our firm.” 

	 – Elise Moxham, Gooding Accounts
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Your firm’s future?

Change lives...
As a leader of a firm of accountants, you change the lives of so many people...

	 >	� Take action with this book and you can change your life and the lives 
of your team and your clients.

	 >	� You can also change the life of someone you’ll probably never meet – 
take just 30 seconds to open your ‘thank you for reading’ gift below.

YOUR 30 SECOND ACTION: Use the QR Code or link in the side bar to 
choose which of the three inspiring projects most resonates with you… 

… and we’ll make it happen on your behalf, through our partnership with B1G1, 
as a ‘thank you for reading’ gift.

As a result, even more good will come from your taking this book seriously.

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/Q8-ChL

http://bit.ly/Q8-ChL


The Sponsors
The 8 questions of strategic health have been developed over years of working 
with accountants in practice in the UK, Europe, America and Australia. Turning 
these experiences into an accessible book so that you can build strategic health 
into your own firm has happened thanks to three supporters challenging us 
around capturing and sharing the ‘how-to’ insights in written form.

This book happened because these supporters pushed us to make it happen.

Please check out the podcasts with the leaders and clients of AdvanceTrack, 
Wolters Kluwer and ACCA. You’ll find them in the online resources for the 
book – use the QR Code or URL in the side bar. bit.ly/Q8-pdc

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

accaglobal.com

advancetrack.com wolterskluwer.com

remarkablepractice.com

yo
ur firm's future?
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Introduction: ...TIME TO UNLOCK LONG-TERM SUCCESS IN YOUR ACCOUNTANCY FIRM 

What if answering just 8 questions is the key to 
unlocking the future success of your firm? 

The 8 questions lead to answers; answers lead  
to decisions; decisions lead to action; action leads  
to results:

Good decisions require productive, strategic thought and debate 
between leaders and team members.

However, it starts with you and your commitment to pursuing 
strategic health for your firm.

Are you up for it?

This book will help stimulate all of the productive, strategic thought 
and debate you need. It will help turn your strategic efforts into 
action, allowing you to generate the results you seek for your firm.

questions answers decisions action results

Answering the 8 questions of 
strategic health has been at 
the heart of transforming team 
engagement and financial results 
of our firm over the last 3 years. 

The key for us, so far, has been 
the first 4 questions, helping us 
build a team-first culture that 
underpins all the good work the 
team are now doing. We’re now 
revisiting the 8 questions in order 
to seek another transformation in 
our results.”

Subarna Banerjee 
Managing Partner 
UHY Hacker Young, London
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Rus and I were determined to start 
our new firm with a commitment 
to strategic health because we 
wanted to avoid the mistakes you 
expect of start-ups. 

We insisted on a healthy team 
culture and client care being 
at the forefront of everything 
we do. So far, this strategic 
approach seems to be working. 

Seeing fees leap from £140,000 
in year one, to in excess of 
£600,000 of fees in year 3, 
suggests this strategic approach 
is working so far. 

Having an enthusiastic team 
achieving fees per full-time 
equivalent of £105,000 means 
we’re optimistic about our future 
results too.” 

Vicky Link  
Co-founder and Director 
Byrd + Link

Evidence-based insights

For decades, our team have been working exclusively with 
accountancy firms on building strategic health. 

When firm owners and leaders answer the 8 questions of strategic 
health, their goals and visions for their people, their clients and 
their firm come to life.

This book captures their experiences and insights through real-
world stories, providing you with a framework to help you achieve 
your own firm’s vision.

Make it simple AND practical...

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 enough relevant action to deliver results.

To generate good strategic decisions, action and results, we need to 
dissolve the scepticism and cynicism often associated with strategy. 

This book aims to remove the mystique – to debunk the jargon and  
talk plainly. 

The 8 questions of strategic health help make strategy clearer,  
more obvious and more likely to result in decisive action.

Good strategy generates decisions, 
committed action and results



Introduction: ...TIME TO UNLOCK LONG-TERM SUCCESS IN YOUR ACCOUNTANCY FIRM 

Action is the key – PROOF

Experience proves that Question 8 is crucial. 

Question 8 turns the strategic talk into strategic action every 13 weeks, without fail:

	 >	� A dysfunctional team of 62 with fees of £4.9million grows by almost £1million in fees 
in 18 months whilst reducing the number of clients with which they work. They also 
reduce team stress levels and workload, all because they take their strategic approach 
seriously and commit to strategic action every quarter.

	 >	� A 5-person team with £275,000 in fees (£55,000 of fees per full-time employee equivalent 
– FTEE) becomes a £2million firm with £137,000 in fees per FTEE because they commit to 
quarterly action (Question 8) towards their business vision and their firm’s core purpose.

	 >	� A long-established, slow-to-change, £5m in fees, 70-person firm saw the attitude of a 
cranky and resistant partner turn into an avid supporter of strategy. Within a year, the 
financial results of the firm were up by more than 15%, whilst reducing client numbers.

These firms have been brilliant at taking quarterly, committed, strategic action. They don’t 
just talk – they take quarterly without-fail action (Question 8).

And thanks to the quarterly strategic review process, these and many more leadership teams 
have proven that strategic health builds results.

Question 8 is a process used by the likes of Google and Intel, and they have proved to have 
performed rather well. You can too.

Before you get there, though, you might like to answer the other 7 questions of strategy.
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Be reassured...

This book has been created to prove that good strategy has worked for 
other accountancy firms, and it can work for your accountancy firm as well. 

	 >	� Because you’re reading this book, you can be assured that you 
are on your way to a sustainable 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.

	 >	� Because you’re willing to invest time and effort in your future  
(as well as in the day-to-day important tasks), you’ll get real value 
from putting the strategic framework in this book to work for you.

Let's look at a real-world example of strategic health at work.

�The beginning  
is the most  
important part  
of the work”  
 
Plato



Introduction: ...TIME TO UNLOCK LONG-TERM SUCCESS IN YOUR ACCOUNTANCY FIRM 

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: An ambitious team of accountants were  
committed to building strategic health. 

However, within 60 minutes of their second strategy session, it became clear that 
before anything else could be achieved strategically, the issues generated by  
Question 7 – What's challenging your firm now? – had to be addressed, and quickly. 

Question 7 clearly identified a seriously stressed and demotivated leadership team in 
danger of breaking up. A few key people were considering moving on and were openly 
discussing their possible departure. 

The issue was the stress and time challenges resulting from too much work and 
not enough team members at the right level to do the work.

It was also clear that action was needed to prove that the firm’s values were more 
than just a pretty list of words. It’s one thing to work out what the firm’s values are – 
Question 4 – How must you and your colleagues behave? – but it’s something else to 
bring those values to life by making tough decisions, such as disengaging from long-
standing, challenging clients. 

All credit to the leadership team for grasping the nettle and taking some 
challenging decisions about disengaging from challenging clients quickly. 

This sent a profoundly impactful message to the team that the firm was committed  
to the team’s enjoyment and sense of job satisfaction.

This resulted in greater loyalty, commitment and enthusiasm. This, in turn, helped 
win new high-value clients, making it easier for even more ‘less-suitable’ clients to be 
detached from the firm. An increase of £1million in fees in 18 months was made possible 
because the team stayed, they were more enthusiastic and they had the capacity to  
do higher-value work with better clients. 
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What’s holding YOU back?

Developing and implementing strategic health 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 swamped 
by the day job.

Strategic health at work...

The firm in the real-world example above used the process shared in this book to transform 
their results and secure a brighter future.

This example is simplified, but hopefully makes the point that strategic health pays off when 
you take it seriously.

questions answers decisions action results

The leaders asked 
themselves the  
8 questions of 
strategic health

The leaders  
made an OKR 
decision (Qu8)  
to disengage  
some clients 

The retained and 
enthusiastic team 
helped grow fees 
by £1m 

The answers to 
Qu4 and Qu7 
signposted the 
next steps needed

Team followed up 
on weekly actions 
to disengage 
difficult clients



Introduction: ...TIME TO UNLOCK LONG-TERM SUCCESS IN YOUR ACCOUNTANCY FIRM 

To answer the  
8 questions of strategy 

and get your firm’s 
strategic health score – 
please use the QR Code 

to take you through  
to the Strategic  

Health Diagnostic.
Because you already  
own this book, please  

use the HEALTH8 
discount code to get 
the Strategic Health 

Diagnostic free of charge.

Good strategy can and should help resolve key challenges. Strategic health 
brings sustainable competitive advantage and instils a sense of meaning, 
enthusiasm and pride for the work you do with all stakeholders (your team, 
your clients, your prospects and your firm’s business community). 

The story above focuses on two questions of strategy – Question 4 (values)  
and Question 7 (challenges) – resulting in strategic decisions and actions  
that improved fees, profits, capital value growth and stress reduction! 

By answering the 8 key strategic questions in this book, you’ll be taking 8 
significant steps towards creating a pathway of decisions for future-proofing 
your firm. You’ll also be taking the steps to ensure you achieve the goals of all 
your stakeholders. 

If you wish, before diving into the book, you can obtain a strategic health 
score for your firm using our Strategic Health Diagnostic. Use the QR Code  
or URL in the side bar. And please use the HEALTH8 discount code.

bit.ly/8Q-diag

http://bit.ly/8Q-diag
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Your fellow leaders of accounting firms share their stories...

As you read on, you’ll hear from fellow leaders who are already successfully 
implementing strategic planning within their firms – some are name-checked, 
some are not, to protect anonymity. 

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. 

Strategic health 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.  
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. 

Take action based on the framework and insights in this book and you can 
build your confidence and certainty about shaping the firm of the future you 
really want.

Next up are the 8 questions...

“...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 the values, purpose and strategy we’ve created...”  

			   - Phil Murray, Harlands





8 questions

...TO BUILD YOUR 
FIRM’S STRATEGIC 
HEALTH

What's your score?



8 Questions: ...TO BUILD YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGIC HEALTH 

Qu.1 
Personal 
goals

Qu.7 
In & out
challenges

Qu.6 
Inevitable
trendsQu.3 

Core
purpose Qu.5 

Things 
stable in 
time

Qu.2 
Business 
vision

Qu.4 
Values & 
behaviour 
standards

Qu.8 
Without-
fail 
quarterly 
OKRs
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8 questions build strategic health and transform your  
firm’s results

The strategic health framework uses 8 questions. When answered clearly and 
thoughtfully, these questions give you and everyone associated with your firm 
a real and deep sense of why your firm exists, where you’re going and how 
you’re going to get there.

As a result of this clarity and commitment, everyone feels a stronger emotional 
connection with your clients and with the work they do. They have a greater 
enthusiasm for achieving the firm’s strategic vision and goals.

The 8-question framework will help you to make the best decisions and to take 
the necessary action to secure a thriving firm of the future.

Qu.3  
What do 
you and 
your firm 
stand for?

Qu.1  
How will 
your firm's 
strategy 
deliver 
on your 
personal 
goals?

Qu.7  
What’s 
challenging 
your firm?

Qu.6  
Where is 
the world 
moving to?

Qu.5  
What 
matters 
most to  
your clients?

Qu.2  
What does 
success look 
like at your 
firm?

Qu.4  
How 
must you 
and your 
colleagues 
behave?

Qu.8  
What is  
your 
without-fail 
focus this 
quarter?

Personal goals

Business vision

Core purpose Inevitable trends

In & out challengesValues & behaviour standards

Things stable in time Without-fail quarterly OKRs



8 Questions: ...TO BUILD YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGIC HEALTH 

Make strategic health measurable...

What’s your firm’s strategic health score?

We ask because:

“What gets measured gets managed, what gets managed gets better.” 
			   – Peter Drucker

At the time of printing this book, 112 leaders of accounting firms have assessed their strategic 
health score, using the 8 questions.

These leaders run a wide range of firms.

Some well-established firms have fees of £3million up to £30million+.

Other, newer, firms have fees of less than £500,000.

Strategic health is relevant to all firms – large, small and in-between, those of long standing 
and those just beginning their journeys. And all of these types show up in the results.

Highest and lowest scores...

At the time of printing:

The HIGHEST strategic health score is – 	73/80 – 91% 
The LOWEST strategic health score is – 6/80 – 7.5%

What score do you think you’d achieve for your own firm’s strategic health? 

Write your best guess in the box here and take the diagnostic and  
see how the scores compare.
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Use the Strategic Health Diagnostic and you can quickly get your firm’s 
strategic health score in the time it takes to drink a cup of tea or coffee. 

And because you have this book, the Strategic Health Diagnostic is available to 
you at no charge using this discount code: HEALTH8

IMPORTANT: Your results are treated in the strictest confidence. Any reported 
results are aggregate scores from across all firms who complete the diagnostic 
and are completely anonymous.

For up-to-date highest and lowest scores and for more detail on the strategic 
health results across the firms involved so far, please check out the online 
resource. We’ve put this online so that we can periodically update it. In the side 
bar you’ll find another QR Code and URL to take you to all the online resources.

Different views make for healthy debate...

Having an overall strategic health score is helpful. 

It’s especially helpful if you have a leadership team and you want to stimulate a 
healthy debate about strategic next steps for your firm.

bit.ly/8Q-diag

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each chapter 

has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-in2

If you would like a 
team approach to 

the Strategic Health 
Diagnostic, please email  

theteam@
remarkablepractice.com  
and they’ll help ensure 
you get a report that 

aggregates your 
leadership team's scores. 
Our team will make sure 
you can see how you all 
score on each question 
and point out areas of 
strength and possible 

improvement.

For example: Let’s say you have a leadership team of 5 people,  
and you ask all 5 to complete the Strategic Health Diagnostic – you’ll  
get 5 different scores. Seeing the differences and similarities across the  
5 results prompts healthy debate and promotes better understanding.

http://bit.ly/8Q-diag
http://bit.ly/8Q-in2
mailto:theteam%40remarkablepractice.com%20?subject=Strategic%20Health%20Diagnostic%20Report
mailto:theteam%40remarkablepractice.com%20?subject=Strategic%20Health%20Diagnostic%20Report


8 Questions: ...TO BUILD YOUR FIRM’S STRATEGIC HEALTH 

The questions and the interconnections...

All 8 questions are important. 

Some questions may feel more difficult than others, depending on your 
firm’s current experience and your previous attempts at strategic thinking 
and planning. 

All 8 are interconnected – and it’s the connections that help you achieve 
the transformation and the results you seek for your firm – like the connection 
between Question 4 and Question 7 did for the real-world example at the 
end of the introduction chapter.

What matters most is that you get started.

Choose 1 of the 8 questions. 

Get going.

To get going...

It’s okay to start with the one question that looks and feels easiest to deal 
with, with the aim of building up a head of steam. 

Or, if we can influence you, what we most want to know is your answer 
to Question 3 – What do you and your firm stand for? What’s your raison 
d’etre, what’s the meaning behind everything your firm does? 

Based on the work we’ve done with many firms, Question 3 can be a tough 
one, but oh-so-powerful. If you prefer to start on an easier question that’s 
perfectly OK because it helps you build momentum, just get going.

Think of the 8 questions  
as 8 doors or windows  
into a house called ‘my 
future firm’.

Climb through the door or 
window that bests suits you 
at this time.

Start on the question that 
feels easiest or feels most 
relevant to you and  
your firm.

Qu.1 
How will 
your firm's 
strategy 
deliver 
on your 
personal 
goals?

Qu.7  
What’s 
challenging 
your firm?

Qu.6 
Where is 
the world 
moving 
to?

Qu.3 
What do 
you and 
your firm 
stand 
for?

Qu.5 
What 
matters 
most to  
your 
clients?

Qu.2 
What 
does 
success 
look like 
at your 
firm?

Qu.4 
How 
must you 
and your 
colleagues 
behave?

Qu.8 
What 
is your 
without-
fail focus 
this 
quarter?
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Use and abuse this book...

Reading isn’t enough.

“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 Strategy"

The 8 questions framework gives you this CHANGE IN DIAGNOSIS.

We suggest you capture your thoughts as you read. Write your reactions and thoughts in the 
white spaces you’ll find throughout the book. Your notes will help you build a better diagnosis 
about your firm’s strategy. Turn this book into your strategic health workbook.

You can then share your insights with your colleagues. Start discussing the questions, sharing 
your answers and building a foundation for making healthy strategic decisions.

Where will you start? 

Which of the 8 questions 
grabs your attention?

Wherever you start, it’s important to  
GO LONG and THINK BIGGER. 

Let me explain...

Qu.1 
Personal 
goals

Qu.7 
In & out
challenges

Qu.6 
Inevitable
trendsQu.3 

Core
purpose Qu.5 

Things 
stable in 
time

Qu.2 
Business 
vision

Qu.4 
Values & 
behaviour 
standards

Qu.8 
Without-
fail 
quarterly 
OKRs





GO LONG, THINK 

BIGGER



Go Long, Think Bigger

Timing is everything...

Please challenge your thinking on the time frame for your firm’s strategy. 

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

Most firms do this.

But if you simply stick to 12-month goals, you limit your thinking, restrict your options,  
curb the creativity and innovation of your people and suppress your firm’s full potential. 

When you consider a longer time frame, all sorts of opportunities reveal themselves.  
Because you're thinking further ahead, possibilities that you would never have considered  
start to show up.

For a robust strategy, next year’s goals aren’t far enough away. 

Twelve months pass by oh-so-quickly. And only so much can be achieved in a year.

So, go long...

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

By ‘go long’ we recommend thinking in terms of 5 years or more. 

Go for 10 years if you prefer, or go for a landmark date – such as 2030, for example  
(if it’s 5 years or more away). 

One £2million turnover firm we work with has a goal of ‘10 in 10’ – £10m in 10 years –  
and 3 years in, they're on track.
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NB: Vision is not just about financial goals. Ambitious or aspirational goals around 
the human elements of your business are also crucially important (see more in the 
chapter for Question 2).

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: A large, single-office firm of 200+ people set  
what they thought was an ambitious goal – adding 50% to their revenue  
in 5 years (no acquisitions) and improving fees per full-time employee  
equivalent (FTEE) by 30%.

The entire leadership team thought this was a stretch goal – perhaps a step too far, 
given the historical lack of growth. 

However, at the time of printing, they expect to achieve the revenue goal in less than  
4 years (not 5), and are on track to achieve their fees per FTEE goal as well. 

Yes, they were uncomfortably ambitious when they set their firm’s stretch goals.  
But it resulted in ambitious thinking, challenged the status quo in their firm and 
prompted them to take action.

If a new start-up firm can quadruple its fees in just 3 years because they went long on 
planning and went BIG on their goals – you can see that ‘go long, think BIGGER’ can 
also work for your firm.

Please – go long, think BIGGER.



Go Long, Think Bigger

Uncomfortable uncertainty...

Going long on your goals and vision can generate real challenges for accountants who seek 
certainty. All we ask is that you welcome the perceived uncertainty and ambiguity about 
the future and please trust the ‘go long’ process. 

We ask because, if you stay with a 12-month mindset, chances are you’ll argue for a modest 
increase to ‘this year’. Your thinking will remain anchored to last year’s performance. 

Even if we stretch that period to, say, 3 years, most accountants will apply the same 
incremental, year-on-year thought process – we’ve seen it happen. 

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 as ‘pie-in-the-sky’ thinking or  
push it away to worry about another day. 

Strategy works best when it’s surrounded by a sense of belief, and so 5 years is the sweet 
spot for a strategic time frame for most firms. Ultimately, you choose the time frame for 
your firm’s strategy.

ACTION: Choose a longer-term time frame for your firm’s strategy. Often firms 
want to talk 1, 2 or 3 years ahead, not 5. If you’re still thinking this way, check out 
Appendix 1 of this report – Your TODAY, TOMORROW and FUTURE business. 

In the remainder of this book we’ll use 5 years as the time frame. Feel free to choose 
your own long-term time frame as you go through the book.
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Ambitious or over-ambitious? 

A vital question.

The question is vital because it concerns your level of belief. 

Thinking bigger, like going long, can be uncomfortable. And again, it pays to feel uncomfortable 
when working on your firm’s strategic health ambitions. 

We know that you want to feel a sense of belief in achieving the goals and vision you set for 
your future firm. You’re right to want to manage, maintain and build the level of belief you 
and your leadership team have in your goals and vision. 

The challenge is that this too can limit your thinking.

Do you go for modest, realistic, ambitious or over-ambitious goals and vision?

The evidence suggests...

A meta study into goal setting – bringing together hundreds of studies about goal setting 
across many organisations – strongly suggests you go for ambitious or ‘stretch’ goals if 
you aren’t under time and resource pressure.

IMPORTANT: If you’re looking at a 5-year vision, you’re not under time or resource pressure.

So please be ambitious and stretch yourselves to THINK BIGGER. 

The evidence strongly suggests it will help you and your team WIN BIGGER.

And BUILD BELIEF.

ACTION: Think BIGGER rather than realistic, and then work together as a team 
on how to achieve your more ambitious goals and vision. It’s this possibility, how-to 
thinking that helps back-fill a sense of belief and confidence in the vision you seek.



Go Long, Think Bigger

It pays to challenge yourselves...

We regularly challenge the leadership teams of accountancy firms to question their levels  
of ambition over 5 years.

This Fees per FTEE goal in isolation is helpful, but when considered along with people costs as  
a percentage of total fees, you get a more balanced view of how many people you want in  
your future firm.

NB: The 5 levers that help grow fees per FTEE are – 1. price and value communication 
improvements; 2. team engagement improvements; 3. job efficiency improvements;  
4. service offering improvements; and 5. client selection and deselection improvements.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: If your firm has fees per full-time equivalent  
(FTEE) of £81,000 what would you expect fees per FTEE to be in 5 years’  
time? £120,000? £160,000? £200,000?

A leadership team of 7 agreed a 5-year goal of £115,000 in fees per FTEE in 5 years' 
time. This felt realistic, given their starting fees per FTEE was £81,000.

We challenged them to consider the 5 different levers for growth for achieving higher 
fees per FTEE, and the significant increased profitability this would bring.

When they considered the impact of inflation and the 5 levers of growth in which you 
can influence fees per FTEE, they enthusiastically agreed (eventually) to a 5-year fees 
per FTEE goal of £150,000.

It pays to challenge your realistic goals and vision and go for an ambitious vision.

NB: Please check out Appendix 2 for more details on the 5 levers of growth.
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Be ambitious, and what usually happens (in our experience) is that you’ll start to challenge 
your ‘status quo’ thinking. Challenge the status quo and you’ll almost certainly surpass  
the seemingly realistic goal you might have otherwise set for yourselves.

Challenge the status quo.

Be uncomfortably ambitious.

How will your best people respond?

If your goals and vision are not sufficiently ambitious, you’ll risk disappointing your more 
ambitious team members. And your ambitious people are the last people you want to 
demotivate, as they are most likely to be the future of the firm’s leadership.

Why not get your team involved in the debate around realistic, ambitious or over-ambitious 
goals and vision? To help the debate simply share the goals insights from the research you’ll 
find in the Bitesize Business Breakthrough report in the online resources for this chapter.

Having a goals and vision conversation with your people sets you up to manage your 
team’s expectations and helps get their buy-in to the goals you eventually set.

You change the scale of the jigsaw pieces when you go for ambitious goals together  
with your team.



Go Long, Think Bigger

How do you start on strategy? 

Just get going.

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

Any regrets about wishing you’d started sooner should be banished. 

As the Zen saying above suggests, plant your strategy tree now! 

How? Diary time and commitment is the key.

ACTION: Book time, both in your own diary and in those of 
others. If possible, meet off site so that you avoid the normal 
distractions of leading and managing your firm. 

A good place to start is to take the Strategic Health Diagnostic  
to show you how strategically healthy your firm is now. Use the  
QR Code or URL in the side bar.

To answer the  
8 questions of strategy 

and get your firm’s 
strategic health score – 
please use the QR Code 

to take you through  
to the Strategic  

Health Diagnostic.
Because you already  
own this book, please  

use the HEALTH8 
discount code to get 
the Strategic Health 

Diagnostic free of charge.

bit.ly/8Q-diag

http://bit.ly/8Q-diag
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Make regular progress and build more belief...

Please bear in mind that strategy is not a one-off project at a single point in time. 

Building strategic health is an ongoing process, with tangible action and results every 13 weeks.

Question 8 leads you to review strategy quarterly, allowing you to make the crucial 
decisions for the next big strategic step for your firm. This quarterly rhythm brings your 
strategy to life.

Your diary commitment to this quarterly process keeps your strategy alive and kicking and 
moves you towards your personal goals and business vision. 

Reporting progress to your team every 13 weeks builds in healthy accountability and 
strengthens confidence in the strategic health process. As you deliver and report on your 
strategic quarterly without-fail OKR (Question 8), belief will build and build.

The 8-question framework you find in this book has already helped many accountancy 
firms with which we work. They work out their 5 year goals and vision AND take practical 
and tangible steps towards achieving it every 13 weeks.

We hope the book helps you achieve your firm’s strategic health. 

Question 8 is the key – quarterly without-fail action towards your GO LONG, THINK BIGGER 
goals and vision – which is why we want to give you a health warning next…





Strategic health warning

LIP SERVICE IS 
TOO RISKY FOR 
A TRUSTED 
ADVISOR



Strategic health warning: LIP SERVICE IS TOO RISKY FOR A TRUSTED ADVISOR

Trust is a precious thing

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

It’s so 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. 

Walking the talk is a MUST

Walking the talk builds trust.

And so, before you start on this strategic health journey, please keep this in mind.

Strategy can and should deliver organisational health (as opposed to organisational weakness).

Organisational health requires your people and your clients to be fully engaged in  
what your firm stands for, as well as in the work you do every day. This rightly makes 
strategic health sound like a trust-building process amongst all your firm’s stakeholders.

Talking strategy and doing little or nothing about it undermines your leadership, 
undermines trust. It’s a bit like sowing seeds but not watering or nurturing  
your plants. 

Treat strategy lightly, pay it lip service, and you’ll undermine the trust  
your people have in you and your firm.
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Implementation is what matters

Scepticism and cynicism evaporates when you follow through.

Strategy execution builds trust and brings the results you seek. 

This book has been created to help you articulate your firm’s strategy and to then help you 
take the quarterly without-fail action necessary to bring your strategy to life – to walk the 
walk, not just talk the talk. 

Authenticity really, really, REALLY matters... 

Only when you ‘keep it real’ will trust grow.

Because of today’s social media obsession, 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 (2 key elements of strategic health) are genuine:

“A superficial approach to purpose doesn’t work. 

In fact, it can do considerable harm, opening up your company to 
accusations of inauthenticity or 'purpose-washing', turning off  
customers or driving them away completely, and disaffecting  
employees up and down your organization. 

Poor outcomes follow when purpose is a patch job.”

	 	 	 – McKinsey report, 2020



Strategic health warning: LIP SERVICE IS TOO RISKY FOR A TRUSTED ADVISOR

An authentic commitment to strategy, and especially to purpose and values, is unavoidable 
if you’re to maintain and build trust with the people that matter.

An authentic commitment to strategic health will ensure team and client loyalty and an ability 
to recruit great new team members and great new clients. 

Pay lip service to strategy by making your firm’s core purpose a marketing strapline and little 
else, and your values and vision for your firm become little more than fake wall art. It will 
backfire – you'll be found out (social media can be very unforgiving) – and trust will be lost. 

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 strategic health 
seriously enough. 

Take strategy seriously and your future can be more rewarding and more certain.

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 clients and future prospective clients

In this book, you’ll discover the ways and means of making your firm appeal to both of these 
groups in a deep, meaningful and sustainable way. 

You’ll also see how strategic health provides real focus on what needs to be done to build 
your dream firm – a firm everyone can believe in. 
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bit.ly/in4

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

ACTION: If you want to dive deeper into what’s needed to build 
trust, check out the short Business Breakthrough report on the 
language framework which will help you build greater trust with  
all your stakeholders. You’ll find the report via the QR Code or URL  
in the side bar.

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. 

Time to work on your firm’s strategic health...

...but let’s start with you and your personal goals.

http://bit.ly/in4




Strategic Health Question 1

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

Personal 
goals



Strategic Health 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 and fully engaged in the work of your firm? 

You can’t.

If what you do every day takes you away from your personal goals or fails to get you closer 
to them, you’ll eventually feel demoralised. You’ll ultimately find another way (another firm! 
another career choice!) to achieve your goals. Or, worse, you’ll simply give up on your goals.

As owner or leader, if your personal goals are unclear, how will you design your firm so  
that they can be achieved? 

This is like aiming a bowling ball down a lane with a blanket hiding the skittles! 

	 >	 �It pays to work on making your personal goals explicit (vivid) because it will help you 
clarify what your firm needs to do to help you achieve them.

	 >	 �Accountants will often say ‘I know what I want’ but, when pushed, it’s clear they have 
not written down or reviewed their goals recently or have not made them clear and 
explicit enough.

	 >	 �Doesn’t that sound a bit daft, a bit pointless? Given that an owner generally sets up 
or buys into their firm to achieve their personal ambitions, it pays to ensure that these 
ambitions are clear, explicit and shared and discussed amongst the firm’s leadership.
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Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

Why are personal goals essential for your business?

Fail to take your personal goals seriously, and your personal preferences, 
desires, outcomes, needs and desires will not influence your business 
decisions and actions. 

Leaders often become consumed by the day-to-day business of running their 
firms and can forget the good reasons why they became a leader or owner in 
the first place. 

If anything, most business owners work for their firm rather than the firm 
working for the business owners, all because their personal goals are unclear 
or aren’t influencing strategic business decisions.

ACTION: If you want to dive deeper into the power and skills 
of goal setting, check out the short Business Breakthrough report 
on the key insights from a large meta study of hundreds of goal 
setting studies. 

You’ll find the report in the online resources for this chapter  
– use the QR Code or URL in the side bar.

bit.ly/8Q-q1

http://bit.ly/8Q-q1


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

What’s your definition of freedom?

What’s wrong with designing an accountancy firm that delivers on your 
personal goals – your definition of freedom? 

	 >	 �Income goals

	 >	 �Holiday goals 

	 >	 �Pride-in-the-team goals 

	 >	 �Health and fitness goals 

	 >	 �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 choose and to 
which you commit. 

This may seem like a selfish approach to strategy but, above all else, 
leaders must manage 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. This is partly because they have yet to connect 
their personal goals with the vision, purpose and values of their firm.

Stronger connections 
with your personal goals 
builds good strategy

�Build stronger connections to 
what matters to you and you’ll 
see beyond the day-to-day 
trials and tribulations of your 
firm (and feel better)

�Stronger connections between 
personal goals and business 
vision allow you to build belief, 
passion and energy for your 
firm’s strategy

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 
down and reviewed 
your personal goals 
lately?
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Build strong connections with your personal goals...

It’s common for leaders of accounting firms to work far more than just 9 to 5, five days a week. 

A 50+ hour week feels fine when you have a sense that 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?).

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 if they were employed elsewhere.

It’s understandable, at times like these, that leaders feel swamped, overwhelmed, out-of-control, 
disillusioned. This is when clarity and commitment to personal goals are helpful. This is when 
personal goals can and should influence your thinking, decision-making and action.



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

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: A 7-owner firm was challenged on their vision  
and goals for their future firm. 

Doubling revenues, doubling team members and doubling equity partners sounded 
ambitious enough over the next 5 years. But they weren’t committed, and their vision  
felt like pie-in-the-sky to several of the partners.

Their vision did not take into account retiring partner goals, newly appointed partner 
goals or well-established partner goals. 

All seemed in conflict. 

But by capturing and sharing what everyone wanted, they were able to create a vision 
for their future firm that delivered almost all of the partners' wishes.

Because all partners could now connect the future of the firm with what they wanted from 
their life at work, the energy, commitment and zeal for the firm’s vision forged ahead. 
Even their team could see the shift in energy and commitment from the partners.

IMPORTANT: Your team look to you...

Your team look to you for 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.
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If you have fellow leaders and owners, each appreciating and 
acknowledging the others' personal goals, you’ll build understanding, 
build connections and build a coordinated and harmonious approach to 
your firm’s vision and strategy.

Bolt onto this your passion and zeal for the core purpose you have for 
your firm (Question 3), 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? 

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. 

Having this goal 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. 

NB: 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,  
as well as the way you work with your team and clients.

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 personal sights high! 

Use the QR Code or URL 
for this chapter to check 
out a Bitesize Business 
Breakthrough report and 
learn how to use the SMART 
framework to help you make 
Ambitious personal goals.



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

Multi-owner firms – difficulties with personal goals

The more owners and leaders you have in your firm, the more challenging the personal 
goals process can be. A lack of clarity on personal goals can lead to destructive, rather than 
constructive, conflict. Any brooding resentment between owners can manifest itself in day-to-day 
decisions and team interactions. 

An example might be if a firm is considering investing in a CRM system or any new technology 
or process change. 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 ‘personal goals to business vision’ discussion process.

Share and share alike... 

We find that sharing personal goals between owners generates a constructive conversation 
which can then clarify some of the reasons behind any leadership dysfunction. It also helps 
create a route to resolving this dysfunction.

IMPORTANT: It can be very useful to have a facilitator to help manage the flow of the conversation 
and the sensitivities associated with personal goals. This is especially important if you have 
different levels of ownership involved.

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.
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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 owner/leaders 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, it can feel soul-destroying when owners 
continue to work together without 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, stress-wise or in other ways.

ACTION next steps...

Use the online resources for this chapter to help build robust personal goals for the owners 
and leaders of your firm. You can then talk through how this blend of personal goals could 
and should influence the business vision for your firm.

Sharing goals can stimulate high-quality, constructive conversations that build better buy-in, 
motivation and commitment to everyone's personal goals and to the firm’s business vision.

IMPORTANT: If you’re concerned about any sensitivity around the personal goals of owners 
and leaders, get a trusted facilitator to help you and your team.

Now, to build a vivid vision for your firm’s future – connecting with 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 to work

	 	 �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 strategically healthy firms. 





Strategic Health Question 2

Business
vision

WHAT DOES 
SUCCESS LOOK 
LIKE AT YOUR
FIRM?



Strategic Health Question 2: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM? 

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT 

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

Be clear about what your future firm looks and feels like, and you build  
a meaningful and motivational connection for everyone. 

Build an ambitious and vivid vision of your future firm and you’ll 
challenge your thinking, challenge your decision-making and challenge 
the status quo that holds your firm back from achieving its full potential.

Ambiguity undermines your results...

What happens when you and your people are unsure about where your 
firm is going? 

Without a crystal clear vision of your future firm, how will you or your 
people know if the right decisions are being made, or that the right 
things are being done, or that things are moving in the right direction? 

Ambiguity about your future firm undermines your team’s certainty 
about the future, undermines their feelings of security about their jobs 
and their careers and undermines their confidence in you as a leader.

Sorry if this sounds harsh. 

But if we’ve learned anything about successful leaders in accountancy 
firms, it is that they build a sense of psychological safety for and 
with their teams. Having a clear picture about the future helps with 
every team’s psychological safety, which is a foundation stone of an 
enthusiastic team.

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, quantify  
and discuss. 

But numbers alone do not 
give you a clear vision. 

Numbers are a helpful 
element of vision. But more 
is required if you’re to build 
a sense of excitement and 
motivation about your 
firm’s future...
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CARE NEEDED: If you’re thinking that 12 months or 2 or 3 years is far enough 
ahead, please revisit the earlier chapter – GO LONG, THINK BIGGER.

A 5-year fees goal, increases in the average value per client and improved 
fees per full-time equivalent employee would help make your vision for your 
firm clearer and more meaningful, tangible and measurable. 

IMPORTANT: You may want to add several Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) 
to your firm’s vivid vision. However, please remember the phrase ‘less is 
more’ when agreeing your KPI goals – 3, 4 or 5 maximum taps into the way 
the brain remembers things. Too many KPI goals describing your firm in  
5 years and you’ll lose impact and lose focus, hence the phrase – ‘less is more’. 
Choose more than one, though – a single KPI goal can warp decision-making 
too far in one direction and is unlikely to reflect what you really want. 

Increase engagement, enthusiasm and energy across  
your team...

Knowing what success looks and feels like at your firm gives everyone a 
sense of direction, and this is very powerful. 

To access greater engagement, enthusiasm and energy of the people in your 
firm, you must build a clear, coherent and vivid vision. 

Show your people what success looks like using a few targeted KPIs. Add in a 
handful of statements that show your team what it would feel like to work in 
your future firm. And then add in what your clients will say and feel.

You need more than numbers for a vivid vision...



Strategic Health Question 2: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM? 

Use feelings, pictures, structure and comments

To truly clarify where you’re taking your firm, you need a few KPI goals 
plus three more things: 

	 >	 �Describe what you want your team and your clients to be SAYING 
about your firm in 5 years’ time 

	 >	 ��Describe what you want your clients and team to be FEELING 
about your firm in 5 years’ time 

	 >	 �Describe what your firm will LOOK like in 5 years’ time – this 
includes the structure and scale of your future firm

We call this your vivid vision. 

Your vivid vision for your firm is not ambiguous. It’s clear, tangible and 
measurable for everyone you choose to share it with. 

Because it’s so clearly expressed, you stand a chance of building an 
emotional connection with your team and your clients. And, at the same 
time, you’ll build belief that it’s possible to achieve your vision. 

Ambiguity leads to uncertainty and doubt. 

Clarity builds confidence and belief.

What to look out for... 

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

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

As a result, everyone (all 
stakeholders) can then be 
engaged, energised and 
motivated to help you 
achieve your vision. 
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How do you describe your imaginary firm?

One way to achieve clarity and to build an emotional connection to your firm’s vision 
is to look at your ‘firm of the future’ from the standpoint of the different stakeholders 
– the key groups of people – involved. This would include your team, your clients and 
your business community.

Here’s some questions you should answer to help you do this:

	 >	 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?

Once you’ve clearly identified the stakeholders you serve, you’re more likely 
to build a rounded business vision reflecting the needs and aspirations of 
everyone involved. 

In addition, your firm will be more effective at withstanding the inevitable 
trials and tribulations all businesses face over time – partly because you get 
buy-in from all stakeholders and partly because you’re thinking long-term, 
big-picture AND describing specifics of your vivid vision.



Strategic Health Question 2: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM? 

The best firms are crystal clear 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 – this includes a proposed organisational chart for the future firm

	 	 Their vision represents all of the firm’s stakeholders 

	 	 Vision is communicated to all stakeholders

A vivid vision like this enables your people to see, with great clarity, where you’re 
going. This will then result in greater engagement from your people. They’ll be more 
motivated to help you build your firm of the future, especially if you get them involved 
in creating your firm’s vivid vision.

Involve people early... 

Working with your team to create your future firm’s vivid vision results in everyone 
contributing to:

	 >	 Describing how people will feel, what they will say and what they will see 

	 >	 �Describing the future firm so that all of the firm’s stakeholders can see how the  
firm works for them

Work on these things together and you build a sense of ownership, commitment and 
accountability for achieving your vivid vision. Running a facilitated workshop on  
building a vivid vision can be a powerful way to engage your team in strategy.
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This stakeholder – team, clients and community – approach means you 
force yourselves into the shoes of your stakeholders, enabling you to 
fully consider their perspective. 

Involving more people in the early stages of strategic development can 
make the process a bit slower and perhaps a bit tougher, but it builds 
buy-in and motivation and builds commitment at an early stage – 
especially with your team. 

It can be hard to ‘sell’ a strategic vision to your colleagues if they 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.

Personal goals of the owners must be connected... 

Building a vision is not an entirely democratic exercise. 

The firm’s owners have invested time and hard cash. 

They’ve taken the risks and experienced short-term pain and short-term 
opportunity costs, which means that they earn the right to profoundly 
influence the vision of their firm. 

The owners’ personal goals must connect with the vivid vision you create 
for your firm so that you can feel excited, committed and driven in 
bringing your vision to life. 

The owners’ personal goals must have a direct bearing on the vision of 
the firm. The headline KPI goals should be profoundly influenced by the 
owner-leaders. 

You must, however, work on explaining clearly why your KPI goals have 
been chosen, why they matter to you and why they matter to the team 
and to the clients. This is especially important if you follow best practice 
for long-term goal setting and go for ambitious goals...

“Right first time” isn’t 
something you should expect 
when working on your firm’s 
vivid vision.

It’s rare for a firm to achieve 
clarity on their first go at a 
5-year business vision.

Rinse and repeat your 
vision-building process and 
see what ambitious goals 
look like for your firm.
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It pays to be ambitious...

...but being ambitious can feel uncomfortable.

Most firm leaders want to be realistic when agreeing vision and goals.  
It feels safer, and it’s easier to build belief for a realistic goal.

However, when you have a 5-year timeline for your vision, being 
realistic can undermine your strategic health:

	 >	 �Realistic goals can disappoint your best people (and put you at 
risk of losing them)

	 >	 �Realistic goals reduce the energy and zeal for doing something 
challenging and exciting

	 >	 �Realistic goals limit your thinking and narrow your options

Instead, we encourage you to be ambitious – who knows what you can 
achieve in the next 5 years? GO LONG, GO BIG.

We’re often frustrated by the lack of ambition shown when agreeing 
strategic goals. We’re frustrated because we know from the many firms 
we’ve worked with that, if you’re ‘going long’ (looking 5 years ahead), 
you can change anything and everything in your firm, for the better. 

For more guidance and 
support on building an 

uncomfortably ambitious 
and vivid vision, check 
out the resources page 
for this chapter, where 
you’ll find links to books 

and other resources.

bit.ly/8Q-q2

http://bit.ly/8Q-q2
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We’re frustrated because we know that when you go for ambitious goals:

	 >	 �You challenge the status quo

	 >	 �You consider things ‘outside the box’ 

	 >	 �You take a serious look at possibilities that tap into greater levels 
of creativity, courage and opportunity

	 >	 �You build excitement around achieving something challenging

Yes, it’s your firm and you can do what you want – so why not ‘reach for 
the stars’?

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: It can feel lonely for a sole practitioner who has 
just negotiated the retirement of her long-standing partner. 

To then set ambitious goals – more than doubling fees and trebling profits – when 
you’re the only owner, is a stretch! To do this with the same-sized team is an even 
bigger stretch! 

All credit to this leader for setting an ambitious vision and then using this vision to 
influence key decisions with clients – bravely withdrawing from audit work, rethinking 
pricing and building new higher-value service offerings – all resulting in average fee 
growth, fees per full-time person increases, cash improvements and profit growth.

An ambitious business vision stretches your thinking and builds an energy and 
motivation that a realistic goal will never achieve.



Strategic Health Question 2: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM? 

Future first, high ambition...

Knee-jerk planning for the future typically has firm leaders considering their current 
numbers first – current turnover, profit, people, clients – and then considering what these 
numbers could grow to in 5 years’ time.

This is another (unambitious) way of building belief in your future vision. And again,  
this limits your thinking, restricting the possibilities and narrowing your options.

For example, you may currently have fees per full-time equivalent employee (FTEE)  
of £83,000. A knee-jerk plan for future fees per FTEE in 5 years’ time might set  
your vision at £100,000. Is this realistic? Achievable? Of course it is.

If inflation runs at 4% over the next 5 years it would seem that £100,000 per FFTE is a 
probable and likely outcome. All you have to do is increase your pricing at the rate of inflation 
and job done. But you will not have moved your firm forward. At best, this is a standing-still 
plan – not ambitious at all! So why not consider a couple of questions?

QUESTION 1: When you know that some firms were achieving £100,000 per FTEE 10 years 
ago, and some firms are currently achieving £120,000, £140,000 or £150,000 and more 
per FTEE (in the mid 2020s), what could be your firm’s high ambition for fees per FTEE in  
5 years time?

QUESTION 2: When you know that there are 5 levers for increasing fees per FTEE (each 
with multiple strategies that can bring you improvements – price and value processes;  
team engagement processes; job efficiency processes; service offering improvements;  
and client selection/deselection processes) what could be your firm’s high ambition for fees 
per FTEE in 5 years time? 

CONSIDER THESE POSSIBLE RESULTS: If all you get is a 1% improvement each 
year across the 5 levers (above inflation), you would get an extra 5% fees per FTEE 
improvement each year. 

5 years x 4% inflation, plus another 5% increase each year, turns your £83,000 in fees  
per FTEE into £127,700 (5 years at 9%). What would this do to your firm’s total fees  
and total profitability?



v
isio

n

59

IMPORTANT: This is a simplistic example from a real-life strategy discussion 
with a 7-strong leadership team, who shifted their thinking from realistic to 
ambitious after considering these two questions. They accepted and started to 
believe in the uncomfortable and ambitious growth in fees per FTEE because 
they could see how the actions across the 5 levers of growth would work for 
their firm.

High-ambition, future-first thinking encourages you to look at your firm in  
a different way. Build belief by creatively backfilling the ways and means  
of achieving your high ambitions using the 5 levers of growth to help.  
Please check out Appendix 2 for more details on the 5 levers of growth.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: It’s possible that you’d feel that 50% organic fee  
growth over 5 years is a realistic goal. 

However, the leadership team of a 300+ person firm believed that 50% fee growth in 
5 years was uncomfortably ambitious, given their lack of growth in recent years.

This ambitious goal challenged the status quo in their firm, challenged their thinking 
and triggered a series of key decisions. 

THE RESULT? They achieved their 50% fee growth in 4 years, not 5 – ambitious goals 
can and do work, whether you’re a large or small firm. And only you decide whether  
it feels uncomfortably ambitious or not. Go for uncomfortable!



Strategic Health Question 2: WHAT DOES SUCCESS LOOK LIKE AT YOUR FIRM? 

Believe it or not?

You’re right to want to build belief around your firm’s vivid vision.

But rather than going for realistic goals because it’s easy to build belief, go for uncomfortably 
ambitious goals and work out how to build greater belief in these stretch goals – just as the 
leaders in the 2 REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE BOXES have done, and as we have done in the 
fees per FTEE example above.

In being ambitious, you inevitably create numbers and aspirations which may appear 
unreachable, especially in the early stages. But a vivid vision describes what you ideally 
want. Reach for the stars – and if you fall short and hit the moon instead, surely it will be 
an improvement you can be proud of? 

Please challenge yourself – be ambitious. 

An ambitious business vision stretches your thinking and builds an energy  
and motivation that a realistic goal will never achieve.

The pathway to achieving your vision takes you from CHALLENGE to CONNECT  
to TRANSFORM.
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Your CHALLENGE – more than one attempt at vision... 

An uncomfortably ambitious and vivid vision is rarely forged in one sitting.

Be ready and willing to consider and reconsider your firm’s destination – vivid vision.  
We hope you do this by challenging any realistic (unambitious) traps you may be tempted 
to fall into.

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 – being ambitious helps you.

It’s also important to avoid a short-term mind set, as suggested in the GO LONG,  
THINK BIGGER section of this book. 

We hope this chapter’s insights and stories have challenged your thinking and will help you 
generate an uncomfortably ambitious vision which you and your team can build together 
and which will be fully supported..

Check out Appendix 1 too, which helps challenge your thinking on time frames by 
considering your TODAY business, your TOMORROW business and your FUTURE business. 

Go from CHALLENGE to CONNECT... 

Human connections make or break your ability to achieve your vivid vision.

You’re working towards building a strong emotional CONNECTION with all your stakeholders. 
A strong emotional connection helps secure your stakeholders' buy-in. Achieving this buy-in will 
ensure that you receive enthusiastic encouragement and support from all those involved in your 
firm, to help you achieve the vivid vision you seek.

Get your team involved.
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Your firm’s vision must acknowledge that behind every set of accounts or client meeting 
is a business owner or business leader. Get your team to predict an ambitious CLIENT 
experience when working with your firm in 5 years' time.

You should also acknowledge that behind the preparation of every set of accounts, tax 
calculation or meeting are your team members, who are striving to do a good job every day 
and who are key to your firm’s progress. Get your team to predict an ambitious TEAM 
experience when working with your firm in 5 years' time.

Work on building connections between your vivid vision numbers and your clients' and your 
team's views and feelings – in other words, ‘humanise the numbers’. Get your team involved 
in strategy and use your quarterly reporting cadence around your response to Question 8 
(about your firm’s quarterly without-fail Objective and Key Results) to regularly update them, 
and you’ll build momentum and belief towards achieving your ambitious vision.

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 is? That’s a tough question! 

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 – Question 3 – as well as on developing 
your firm's vivid vision.
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To TRANSFORM is a journey... 

To TRANSFORM your firm into the one you’re dreaming about, a firm that 
makes you feel exceptionally proud, simply respond to the challenges in this 
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 clarity and 
ambitious inspiration, how will you persuade others to come on this exciting 
journey with you? 

For example, if your firm’s core purpose focuses on making tax quick 
and simple, you’ll be going after lots of clients and seeking ways to use 
technology 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 as well. 

Without clarity of your core purpose, you might end up creating the sort of 
firm you don’t really want! Work on both vision and purpose in tandem.

“...nailing your vision and purpose is a fundamental building 
block in terms of moving forward...” 

			   – Glyn Davison, Harlands

Let’s dive into the question of purpose next...

For more guidance and 
support on building an 

uncomfortably ambitious 
and vivid vision, check 
out the resources page 
for this chapter where 

you’ll find links to books 
and other resources.

bit.ly/8Q-q2

http://bit.ly/8Q-q2
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Strategic Health Question 3: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT 

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

Its power and its payoff are immense and long-lasting. 

If you and 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 work 
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 they will be unlikely to seek better ways of doing their job to 
improve the firm’s performance. 

They will be unlikely to go the extra mile for a colleague or client. 

Do any of these challenges ring true with you?

The power of leading with purpose...

Before we get to accountancy firms, consider the impact a core purpose 
had in saving a retail business.

Trading for just 8 months, the first and only Whole Foods Market looked 
down the barrel of disaster on a stormy May morning.

Torrential rain put the store under 8 feet of flood water. All equipment 
and food stocks were destroyed – £300,000 worth.

No savings.

No insurance.

bit.ly/8Q-q3

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

http://bit.ly/8Q-q3
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Financially wiped out...

It felt like the end of a beautiful but short-lived dream for founders John Mackey and Renee Lawson.

But as the day unfolded, dozens of customers and neighbours started showing up at the store 
with buckets and mops. When they asked this small army of volunteers why they were helping, 
they responded:

	 “Whole Foods is really important to me.”

	 “I’m not sure I’d want to live here if it wasn’t for Whole Foods.”

And it wasn’t just customers who helped Whole Foods Market get back on their feet.

Team members worked for free.

Suppliers offered to resupply them with extended credit because they too cared about the business.

Investors dipped deeper into their pockets to help start the refinancing of the business and the 
banks followed suit.

On 22nd June, just 28 days after the flood, the store re-opened.

Survive, then thrive...

All this happened in 1981. Thirty-six years later, in the summer of 2017, Amazon bought  
Whole Foods Market for just over £10billion!

And why did Whole Foods Market survive and eventually become such a thriving, valuable business?

Because the founders, John and Renee, led with purpose, and all the stakeholders at Whole Foods 
Market cared deeply about what the business stood for:

	 “...to nourish people and the planet”

This was a purpose that held real meaning for all involved – customers, employees,  
investors, suppliers.
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bit.ly/8Q-q3

Purpose works for many others... 

Whole Foods Market isn’t alone. 

A purpose-led approach worked for a 2004 start-up – fast-food outlet 
Leon – with a core purpose of:

	 “healthy fast food”

In 2021 they were bought by the Issa brothers for approximately 
£100million, proving that leading with purpose pays off. 

Google, Toyota, Patagonia, IBM, Chubb, Costco, Grameen Bank (yes, a 
bank!) and so many other businesses, large and small, lead with purpose. 

Here’s Unilever’s experience of purpose-led brands...

Mr Alan Jope, CEO at Unilever, estimates that around 60% of Unilever 
turnover now comes from the company’s brands which take action on 
purpose, and those brands are growing around 70% faster than the 
rest of their portfolio.

We see purpose work for accountancy firms as well. Check out the  
real-world example boxes in this chapter. 

Unfortunately, we’re also seeing firms fail to achieve their full potential 
because they have yet to take their core purpose seriously. Recently,  
a managing partner of a 31-person, £2.9m firm suggested:

	� “We aren’t tapping into the full potential, capability and 
enthusiasm of our people because we can’t agree at partner 
level on a clear and committed core purpose for our firm.” 

Of the 8 strategic health questions, the question about your core purpose 
is often the toughest to consider. Because it’s tough, most firms haven’t 
identified and defined a clear purpose. They don’t do the hard work,  
so they’re not tapping into the profitable power of purpose.

Purpose builds 
meaningful 
connections...

Purpose is a daily reminder 
to every team member 
about what you’re trying to 
achieve beyond the numbers 
work they do. 

Purpose unlocks the 
discretionary effort 
that builds productivity, 
innovation, profitability 
and a brighter future  
for your firm.

Please go to the online 
resources for this chapter 
– you’ll find research and 
resources to build on your 
interest in developing a core 
purpose for your firm.

http://bit.ly/8Q-q3
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The financial payoff when you lead with purpose...

Many studies show that companies which lead with purpose grow faster than their competitors  
and have higher market-share gains.

“Purpose is a core differentiator. Purpose-oriented companies have higher 
productivity and growth rates, along with a more satisfied workforce who  
stay longer with them.

...research shows that such companies report 30 percent higher levels  
of innovation and 40 percent higher levels of workforce retention than  
their competitors.”

	 – From a 2019 Deloitte report about global marketing trends

A purely commercial focus can work too, but leading with purpose has more payoffs.  
Leading with purpose creates a safe, secure and sustainable business you can be proud of. 

“...many sceptics still believe there is an inherent trade-off between  
purpose and profit; values and value. 

We disagree, and there is significant data to back up our position.  
An integrated purpose strategy focused on the differentiated role  
a company serves in society is good business strategy that drives  
sustainable, long-term value.”

	 – From a 2020 Deloitte report about purpose-led businesses
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Raj Sosodia’s book, "Firms of Endearment", shows how some of the world’s leading companies 
financially benefit from a purpose and values focus (more on values in the next chapter).

The evidence continues to stack up, proving that purpose and profit are not just possible, 
but connected. 

And if you need more proof, check out the Bitesize Business Breakthrough report in the 
online resources – please use the QR Code or URL in the side bar at the beginning or end  
of this chapter. Or turn to Google or ChatGPT and you’ll be swamped with proof. 
Core purpose pays off.

You can do the same in your accounting firm – lead with purpose.

It can pay off for your firm too.

Why does purpose pay off?

Purpose pays off because, when done well, purpose builds a meaningful connection with 
your team. 

Ultimately, your firm’s core purpose provides a cause, a rallying call, a North Star, behind 
which people can rally or align, something with real meaning that people care about.
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Creating a feeling of alignment across all players in your firm is a powerful source of trust and 
intrinsic motivation that builds camaraderie and a sense of meaningful achievement. 

As a result, purpose builds profits and capital value, as you saw earlier with the Whole Foods 
Market and Leon stories.

There is a wealth of evidence which shows that a team who feel a meaningful 
connection with their work helps transform a firm’s results:

	 >	 �Team engagement improves – with the resulting improvement in work quality, 
work speed, client care, innovation, productivity and profitability.

	 >	� Retention of key team members is increased because they feel a meaningful 
connection between their work and what the firm stands for.

	 >	� Recruiting good team members is easier and more likely when your firm’s  
core purpose is seen to be real by potential recruits.

	 >	� You build client loyalty, generate better referrals and build future sales 
revenues because clients (and prospects) feel more connected to what your  
firm stands for.

Core purpose helps you humanise the numbers by building meaningful and emotional 
connections with your team and your clients. These meaningful connections can 
transform your firm’s results.
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But it’s not about the money!

If you get this wrong, leading with purpose can backfire, BIG TIME.

Your purpose has to be real – you have to mean it – if you’re to avoid the biggest risk in 
developing and distilling your firm’s core purpose.

Your purpose has to be real – you have to mean it – if you’re to avoid being accused of 
inauthenticity. At best, a superficial or inauthentic approach results in little or no buy-in  
of your firm’s purpose. 

But the risks are greater.

A 2020 McKinsey report suggests that:

“A superficial approach to purpose doesn’t work. In fact, it can do 
considerable harm, opening up your company to accusations of 
inauthenticity or “purpose-washing,” turning off customers or driving  
them away completely, and disaffecting employees up and down  
your organization. 

Poor outcomes follow when purpose is a patch job.”

It’s about trust...

As THE trusted advisor to your clients, you must do everything possible to maintain and build 
your trusted advisor status. You must avoid putting your trusted status at risk.

Treat purpose casually and you can undermine the commitment of your team.

PWC research shows that the majority (58%) of employees would find it demotivating to work 
for an organisation that talks about purpose but doesn’t take action.
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A demotivated workforce will not do high-quality work. They may work slower or in a way that 
demonstrates a lack of client care. As a result, productivity, client loyalty and profitability will 
be affected.

Financial success is a consequence when you do the right things for the sake of doing the 
right things.

Take purpose seriously – mean it.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: Uncovering your firm’s core purpose can be tough. 

A team of 26 led by 2 owner-directors was finding it difficult to clarify  
a ‘core purpose’ they were willing to commit to. It was proving a lengthy and 
challenging process. 

The key question that unlocked the door was asking the founder why he’d set up the 
firm in the first place. 

Allowing the founder space to reflect and consider this question resulted in an 
emotional conversation about his passion to make a real difference to his clients, as 
well as an admission that, over the years, he’d lost sight of that in the churn of work 
and the pressure of meeting deadlines. 

This process reconnected the founder, and the whole firm, to their core purpose, 
reinvigorating team and client relationships, bringing a zeal to tackling problem  
clients and helping overcome a lack of performance in two departments.

At the time of writing, turnover has increased in two years by 21% while profitability  
is up 25%.
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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, your 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

By ensuring this, you give genuine meaning to what you and your firm do. 

And, as marketing expert Seth Godin suggests, you need to keep your purpose succinct:

"If you can’t state your position in eight words, you don’t have a position.”

Seth Godin uses the word ‘position’, but he’s talking about taking a stand for something, 
having a reason for being. 

Doug and I and the team at Remarkable Practice are committed to these 8 words: 

“Humanise the numbers and transform your firm’s results”

These 8 words influence everything we do. 

What could your 8 words be?

ACTION: Work on packing your core purpose into 8 words that are crystal 
clear and which connect people with what matters to you.
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And if you can encapsulate your core purpose in a shorter phrase, even better. At Remarkable 
Practice we are committed to bringing greater humanity to the work you, your team and your 
clients are doing. This is why we are passionate about these 3 words:

“Humanise the numbers”

Since we committed wholeheartedly to our core purpose, we’ve been better able to help firms 
transform their results. And in 4 years we’ve doubled revenue and only added one part-timer 
to our team. We’re convinced that’s no coincidence. 

What could commitment to a core purpose do for your firm?

Create a sustainable competitive advantage...

Having helped many accountancy firms work through the challenge of identifying and 
building commitment to their core purpose, we appreciate the head-scratching frustration 
that working on ‘purpose’ can create. 

It can take many iterations and a great deal of effort to define a core purpose to which your 
firm can wholeheartedly commit. When you capture your raison d’etre, you’ll be on your way 
to establishing a sustainable competitive advantage.

You have a simple (but not so easy) question to answer...

“What do we stand for?”

This is an emotive and often challenging 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 one question which tests the strategic minds of accountants,  
it’s this one. 
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So, how do you answer this question? 

People rarely wander into your office and ask “what do you stand for?”

They approach this in a more run-of-the-mill way.

Imagine you’re with an old friend on a walk in the country or having breakfast with a client 
or at dinner with strangers. Perhaps you’re on a bike ride with your 8-year-old, and they 
ask you, “Mum/Dad, what do you do exactly?”

Be honest – how do you reply? 

“I’m an accountant.”

“I do accounts and tax work for business owners.” 

How do people respond to this type of answer? 

Here’s the downside 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 about the outcome  
or meaning behind the work you do. 

We see some accountants rail against this because they are rightly proud of being an 
accountant. 

But please remember that building a trusted relationship with clients and team members 
means building credibility, reliability and intimacy. Trust also requires us to play down 
our own self-interest, as so eloquently described in Charles Green’s trust equation.
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The impact, outcome and meaning behind the work you do is far more compelling than 
what you do. 

And, by the way, this is what people really want to know – what difference do you make  
to people?

When you share a deeper insight about the meaning behind the work you do, you end up in  
a more intimate conversation.

Because you are vulnerable about why you do what you do, you similarly build intimacy and 
credibility. And because you’re talking about the impact your core purpose has on others, 
your self-orientation goes down and trust goes up.

Reliability requires you to follow through, which is why you must take core purpose very 
seriously indeed.

Clarify your firm’s core purpose and you can respond to the “what do you do?” question  
to create an altogether different impact and deeper trustworthiness.

trust =

credibility reliability intimacy

self-
orientation
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For example, if you’re asked “what do you do?” you might respond with: 

“I help business owners transform their results.”

What do they want to know about you as a result of this answer? 

What do they think or feel about you now?

You’re no longer being compared with everyone’s image and preconceptions of what 
an accountant is.

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

But it’s not what gives meaning to the work you and your colleagues do. Share the 
meaning behind the work you do and you’ll quickly create deeper, more trusting 
connections with people.

Be committed and lead with purpose.

Share your core purpose with people when they ask you what you do.

Share what it is that matters to you.
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Build your definition of meaningful work

In Chapter 2, which considered your firm’s vivid vision, we discussed the 
value of building an emotional connection to your firm-of-the-future. 

Developing and distilling your core purpose brings even deeper 
emotional meaning and connection – as you can see from the Whole 
Foods Market example.

Your answers to “what do you stand for?” and “what do you do?” 
influence a person’s emotional response and their curiosity and interest in 
what, why and how you do what you do.

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 
meaningful connection, you 
create a strategic advantage 
over all other firms of 
accountants.



Strategic Health Question 3: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: While many firms understand and can articulate  
their core purpose, bringing purpose to life and living it every day is often  
more of a challenge. 

So it was with this 6-owner firm.

Helping each individual owner connect to the core purpose was a key step forward in 
changing behaviours. 

When asked the question – “in what way could you live this purpose in your daily work 
role?” – leaders were encouraged to use possibility thinking. 

Using their core purpose as inspiration, they came up with numerous ways of delivering 
better value to clients, as well as better ways of working with each other. This led to an 
improved connection with their firm’s core purpose, encouraging them to take action on 
ensuring purpose showed up more in other areas of the business. 

Examples and experiences around how the firm’s core purpose is being lived are now 
being shared frequently with team members. These stories are bringing to life, every day, 
how the firm is making a real difference, and the team now have a sense that purpose 
really matters.

What could your purpose be?

Here are a few generic examples:

	 >	 “I want to see my clients achieve their goals.”

	 >	 “I want to build something worthwhile.”

	 >	 “I want to be known for making a big bloomin’ difference.”

These are deliberately generic so that they do not make it easy for you to adapt or adopt them 
in your own business! 
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The power of purpose arises from the hard work you invest in uncovering, building and 
clarifying your own.

However, even though the examples above are generic, consider this personal introduction...

“Hi, I’m Becky, and I’m committed to making a big bloomin’ difference to 
the lives of business owners.”

This response to “what do you do?” has a far more emotionally engaging impact, don’t you 
think? Much more impactful than using...

“Hi, I’m Becky, and I’m an accountant.”

Every reaction and every conversation you have takes a much deeper and more meaningful 
turn when you anchor what you do to why you do it. Talk about what you stand for,  
what gives you pride in your work, and you’ll see meaning, value and trust flourish in  
your conversations.

IMPORTANT: If we listed specific examples of core purpose statements from the firms we 
work with, we’d be doing you a disservice. 

It’s your own hard work that enables you to build your insight, value and commitment 
to your core purpose. Copying or modifying someone else’s purpose moves you towards 
inauthentic purpose-washing and a lack of deep commitment. 

Purpose-washing means that you APPEAR to be taking purpose seriously but do not follow 
through with decisions and actions to bring your purpose to life. This approach would 
undermine your trusted advisor status.

We’ve limited the examples here because it’s vitally important that the answers come  
from you and your colleagues. Authenticity is critical. 

You’ll find we give a little more away later!

Do the hard work on defining your purpose – it will pay off.



Strategic Health Question 3: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

2 steps bring your core purpose to life... 

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

You need to...

	 1.	Clarify your core purpose 

	 2.	Make that core purpose a key part of your firm’s strategic decision-making and actions

Here’s how the best firms are able to clarify a core purpose with real meaning for 
their team and their clients. 

They set about answering some of these questions to uncover the meaning they have 
behind all the work they do:

>	 What do you stand for as a firm?

>	 Why do you do what you do?

>	 �What’s your raison d’etre  
(reason for being) at your firm?

>	 How do you make a difference?

>	 �What gives you and your team a 
deep sense of pride?

>	 �What do your clients most value 
about the work you do?

>	 �What would all of your stakeholders 
miss out on if you weren’t here?

>	 What drives you to do what you do?

>	 What do you want to be known for?

>	 �What about the work you do really 
matters to people?

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

>	 What are you most proud of? 

>	 �What do you want your (work) life to 
be about more than anything else?
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Answering several of these questions helps you see things from different angles. Each prompts 
you to better capture your raison d’etre and then to clarify the real meaning behind the work 
you and your firm are doing.

When we’ve challenged firms to answer these questions, the range and depth of responses 
never ceases to amaze us.

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 for all your people. Knowing, and living, your core 
purpose is a fundamental cornerstone of strategic health.

How would you answer the questions from the box opposite?



Strategic Health Question 3: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

Purpose at work...

How do you start to bring your core purpose to life? 

	 >	 �Use your purpose to influence the way you design and create your client journey experience

	 >	 Begin every meeting by talking about purpose

	 >	 Talk about and ask about purpose in interviews

	 >	 Ensure purpose shows up in prospect meetings

	 >	 Make purpose part of your appraisal process

	 >	 Reference your core purpose when choosing new technology

	 >	 �Use your purpose to influence the design of a new office or for upgrading your existing office

	 >	 Ensure that, when selecting a new supplier, what they do fits your core purpose 

	 >	 Purpose should influence the clients you choose to work with (and not work with) 

Can you see how you’ll start to see your core purpose as the DNA of your firm?

You’ll eventually want to consider KPIs around purpose too. When you work out how to measure 
the activities and impact of your core purpose, and you can capture stories and other evidence, 
you demonstrate that your core purpose is real, genuine, authentic.
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Practical comparisons... 

Consider for a moment how different your firm might look, sound and feel when you nail down your 
firm’s core purpose. Let’s compare a conventional firm message with one that has its core purpose  
as the starting point:

NB: We have borrowed from real examples here to help you see what’s possible. Perfection 
is rarely achieved, but a deep emotional connection and real meaning is attainable.

Conventional Firm Purpose-led Firm 

We’re proactive accountants and we’ll work 
closely with you Your partner in business through thick and thin 

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

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

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 presenting a crystal-clear purpose rather 
than simply reflecting the functionality of what you do (“I’m an accountant”). 

	 >	 �Purpose improves the meaning of the work your team do.

	 >	 �Purpose improves the value of the work your clients experience from working with you.

	 >	 �Purpose improves your firm’s wider reputation. 

All three of these build a competitive advantage in the hearts and minds of everyone you work with. 



Strategic Health Question 3: WHAT DO YOU AND YOUR FIRM STAND FOR?

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 and inauthentic. A strapline 
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 purpose 
statements 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 to grow and flourish.

Lead with purpose... 

Don’t hide your core brand 
promise, your DNA, your 
reason for being, your 
purpose, under a bushel.

Proudly tell the world,  
share it with everyone.

Yes, it will feel odd and 
uncomfortable to begin with 
– Paul, our business founder, 
struggled with ‘humanise 
the numbers’ for weeks and 
months. Now it’s part of our 
habitual vocabulary.

Purpose communicates  
your passion! 

Use it. 

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

	 	 Crystal clear to everyone 

	 	� Authentic, genuine, real

	 	 �Brought to life every day, 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.

“...Purpose directs everything we do and pays off massively. 
It helps us identify our ideal clients and also ideal new team 
members. Our last recruit was attracted to us because of our 
Purpose...” 

			   – Steph Rickaby, Sunflower Accounts

Check out Appendix 3 for more insights on purpose. 

And check out the additional resources, research, stories and books to support 
your efforts to capture and commit to your firm’s core purpose – use the  
QR Code and URL in the side bar.

From purpose, the natural and obvious next step is to...

...work on your firm’s values and behaviours.

bit.ly/8Q-q3

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

http://bit.ly/8Q-q3
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Strategic Health Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE? 

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT 

A disengaged team won’t behave well. 

A disengaged team will produce less work, lower quality work and will care less 
about your clients.

The result? 

Less growth, lower profits and greater hassle and stress.

“HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE?”

Take this question seriously and you will better engage with your team. 

Work on building a healthy workplace culture and you’ll unlock all the potential 
and discretionary effort lying dormant across your team.

It’s stating the blatantly obvious, but if you build a committed and enthusiastic 
workforce, everyone will behave well. And as a result, your people will deliver 
the growth, profits, enjoyment and pride you seek. 

Culture is the way you habitually do things (behave) in your firm.

Values and behaviours are the standards by which your culture is judged.

Values – what are they?

Values define, not only how employees treat each other, but also the behaviour 
expected towards clients, partners and your broader business community.

Company values and behaviours serve your firm’s core purpose.  
They define the desired behaviours to accomplish your firm’s reason  
for being – your firm’s ‘why’ – your firm’s core purpose (Question 3).

bit.ly/8Q-q4

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

http://bit.ly/8Q-q4
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Clear values give your team a framework within which to work and so provide the freedom to 
make decisions and follow through with appropriate actions. 

Values also set the standard for how you all behave.

Knowing your firm takes values seriously (along with your vision and purpose) ensures that 
those decisions and actions will generally be the right ones – even if you’re not involved directly, 
even if you’re not in the room!

The evidence is compelling...

Research by Gallup, Bain & Company, McKinsey, Sirota and Mercer stacks up in favour of 
building an engaged team. 

Established commentators such as Jim Collins, Patrick Lencioni and David Maister have talked 
about culture and team engagement for decades. All point to team engagement as being 
crucial to achieving organisational (strategic) health and the success you seek.

Bain & Company research found that nearly 70% of business leaders agree: culture provides the 
greatest source of competitive advantage.

Dell Technologies have been able to consistently outperform their competition over  
the past decade – how? 

When asked in an interview with Harvard Business Review what best explains the 
company’s sustainable success over the years, Dell founder Michael Dell and CEO 
Kevin Rollins focused on culture:

Rollins said: “the key to our success is years and years of (company) 
DNA development that is not replicable outside the company.”

Added Michael Dell, “culture plays a huge role.”



Strategic Health Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE? 

Giving team engagement a score...

Gallup issue an annual report on worldwide employee engagement, and the global figure for 
employee engagement in 2023 was 23%.

23% employee engagement worldwide – let that sink in a moment – not quite one in four 
employees globally is engaged with their work! 

What about the UK specifically?

Your firm’s engagement results may well be higher than the UK’s score of 10% or the global 
score of 23%, but what if you could get them even higher? All the evidence points to a  
direct impact on productivity and profitability when team engagement improves.

Highs and lows matter not!

In our work with accounting firms using the Gallup employee engagement survey, we have seen 
a high of 80%+ and a low that is below the UK average of 10%! 

But we say to these firms: the number does not matter as much as what you are doing to 
improve engagement in your firm.

Both higher performance and a more rewarding and enjoyable work environment are possible  
if and when you improve your team’s engagement in their work.

There are many things you can do to improve team engagement – creating a clear and 
committed set of values and behavioural standards is one of them.

OUCH! In the UK, in 2023, Gallup report that employee engagement is down at 10%! 

Just 1 in 10 employees are actively engaged in their work in the UK!

Of the 38 European countries, the UK is ranked at 33.
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Research conclusions

To build a culture of high engagement and to foster highly engaged 
work colleagues, your firm’s values need to be clear, agreed upon  
and taken seriously. 

Your values set the standards towards which you all work together. 

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

Along with a commitment to your firm’s core purpose and vision,  
the research demonstrates that high standards of behaviour play  
an important role in achieving high levels of team engagement.

Just as your firm’s vision 
achieves clarity about where 
your firm is headed, what it 
will look like in 5 years’ time...

...your purpose provides 
clarity on what you  
stand for...

...your values provide 
clarity about how everyone 
should behave on your firm’s 
journey to your vivid vision.

ACTION: If you want to hear one of the great business 
leaders of our time talk about the impact of values on 
company results, seek out the High Performance podcast 
with Toto Wolff. Until recently, when Redbull took over the F1 
leader board, Wolff had been responsible for 8 consecutive 
Formula 1 manufacturer championships with Mercedes Benz. 

NB: You’ll find a link to the Toto Wolff podcast and a host 
of research reports in the online resources for this chapter 
– please use the QR Code or URL in the side bar at the 
beginning or end of this chapter.



Strategic Health Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE? 

Clear and committed values make commercial sense...

	 >	 �Values attract the right people: People don’t leave companies; they leave disengaged 
workplace cultures. Your firm’s core values define expected standards of behaviour and 
will help attract and retain the talent that is right for your firm.

	 >	� Core values attract the right customers: When a firm brings its values to life, their 
clients know what to expect (or not) when doing business with that firm. People often 
make buying decisions based on whether or not they approve of your purpose and values.

	 	 �PWC research shows that two out of five people (41%) say it’s important to buy from 
organisations with values similar to their own. Check out the BrewDog story below to see 
how it can go wrong for teams and clients!

	 >	� Values build a sense of community: If you want your employees to act like one team, you 
need a shared code of conduct. Your values define your company beliefs and behavioural 
standards. These bring people together, building an engaged working community that 
everyone holds dear and which enables them to feel part of something.

	 >	� Company values simplify decision-making: It’s easier to make choices when everyone 
knows what matters (or not) to the firm. Values help establish clear priorities; they make  
it easier to say “no” to the things that are not aligned with their core beliefs and “yes”  
to the things that are.

	 >	 �Company values create differentiation: Your values don’t just represent what you 
believe; they reflect unique behaviours that can build a sustainable competitive advantage.

	 >	 Values help build team engagement, productivity and profitability.

“Put people at the heart of all your decision-making – they determine your 
client experience and the success of your firm”

	 - Dawn Marriott, partner HG Capital, ex-CEO Azets
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REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: One of the huge benefits of articulating values  
and behaviours (and purpose and vision!) is that they allow current and future  
employees to decide whether or not they fit in. 

In a fast-growing firm in the south of England, the last thing the owners needed was for 
their second-in-command to leave. 

Unfortunately, once values and behaviours were made clear, that’s exactly what happened! 

Why? 

In the owner’s words, their ‘number two’ suddenly realized he didn’t fit in and couldn’t live 
up to the behavioural standards agreed across the team. This was not because he was 
difficult – he was simply wired differently and did not want to feel like a fish out of water. 

In an age of HR legal requirements, being able to part company with those who don’t fit 
in is made easier by being clear about what you stand for – and, by definition, what you 
won’t stand for!*

Creating a set of values and behavioural standards that help deliver on your core purpose 
creates even more clarity about what’s expected of everyone – accountability is more 
obvious when ambiguity about values and behaviours is removed.

This firm has never looked back, as there was a surge in drive, 
innovation and commitment that had previously been missing.  
The last 4 years have seen growth of almost 200%.

*NB: We acknowledge that people challenges are often the 
most challenging. They must be managed with care, grace and 
professionalism so that the wider team see your good intentions 
 – and these situations MUST have input from qualified HR and  
legal advisors.



Strategic Health Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE? 

Values and behaviours – not so soft and fluffy!

A sustainable competitive advantage is not easy to come by.

Your purpose and your values (your firm’s DNA) can get you there.

However, it’s pretty common for accountants to refer to values and behaviours as the so-called 
‘soft and fluffy stuff’ – words, feelings and emotions – the human stuff! 

A far cry from the ‘numbers stuff’ you’re so good at.

But working on values and behaviours is not soft and fluffy – it’s downright hard and edgy. 

This type of work is less tangible and measurable than when working with the numbers, but it is 
just as important (if not more so, because behaviours drive action which drives the achieving  
of the numbers).

Finding agreement with and holding people to account on the values and behavioural standards 
in your firm can be challenging.

But it works when you get it right:

	 >	� Clarify your firm’s values – this demands real focus, effort and commitment to  
get it right.

	 >	 �Even more focus, effort and commitment are needed to bring your firm’s values to life 
and to keep them alive throughout your organisation.

But when you get it right, you establish a strong code of conduct that everyone can believe in. 

When everyone believes in your values, these will drive all the decisions, actions and behaviours 
in your firm. You build strategic health into your firm, you build the success you seek, you build a 
sustainable competitive advantage.
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The best firms make values come to life and build a sustainable competitive 
advantage because they:

	 	 �Are clear on the values and behavioural standards that matter  
in their firms 

	 	 �Reinforce positive behaviours daily – actively seeking out great examples  
of values being lived

	 	 �Are unafraid to hold team members to account by having honest conversations 

By establishing behavioural clarity and high standards, the best firms build energised 
and engaged teams.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: Patagonia, an outdoor clothing company, have  
an environmental and social responsibility programme, 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 the highly engaged team and loyal customers 
who find these values appealing and who want to support a business which shares their 
purpose and 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. However, clear values aren’t enough...



Strategic Health Question 4: HOW MUST YOU AND YOUR COLLEAGUES BEHAVE? 

Corporate BS or reality?

Similar to the way in which you regard your core purpose, if you’re seen to be treating values  
as a ‘box-ticking’ exercise, it will backfire on you. 

Do anything other than treat values and behaviours 100% seriously and you’ll see your trusted 
advisor status wrecked on the rocks of commercial catastrophe!

Melodramatic? 

Deliberately so – it is important that you take this seriously. 

Here’s what happened to BrewDog:

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: BrewDog, a brewery and pub chain, ran into  
trouble in 2021. 

BrewDog had a published set of values and beliefs for their business – they now call  
it their workplace code. They had previously identified and made public a clear set  
of values. 

BrewDog’s values were seriously challenged in 2021 when 60 disgruntled former 
employees got together to write an open letter to founder James Watt, accusing him and 
BrewDog of a bullying culture. A BBC documentary fanned the flames of disillusionment.

The backlash was real and immediate, and it resulted in annoyed employees, shareholders 
and customers – all because of BrewDog’s (alleged) 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 your values 
are unclear and an even bigger risk if they are not lived authentically.
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We all live and work in the public eye...

This is a 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 BrewDog employees were heard, loud and clear. And in 
the eyes of many customers (like Paul), it was a bridge too far and they 
chose to drink elsewhere. 

(Paul was a huge BrewDog fan and bought shares in the company a 
month before the original article by the 60 ex-team members! He was 
hugely disappointed and has since disengaged from the brand and 
taken his custom elsewhere, like so many others.)

To preserve your trusted advisor status in the minds and hearts of 
your clients, you MUST take values seriously, just as you take your  
firm’s core purpose seriously.

How do you build your firm’s values? 

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 the Bitesize Business Breakthrough 
report in the online resources – please use the QR Code or URL in the 
side bar at the beginning or end of this chapter.

3 stages for making 
values work in  
your firm: 

1. �Be clear on the value suite 
you want for your firm 

2.� �Ensure your values 
support your firm’s core 
purpose 

3.� �Ensure your team lives  
by those values 

Take values seriously and 
you build organisational 
health throughout your firm.

Take values seriously and 
you reduce and remove 
doubt, conflict and other 
barriers that distract and 
derail performance. 

Your values help you better 
engage and enthuse  
your people (and your 
customers too).
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Different types of values 

When building a value suite, it pays to look to the work of Patrick Lencioni. 
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 
the 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. You can assess each of your firm’s 
values to see if you have the best blend and balance of chosen (not 
accidental) values.

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 continuously. 

Live and reinforce your values 
and behavioural standards 
every day of every week 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, putting your trusted 
advisor status at serious risk 
(like BrewDog).
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Societal shifts tell us that 
Millennials (born 1981-
1991), and Generation Zs 
(in particular), want to 
know about your purpose 
and values before deciding 
whether or not to work  
with you. 

On the basis that the eldest 
Millennials have now 
turned 40 (and thus are the 
business leaders of today, 
never mind tomorrow),  
you can see why values  
and purpose are so 
important for your firm.

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 then to sense-check values and purpose as a cohesive set.

“...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 

How do you know you’ve got healthy values? 

Thanks in part to Patrick 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.

Please check out the online 
resources mentioned 
throughout the book.  

Each chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-q4

http://bit.ly/8Q-q4
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Strategic Health Question 5: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT 

So far in this book, you’ve focused on the future firm you want to create – 
defining personal goals, business vision, core purpose and values.

Now we dive into the practical world of what matters most to your clients.

The paymaster general for your firm is your paying clients. Good strategy 
must therefore be connected to what matters most to them. 

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 – they might 
even want to go to another firm! 

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

Instead, take seriously what matters most to your clients. Acknowledge 
and factor into your strategic plan what clients ‘see as important to them’.

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-q5

http://bit.ly/8Q-q5
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Change is inevitable

You MUST change if you’re 
to rectify current and future 
challenges facing your firm 
(Question 7).

You MUST also respond to 
inevitable trends and shifts 
(Question 6) if you’re to 
deliver on your firm’s core 
purpose and achieve your 
vivid vision.

...AND strategic health  
is built on 3 things stable  
in time.

What’s not changing? 

It’s easy and obvious to tackle all the changes that strategic thinking, 
planning and action require:

	 >	 �Some change is out of your control – the environment, economic 
or technology shifts, regulation changes and so on.

	 >	 �Some change is unavoidable, but you have some control – the 
adoption of new technology, process improvement, training and 
development, recruitment and so on.

Adopting and adapting to change helps future-proof your firm.

But some things don’t change.

In this chapter you’re looking at what’s rock-solid stable in time – 
what’s not changing. 

It may seem counterintuitive to suggest that we should actively consider 
things that remain stable in time in a changing world. But when you 
seek out those things that are stable in time, you build a foundation 
from which you can launch stronger and more robust ways of working. 

You can build robust strategic health around the things stable in time.



Strategic Health Question 5: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

Follow 3 clues... 

One of the most successful cash-generating businesses of all time is Amazon.

Amazon can be seen as a polar-opposite business model to that of accountancy – it’s transactional 
rather than relational – but it’s a business model that can provide success clues for all 
businesses, including accountancy firms. 

In recent years, thanks to the shifts associated with the pandemic, Amazon added more than 
50% to its value as a business. At time of printing, Amazon was worth more than $1.8 trillion. 

Jeff Bezos (founder of Amazon), when interviewed a few years back, shared 3 clues about 
Amazon’s strategic health:

“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.” 

	 – Jeff Bezos, Amazon

For Amazon, the ‘3 things stable in time’ are low prices, fast delivery and vast selection.

IMPORTANT: Low price has yet to feature in any of the 3 things stable in time for the firms  
we work with.
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Feelings matter most...

At the core of the 3 things stable in time is how we feel about a company 
such as Amazon, and how your clients feel about your firm. 

Ask yourself this question:

“What feelings do these 3 things stable in time generate  
in Amazon customers?”

For Amazon:

	 >	 �Consistently low prices mean we FEEL REASSURED and so don’t 
need to look anywhere else

	 >	 �The vast selection means we FEEL CONFIDENT that we’ll find 
what we’re looking for

	 >	 �Because it will be delivered tomorrow or today, we FEEL CERTAIN 
that shopping elsewhere would be a waste of time

As with Amazon, it’s the way your clients feel about your firm that 
matters most.

You need work out what your clients’ 3 things stable in time are.

Maya Angelou, author 
and activist, is famous 
for saying:

“I've learned that people will 
forget what you said, people 
will forget what you did...

...but people will never 
forget how you made  
them feel.”



Strategic Health Question 5: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

What 3 things are stable in time in your firm?

Your client-focused answer to this question provides the practical rudder for your firm’s  
client strategy. 

You can see how all the big decisions at Amazon will be influenced by their 3 things stable  
in time – 3 clues!

What could be the 3 things stable in time for your clients – today, tomorrow and in the future?

Invest time and energy in clarifying your answer to this question, and you will be making better 
decisions because you’re building your firm’s strategy on your clients’ 3 things stable in time.

Perhaps going for a capital value of $1.8trillion (like Amazon) for your firm is a stretch!  
But your ambitious business vision is more likely to happen when you are clear on what  
truly matters to your clients – their 3 things (and feelings) stable in time.

Who is your firm’s focus?

Before you can work on your clients’ 3 things stable in time, you need to work out who you  
want to focus on.

Amazon focus on retail consumers (very broad).

Here’s some examples of what we see in our work with accountancy firms:

	 >	 �One firm we work with focuses on complex businesses seeking proactive support

	 >	 �Another firm focuses on growing multi-generational businesses

	 >	 �Another has a niche strategy and works only with marketing and design agencies

	 >	 �Another works only with one business in each market sector

	 >	 �Another works only with clients who require both UK and USA tax services

	 >	 Another focuses on pioneering business leaders
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Can you see how being able to identify who you want to work with (and therefore who you don’t 
want to work with) can help you clarify what really matters to your clients? 

Clearly identify your ‘who’ and then:

	 >	 �Your marketing and sales messages become clearer

	 >	 �Your service offering best suits your target audience 

	 >	 �Your recruitment and training programmes suit your ‘who’

	 >	 �Your internal systems and processes become very specific about how to best help  
your ideal clients 

All of your big, strategic decisions are made clearer because you’ve identified your ‘who’, which 
will help you determine their 3 things stable in time.



Strategic Health Question 5: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: Your firm is unique. And so rather than give an  
accountancy example here, we believe that you and your team need to do  
the work on the 3 things stable in time (just as you must do the work on your  
firm’s core purpose). 

The work you do on this builds a deep sense that the words and feelings you identify  
are specifically yours. In turn, this means you’ll be committed to, and take action on,  
what really matters most to your chosen clients.

As an example for what’s possible, though, here’s ours:

A.	 �At Remarkable Practice we worked out who we wanted to work with – ambitious 
accountants, because it’s only the ambitious ones who want to challenge the status 
quo and take the necessary action to change.

B.	 �Knowing we are focused solely on ambitious accountants meant that we could work 
through what really matters to this group.

See if you agree with our conclusions – the 3 things (and feelings) stable in time for the 
clients of Remarkable Practice are:

1.	 �“Challenge us, and hold us to account on agreed actions” – this builds their 
confidence in their decision-making and certainty that they are on the right path  
to achieving their ambitions.

2.	 �“Be there when it really matters” – reassures them that someone has got their back  
and will be a sounding board when/if it gets really tough.

3.	 �“Get off the fence and help us fix the key issues and make the most of our key 
opportunities” – recommendations based on our experiences of working with  
dozens of firms over decades provides reassurance and certainty.
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Does this focus limit your growth?

Typically, highly focused firms grow faster, more predictably and more consistently. 

Broader, general practice firms can struggle to stand out and achieve the growth they seek, 
even if they are able to serve anyone and everyone. 

‘Broad’ works for Amazon, but ‘focused’ may better suit your firm. Or you may want to be the 
go-to general practice in your region. Only you can decide this. Whatever you decide, you can 
still be clear about this question:

‘What 3 things are stable in time for your (ideal) clients?’

Even a broad, general accounting practice benefits from considering this question and identifying 
the 3 things that must be done and the corresponding feelings clients want to experience. 

Along with your firm’s core purpose (Question 3), your 3 things stable in time help you seek out 
ideal clients and deliver brilliantly for them. Delivering brilliantly for these clients will lead to a 
strategically healthy firm with a bright future.

ACTION: Ask your team this basic question and you’ll see many of them struggle  
to answer... 

‘What 3 things are stable in time for our (ideal) clients?’

This question is often ignored or taken for granted and, as a result, team members in 
many firms fail to logically or emotionally connect with what matters most to clients. 

Clarify what matters most to clients and you move towards a more client-centric firm 
of accountants and a more engaged and motivated team, as they can better see what 
they need to do to achieve success for your firm. 

By asking the question "what 3 things matter most to our clients?", you start to influence 
strategic decisions that move you towards achieving your personal goals, your business 
vision and your firm’s core purpose. 



Strategic Health Question 5: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

Take the right path...

In the case of Amazon, Jeff Bezos is quoted as saying that no matter what happens in future, 
no matter the technological advances, and no matter what industry and societal trends will 
inevitably come, Amazon clients will always want 3 core things: 

low prices = fast delivery = vast selection

It’s pretty clear that Amazon’s retail business model continues to be built on these 3 solid 
foundations. 

By considering what it is that makes your clients tick, what matters most to them, what  
they most want to feel, you ensure that you are building a successful accountancy business.  
All because you’ll make decisions from a deep client focus.

Your answers to this key strategic question also provide a practical sense-check that you’re  
on the right track to your firm’s vivid vision. 

Future-focused AND stable in time... 

Looking at 3 (client-focused) things stable in time, alongside the future-focused trends (explored 
in the next chapter), provides a really useful conflict of views – what’s stable AND what’s changing. 

This conflict of views helps because it challenges your thought processes on what can give your 
firm a sustainable competitive advantage over time. 

And as with all 8 questions of strategy, your 3 things stable in time cannot be looked at in isolation. 
It’s the connections between the 8 questions that help you build strategic health and future 
success into your firm.
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Strategic health requires balance... 

Clarifying what matters most to your clients should signpost what’s helped you and your firm 
succeed so far. Your 3 things stable in time may also help you identify what has held you back, 
showing up areas on which you’ve not been sufficiently focused. 

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 not only get a balanced perspective, but you start to feel confident 
because your firm’s strategy is wholeheartedly connected to what matters to your paymaster 
general – your clients.

Are you ready to design a balanced strategic view, including what matters to your clients,  
to ensure success for your firm?

The best firms know what matters most to their clients:

It’s not just about what you DO well. It’s also about the EMOTIONAL OUTCOMES  
you create with clients.

The best firms work out what feelings their clients want to experience from working 
with their firm and the 3 best ways to deliver on those feelings.

What matters most to clients now and in the future provides a strong foundation for  
all future decision-making for your firm. Because these 3 things are stable in time, 
you’re building strategy on rock-solid foundations.

Sense-check all other strategy elements with your 3 client priorities.

The best firms build real confidence and belief in their firm’s strategy and in their 
future success with a deep client focus.



Strategic Health Question 5: WHAT MATTERS MOST TO YOUR CLIENTS?

Ignore this client focus at your peril... 

The peril is intensified when you ignore the inevitable trends affecting society, the business 
world, the environment or your sector (next chapter – Question 6).

Here's an old (but gold) story of the perils of ignoring inevitable trends...

Kodak once dominated the world of camera film.

At the same time, Kodak held the worldwide patent for the digital camera! 

Kodak were obsessed only with what mattered to customers in the present. They didn’t respond to the 
technology trends in their sector. They missed the 3 things that really mattered to their customers. 

It’s easy with hindsight, but if we had interviewed Kodak’s customers 20 or 30 years ago and asked 
them what they wanted 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 store and retrieve our memories’

Three things stable in time that are as relevant now as they were decades ago, and which will be 
the same in decades to come.

Would acknowledging these 3 things stable in time 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 strategic angles to ensure you follow the right strategic direction in your firm. 

The digital camera didn’t kill Kodak. 

Kodak’s leadership team failed to respond strategically. They failed to understand what 3 things 
really mattered to their customers and failed to connect these to the inevitable trends of their world.
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If you fail to seek 
strategic health, you 
put your firm’s future 
at serious risk.... 

...acknowledge the changing 
world in which you work... 

AND 

...keep focused on what 
matters most to clients.

Remain relevant...

History is littered with many examples of successful businesses 
outgrowing their business models. 

You only have to look at the devastation on our high streets in recent 
times to see what can go wrong. And yet Next and Marks & Spencer 
Food continue to thrive. Arguably, M&S Food is going for fresh, high-
grade and interesting foods (some of which are not available in other 
supermarkets). Next appear to be adopting an Amazon approach with 
wide selection, availability and predictably good delivery! 

In a 2020 board meeting, Jeff Bezos reiterated his commitment to a 
powerful 3-word question – one we should ask and answer ourselves:

...in 10 years many things will evolve; technology will 
change. Machine-learning technology, in particular, will 
evolve very significantly over the 10-year time horizon.

But I would always encourage people, when they think 
about 10 years, to ask the question, WHAT WON'T CHANGE? 

	 	 	 – Jeff Bezos, Amazon

Be sure to...

...find your 3 things stable in time.

And (next up) be sure to respond to the inevitable trends facing your firm.

Please check out the online 
resources mentioned 
throughout the book.  

Each chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-q5

http://bit.ly/8Q-q5
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Strategic Health Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?  

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT 

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

If you fail to respond to the inevitable shifts and trends happening globally,  
nationally and in the profession, your firm’s future isn’t anchored to reality.

	 >	 �Your clients’ expectations are increasing

	 >	 �Technology changes are happening faster

	 >	 �Societal standards, beliefs and customs are changing

	 >	 �Political shifts are happening

	 >	 �Environmental changes and attitudes are shifting

	 >	 �Economic turmoil comes and goes

Many other inevitable trends 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. And then you must respond to these 
trends to keep your firm future-relevant.

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

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-q6
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Anticipate and adapt to inevitable trends, and you’ll future-proof your firm so that it can thrive, 
rather than simply survive. 

Design and develop your firm’s response to these inevitable trends and you’re more likely to 
succeed (and less likely to fail).

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.

Take these trends seriously and plan around them, and you set your firm up for a safe, secure 
and thriving future. 

A NEW WORLD OF INESCAPABLE CHANGE – 

Unavoidable trends to which your firm must respond if you’re to succeed... 

Since early 2020, the pandemic has taught us many things. 

Certain trends have accelerated because of the upheaval in our personal and business lives:

	 >	 �The move towards 100% online working, and then the slow realisation that a blend of 
online and offline works best.

	 >	 �Working from home/flexible/hybrid working is here to stay.

	 >	 �There’s more to life than work.

	 >	 �Mental wellbeing in the workplace is a serious matter.

	 >	 �Online, cloud-based working is now a vital part of working life.

	 >	 �If you’re not serious about ESG (Environmental, Social and Governance) and DEI 
(Diversity, Equity and Inclusion), you’ll be less appealing to future recruits and clients.  
And there may be legislation coming.

	 > �AI (Artificial Intelligence) and RPA (Robotic Process Automation) are here to stay and 
influencing the way work is done.



Strategic Health Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?  

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 the challenge in this 
quotation from US general 
Eric Shinseki: 

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

All are, or are becoming, mainstream topics in almost every firm. For your 
firm to remain relevant to your clients and to your team, you must 
respond to these shifts.

Please check out the online resources for this chapter for more insights 
on inevitable trends – and make sure you seek out the McKinsey report 
on the 10 organisational shifts. Access the online resources using the  
QR Code or URL in the side bar at the beginning or end of this chapter.

Isolated trends can trip you up...

Look for the interconnections.

As discussed in the previous chapter on what matters to clients,  
it’s the connections across the 8 strategic questions where strategic 
health comes to life.

Dealing with trends in isolation can trip you up or hold you back.

In this shifting world, many accountants have transformed their client 
communication habits for the better. 

The use of platforms such as Zoom and Microsoft Teams have become 
habitual. Client communication using these tools is now commonplace. 

For many firms, an increased volume of communication with clients 
deepens relationships and builds client loyalty. 

However, other firms have simply substituted their previous ‘in-the-
room handshake meetings’ for Teams meetings, rather than shifting 
phone calls into Teams calls and keeping the personal, deeply human, 
face-to-face meetings at client premises.
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It seems to us that clients generally have less human contact now than pre-pandemic. 

If your firm is bucking this trend and meeting clients more, the evidence suggests you’ll benefit 
significantly from client loyalty, greater cross-sales and client appreciation in the form of price 
increase acceptance.

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: In a recent meeting, a firm leader was expressing  
her frustration at the firm’s lack of referrals and lack of cross-sales.

We asked her to look at the numbers. Here’s what she shared:

	 >	� 41 ‘handshake’ meetings in a month

	 >	� 14 referrals requested

	 >	� 7 referrals given

	 >	� 4 converted

	 >	� £5,428 cross-sell fees generated

	 >	� £9,600 new client pipeline fees predicted

These KPIs were the firm’s pre-pandemic results! 

In the last 3 months of 2023 this firm had fewer than 30 ‘in-the-room handshake 
meetings’ – less than a quarter of pre-pandemic levels. And referrals and cross-sales  
are now almost non-existent, despite a busy email and social media programme.

It’s reasonable to conclude that the lack of ‘real’ human contact with clients has resulted 
in fewer referrals, and in fewer cross-sales as well.

This realisation has prompted this firm to revitalise the in-person meetings supported 
by Zoom or Teams (not a substitution).



Strategic Health Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?  

Be client-focused like never before… 

Working out your 3 things stable in time (Question 5) may well reveal that clients care deeply 
about their business and want you, their accountant, to care deeply about their business too.

Therefore the quantity and quality of your client communications matter deeply as well.

Rather than looking at trends in isolation, build connections between trends, challenges (Question 7), 
purpose (Question 3), what matters to clients (Question 5) and values (Question 4) to help you 
achieve your firm’s vivid vision. 

Then use these connections to influence your without-fail quarterly action OKRs (Question 8). 

Trends change industries...

Reports suggest that Gillette’s 70% market share of the men’s shaving market was reduced to 50% 
almost overnight – all thanks to the rise of Dollar Shave and Harry's shaving subscription service.

Everything on subscription!

From toilet paper (bumboo) to fruit and vegetables (Oddbox). And who isn’t using video streaming 
(Netflix and Amazon) or music streaming (iTunes and Spotify)? 

Fed up with delays at your surgery? Then sign up for GP healthcare on subscription 
(DoctorCareAnywhere). And charitable donations on subscription are now standard.

You can even buy a Porsche sports car on subscription, and access alternate cars when you 
want to! And are you not bored with being asked at Starbucks or Costa if you have their 
subscription service – for coffee?

A question you must ask yourself:

Does your firm have a subscription service for clients, other than simply reselling the 
subscriptions for Xero, QBO, Sage or Dext?
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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 it’s 
becoming a must-have, an expected factor of a well-managed firm. 

There’s now an expectation for teams to feel connected with colleagues 
when in an isolated ‘working from home’ world. There’s a new sense 
of fairness at play, and it’s creating many conflicts and debates never 
before seen. Underestimating this trend towards greater fairness and 
wellbeing in a hybrid working world could seriously undermine your team. 

Are you working on your firm’s subscription service?

Someone is – even if you aren’t. To stimulate some thought 
and action on this, please check out Pilot.com in the USA to see 
what’s possible. Click on their pricing tab to see the subscription 
options they offer on bookkeeping, tax and CFO services.

NB: This back-office accounting start-up, Pilot.com, has 
been reported to be worth $1.2billion following a $100million 
investment by Jeff Bezos’ venture fund – this doubled the 
value of the business overnight.

A consequence of the 
pandemic (2020-21) is that 
it forced many people to 
reassess their lives and  
how work fits into that. 

If you Google ‘the 
great resignation’ 
and ‘quiet quitting', 
you’ll realise the scale 
and force of the trend 
towards putting team 
first to build team 
engagement. 



Strategic Health Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?  

The best firms monitor and respond to trends in order to: 

	 >	� Build a future-proofed firm with strategic health 

	 >	� Ensure they remain relevant to all stakeholders 

	 >	� Refresh vision and strategy regularly to stay connected with trends and shifts

	 >	� Get their teams to share their insights and thoughts on trends, ensuring buy-in 
to the need for change

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

Another trend has been building momentum in the world of business – ESG, or Environmental, 
Social and Governance standards. Alongside this is DEI – Diversity, Equity and Inclusion.

For example, the number of certified B Corps operating globally has more than doubled in three 
years, going from 3,735 in 2020 to nearly 8,000 at the end of 2023. (Certified B Corporations, 
or B Corps, are companies verified by B Lab to meet high standards of social and environmental 
performance, transparency and accountability.) Please check out the online resources for more 
on B Corps using the QR Code or URL in the side bar for this chapter.

Check out the BrewDog workplace code to see how a beer company is responding to ESG and 
DEI – despite earlier challenges to the authenticity of their purpose and values (see Question 4). 
You’ll find a link in the online resources for this chapter in the side bar. 

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 in their 20s), mean that 
we're seeing a growing and critical desire for people to have real meaning in their work  
– Purpose, People and Planet, not just Profit. 

How is your firm building greater meaning and fairness into your way of working?



Strategic Health Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?  

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 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 your firm’s direction of travel – they show 
us which way the world is moving and help us build a picture of the 
environment in which our business will operate.

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 
trendline that everyone can 
understand. 

Consider these trends along 
with your firm’s vision, 
purpose and values, 
along with what matters 
to clients, and you’ll be 
putting the strategic health 
framework to work for you.

Better strategic decisions 
and better actions are  
the result. 

ACTION: Take unavoidable trends seriously and plan 
around them, and you set your firm up for a safe, secure  
and thriving future:

	 >	 �Work out which trends need a response today, 
tomorrow and in the future – get your team involved  
if you can.

	 >	 �Build your response into your firm’s quarterly without-
fail OKR process (Question 8).
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Relevance really matters... 

Seek out inevitable AND relevant trends.

You must be careful to ensure the trends you factor in are relevant to our industry and to your firm.

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 your firm’s stakeholders in your TODAY, TOMORROW and 
FUTURE firm. 

You can then respond accordingly.

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

	 >	� Hybrid working – blended working from home and from the office 

	 >	� Technology shifts – the cloud; artificial intelligence; robotic process automation;  
mobile access

	 >	� Making tax digital and quarterly reporting of corporation tax 

	 >	 �The shift from compliance to a blend of advisory and compliance is inevitable as 
technology mops up the simple technical repeating patterns of work and as client 
demands increase.

Could you be responding or preparing for these significant trends in a more serious, strategic  
or practical way?

What could you be doing to use these trends to build a competitive advantage for your firm? 
What do your team have to say about these trends?



Strategic Health Question 6: WHERE IS THE WORLD MOVING TO?  

Sources of inspiration...

Industry magazines, social media, conference agendas and books provide great insight into 
areas affecting our industry. Asking your team can be amazingly informative as well. 

Constructing a team exercise on ‘inevitable trends’ with your team members will likely yield 
additional areas of interest and will enhance their appreciation of the need to change and adapt 
to keep your firm relevant.

The challenge of uncertainty... 

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. 

ACTION: Identify a dozen or so 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. 
(You may need to do this more frequently around technology shifts.)

ACTION: Use this discomfort with ambiguity to guide your choice of trends –  
the less ambiguity (more certainty), the more likely a trend will impact your firm. 

The more ambiguity (less certainty), the less likely you should factor in such a trend. 
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While extrapolating trends doesn’t provide conclusive answers, it does 
provide clues as to where you should focus your attention. 

What you’re effectively doing is creating a scenarios ‘playbook’ 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 respond, what decisions should be made 
and what actions must be taken. 

You can bring trends to life by sounding out your team. The more 
people involved, the better. Getting your people involved in this debate 
can be profoundly powerful and insightful. It is a brilliant way of 
building a commitment to embracing the necessary changes.

More challenge needed...

Now it’s time to tackle the internal and external challenges facing your 
firm and to add a dose of reality.

Trends provide a 
reality check on  
your firm’s future 

Changing trends also 
provide a strategic 
counterbalance to the 3 
things stable in time that 
your customers want to 
experience (Question 5).

Please check out the online 
resources mentioned 
throughout the book.  

Each chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-q6





Strategic Health Question 7

In & out 
challenges

WHAT’S 
CHALLENGING 
YOUR FIRM?



Strategic Health Question 7: WHAT’S CHALLENGING YOUR FIRM? 

Why answering this question is SO IMPORTANT 

You have an existing firm which is doing well enough. But you also want to 
both survive and thrive over the next 5 years and beyond. 

Fail to recognise the challenges facing your firm and you build an ivory tower 
strategy – one that works in an ‘ideal world’ instead of a strategy that works 
in the ‘real world’.

Ignore the challenges that your firm is facing and your strategic approach 
will result in eye-rolling scepticism across your team. 

Strategic health requires team buy-in, not team cynicism.

To secure team buy-in and make strategy truly work, you must acknowledge 
the current issues, difficulties and challenges that you and your firm are 
facing – just as you have to be seen to respond to the inevitable trends 
considered in the last chapter.

And then you must take action to deal with these challenges.

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-q7
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Real-world AND strategic...

As an established firm, you simply do not have the luxury of starting 
with a blank sheet of paper for your firm’s strategy. It’s therefore 
important to acknowledge where you are now.

Every firm has challenges which they need to manage, because no firm 
is perfect. There’s always something to deal with. 

The aim of this chapter is to elevate your thinking around tackling 
strategic challenges, changing the mindset of simply tackling the 
necessary day-to-day responsibilities of running your firm.

The strategic health work you’ve already done in answering the 8 
questions helps you look at the challenges facing your firm through  
a strategic lens. 

So far, you’ve tackled what we term the ‘team first’ questions – those 
around goals, vision, purpose and values. You’ve added in a client focus 
to ensure you appeal to your paymaster general – your clients. The work 
on these 5 strategic elements helps you see, not just the day-to-day 
issues you’re constantly working on, but the strategic challenges facing 
your firm. 

In addition, after analysing Question 6 on the inevitable trends you’re 
facing, you’ll acquire more insight into your firm’s strategic challenges 
and possible next steps.

For strategy to work in 
the ‘real world’ you MUST 
anticipate and respond to:

>	� Pressing challenges

>	 Challenges to come

>	� Internal challenges

>	� External challenges

>	� Tactical challenges

>	� Strategic challenges



Strategic Health Question 7: WHAT’S CHALLENGING YOUR FIRM? 

Respond AND anticipate...

	 >	 �Yes, tackle the day-to-day challenges of running your firm.

	 >	 �Yes, tackle the strategic challenges impacting your firm NOW.

	 >	 �AND yes, anticipate future challenges so that you get a march  
on your competition.

When you anticipate challenges, your firm has the opportunity to make 
appropriate plans, to put funding in place, to recruit effectively and 
to obtain the required technology. In short, you set your firm up in 
advance of the challenge – you get your ducks in a row – and build in 
strategic health. 

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

Taking action is the key:

NOW – Some pressing challenges are serious enough and strategic 
enough today to influence your choice of Without-fail Objective and Key 
Results (Question 8). See the real-world example in the box below.

TOMORROW/FUTURE – Working on your future strategic health will 
give you a sense of the challenges to come. These may radically affect 
your firm in the near future. This tomorrow/future view should also 
influence the current OKR decisions for your firm.

Here are two more ways to look at the challenges you face...

Acknowledge reality... 

Humorous but relevant 
nonsense: 

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

But with a serious point:

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

Albeit with a strong 
future focus, strategy 
must respond to where 
you are now. Tackle 
your firm’s pressing 
challenges with a 
strategic 8-question 
analysis.
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In and out challenges...

Both need a response from you and your firm:

	 1.	 �You have INTERNAL CHALLENGES to consider: 
 
The challenges from within – for example, your team’s inability to adopt change; the 
firm’s use of new technology; internal politics; low fees per full-time equivalent; cash flow 
difficulties; productivity or workflow frustrations; cultural disunity; overstressed team;  
lack of a client care focus; and the lack of new client growth. 

	 2.	�To make strategy truly practical, EXTERNAL CHALLENGES must also be considered: 
 
The challenges from outside – for example, tough competition; cost of living pressures on 
your team; talent shortage; pressure from consolidators; and the various challenges that 
get thrown up when considering the trends discussed on the previous chapter (Question 6).

Developing a clear and comprehensive picture of both the firm’s internal and external challenges 
AND the current and future challenges facing your firm turns your strategy discussions into 
practical discussions. These discussions will influence decisions and actions, but with a long-term, 
strategic sense-check built in, ensuring your team’s buy-in and commitment.

We shared this story in the introduction of the book, but it pays to revisit it because of the way it 
illustrates the power and impact of tackling challenges to build strategic health:



Strategic Health Question 7: WHAT’S CHALLENGING YOUR FIRM? 

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: An ambitious team of accountants were  
committed to building strategic health. 

However, within 60 minutes of their second strategy session, it became clear that 
before anything else could be achieved strategically, the issues generated by  
Question 7 – What's challenging your firm now? – had to be addressed, and quickly. 

Question 7 clearly identified a seriously stressed and demotivated leadership team in 
danger of breaking up. A few key people were considering moving on and were openly 
discussing their possible departure. 

The issue was the stress and time challenges resulting from too much work and 
not enough team members at the right level to do the work.

It was also clear that action was needed to prove that the firm’s values were more 
than just a pretty list of words. It’s one thing to work out what the firm’s values are – 
Question 4 – How must you and your colleagues behave? – but it’s something else to 
bring those values to life by making tough decisions, such as disengaging from long-
standing, challenging clients. 

All credit to the leadership team for grasping the nettle and taking some 
challenging decisions about disengaging from challenging clients quickly. 

This sent a profoundly impactful message to the team that the firm was committed  
to the team’s enjoyment and sense of job satisfaction.

This resulted in greater loyalty, commitment and enthusiasm. This, in turn, helped 
win new high-value clients, making it easier for even more ‘less-suitable’ clients to be 
detached from the firm. An increase of £1million in fees in 18 months was made possible 
because the team stayed, they were more enthusiastic and they had the capacity to  
do higher value work with better clients. 
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What’s holding YOU back? 

Often, simply clarifying what to focus on can help you and your team resolve other barriers  
that might be holding you back.

ACTION: Invest diary time building your firm’s ‘long list’ of day-to-day and strategic 
(current and future) challenges. Your list may include challenges connected to: 

>	 Your mix of clients

>	 Your ability to cross-sell

>	 Your ability to win new clients

>	 Your adoption of new technology

>	 Your adaptability to DEI and ESG

>	 �Your leadership and management 
succession

>	 �The current limits of your team’s skills 
and knowledge

>	 �The suitability of your offices/ 
premises 

>	 Your workflow processes

>	 �Your recovery rate or profit  
per job

>	 �Your level of fees per full-time 
employee equivalent

>	 �Your total people costs as a percentage 
of total fees

>	 �Your leadership style – for example, 
'command and control' or  
self-managed teams

>	 Your appeal to new recruits

>	 Your firm’s pricing processes

>	 �Your ability to demonstrate your 
firm’s value

>	 �What sets your firm apart from others

>	 �The suitability of your software suite, 
technology platform and licences 

>	 �Your cash generation/collection

What else is causing you stress, discomfort or challenge? Build your firm’s ‘long list’ with 
your team to develop a deep sense of involvement in your firm’s future strategic health.



Strategic Health Question 7: WHAT’S CHALLENGING YOUR FIRM? 

The possibilities are many and varied and can sometimes feel unsurmountable and oh-so-tempting 
to ignore (sweep them under the carpet ‘til they’re more pressing!). But, by working together, 
you and your team can quickly work out where to focus your strategic efforts...

Filter or distil your challenges...

	 >	� Which ONE day-to-day challenge needs tackling in your firm? 

	 >	� Which ONE strategic health challenge needs tackling now?

	 >	 �And which ONE future challenge needs attention?

From this list of just 3 challenges, you and your team can identify where to invest your time, 
effort and creativity.

This team exercise can be transformational in attaining team buy-in and adoption of what 
needs changing. With focus and team buy-in, you can fold these challenges into your strategic 
plans, decisions and actions and achieve the results you seek.

The best firms acknowledge challenges and risks in order to:

	 >	� Build in strategic health from where they are currently – the challenges  
they’re facing NOW 

	 >	� Future-proof their firm by anticipating challenges and taking action early  
to minimise risks and maximise the upsides 

	 >	 Ensure they address the challenges they face – take action

	 >	 �Involve and communicate with their team when seeking the best solutions and actions

Such firms make strategic health perfectly relevant to their firm and their team.
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TODAY’S challenges 

Because your firm is unique, you’ll have challenges specific to your firm. 

Here’s an example:

Firm A has spent 18 months converting most clients to paying by monthly direct debit. This firm 
has been successful with this and now has 75% of its annual income coming in by monthly direct 
debit, so cashflow is no longer a strategic challenge for them. 

You can see clearly that Firm A can now look to the future and 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. They may focus on their EBITDA next because their vision has 
a capital value focus.

CONTRAST THIS WITH:

Firm B has a comparable number of clients to 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.

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

IMPORTANT: Firm A and Firm B are the same firm, just 18 months apart. Their experience clearly 
demonstrates what’s possible when clarity on a key challenge and quarterly action commitments 
with a weekly key results focus happen.



Strategic Health Question 7: WHAT’S CHALLENGING YOUR FIRM? 

REAL-WORLD EXAMPLE: The size of firm matters not, as we see this  
workflow challenge show up in firms of all shapes and sizes. 

In this 153-person team, the quality of the reporting of the production workflow left  
the senior team firefighting client complaints about delays. 

They were regularly wondering how to best resource jobs and found it difficult to get 
team buy-in to expedite urgent jobs as all jobs seemed to be urgent. An analysis of 
both work in progress and recovery rates showed that it was negatively impacting the 
firm in both cash flow and profitability.

In short, the patience of both the team and the clients was running out, and the leadership 
were stressed and concerned about the firm’s reputation and future.

Arguably this was a mission-critical challenge that needed the full attention of the 
leadership, the managers and the team. So they put the production workflow management 
challenges (Question 7) under the strategic microscope and made it an OKR focus 
(Question 8). They referenced the firm’s commitment to their core purpose (Question 3) 
and their values and behavioural standards (Question 4). In addition, they were able to 
point to their ambitious vision about how they wanted the firm to feel to both team and 
clients (Question 2).

The story is still unfolding, but this strategic challenge has brought the leadership 
team together. Their commitment to reporting workflow KPIs every week is creating 
job transparency and accountability for job completion. As a result, they are building 
a sense of weekly achievement across the team and securing manager buy-in and 
enthusiasm. Cross-departmental collaboration is improving as well. It won’t be long 
before recovery rates, chargeability and client care all see marked improvements.
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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. 

A good old-fashioned (but very 
valuable) SWOT analysis can provide 
plenty of detail about your TODAY 
business. Getting a team together to 
discuss and capture the Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and 
Threats facing your firm can be very 
informative, engaging and helpful.  
Be sure to reference the 8 questions 
of strategy framework to see your 
SWOT in a new light.

IMPORTANT: If you’re guilty of rolling 
your eyes at the thought of a SWOT 
analysis, it’s probably because it 
never changed anything last time! A 
good SWOT can and should influence 
your thinking before you agree, 
commit and communicate your firm’s 
next quarterly without-fail OKR action.

Your firm’s 3 time frames... 

Having already established that we ‘go long’ when 
building 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). 



Strategic Health Question 7: WHAT’S CHALLENGING YOUR FIRM? 

Strategic health warning: 

If all you ever do is tackle the issues facing your firm now, TODAY, you’ll never get out of first gear  
on strategic health.

And so it pays to reflect on the challenges you’ll face in the medium-term (TOMORROW – 13 to 24 
months) and longer-term (FUTURE – 3 to 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 your firm is dealing with.

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 gives a compelling insight into the firm’s response. It helps establish 
common areas of concern, but it may also throw in some ‘left field’ factors, giving everyone pause 
for thought. 
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Challenges help deal with the sceptics... 

Tackle challenges and you turn strategy into practical, tangible real-
world improvements for your firm. This helps engage those in your team 
who are against, or who are sceptical about, investing time, money and 
serious effort in strategic health. 

Building the ‘long list’ of challenges, and then distilling them into 2 
or 3 on which you can agree, and then 1 which you can tackle NOW, 
stops the sceptics in their tracks – as long as you reference the other 
questions of strategy and your quarterly without-fail OKR happens.  
You must follow through.

This, in turn, tends to provide all owners, leaders, managers and the 
wider team with the comfort of knowing you’re all doing your best to 
future-proof your firm. OKRs build belief, confidence and even optimism 
about your firm’s ambitious goals and vision.

Let’s now get stuck into your without-fail quarterly OKRs. 

Clarifying your firm’s 
TODAY, TOMORROW 
and FUTURE challenges 
helps you build your 
‘long list’ of issues.

Rather than becoming 
dispirited by the long 
list...

...filtering and distilling 
this ‘long list’ with your 
team will help bring 
focus. With focus, you 
can direct your firm’s 
next without-fail 
Objective and Key 
Results.

Please check out the online 
resources mentioned 
throughout the book.  

Each chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/8Q-q7





Strategic Health Question 8

Without-
fail 
quarterly 
OKRs

WHAT IS YOUR 
WITHOUT-FAIL 
FOCUS THIS 
QUARTER?



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

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? 

For strategic health you need to think, decide and act strategically – in addition to managing 
the day-to-day work and stresses.

But how do you squeeze more into your already-jam-packed schedule? 

Follow the lead of Intel, Amazon, Netflix and many other great businesses and make just one 
strategic next step happen every 13 weeks. 

From the strategic health work you’ve already done (by answering the other 7 questions), 
you’re able to act on this OKR question – you’re able to work out what Intel and others call their 
quarterly OKR (Objective and Key Results).

You’re now at the sharp edge of strategic health – decisions; action; results.

questions answers decisions action results
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Decades and Billions!

Why should you take OKRs seriously?

Andy Grove, CEO at Intel, defined the OKR approach in the 1970s.

An ex-Intel executive and business investor, John Doerr, then introduced the 
OKR concept to another business – a company whose product, a search engine, 
was ranked 18th in 1999. 

And partly because they took the OKR process seriously, Doerr invested $12.5m 
in that fledgling company – Google. This investment reportedly reaped a 
return of $3billion for Doerr and his investment company!

Google have one OKR every quarter. 

Netflix, Twitter, Walmart, The Guardian, Shopify, Airbnb – all take OKRs 
seriously. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation apply OKRs to their charity 
initiatives across the world.

Doerr’s recent book, "Speed & Scale", shows how the OKR concept is having a 
positive impact on tackling the considerable environmental challenges facing 
the world.

The without-fail OKR process works for organisations large and small.

It can work for you and your firm too.

The 7 strategic health questions before this one have been leading up to 
helping you choose the right OKR for your firm this quarter!

“OKRs surface your primary goals. They channel efforts and 
coordination. They link diverse operations, lending purpose  
and unity to the entire organisation.”

	 	 	 – John Doerr, "Measure What Matters"

For more detail 
on OKRs, read 
this Business 

Breakthrough report 
and other online 

resources here. Each 
chapter has a unique 

QR Code and URL.

bit.ly/Q8-q8

http://bit.ly/Q8-q8


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

OKRs build your FUTURE firm TODAY... 

This is what Stephen Covey, in his landmark book "The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People", called:

“Start with the end in mind.”

So far you have answers to...

Question 2: �A vivid vision for what your firm looks like in 5 years’ time (a vision that has  
been influenced and directed by the owners’ personal goals – Question 1)

Question 3: Clarity on your firm’s core purpose – what your firm stands for

Question 4: A set of values and behavioural standards to which you’re committed

Question 5: A clear and agreed view on what matters to clients – 3 things stable in time

Question 6: A clear understanding of the inevitable trends you and your team must respond to

Question 7: �Identification of a set of internal, external, present and future challenges you must 
deal with

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

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

Then do the same again in 13 weeks’ time. Then do it again. And again. 

This 13-week strategic health cadence brings your firm’s strategy to life – it becomes real for everyone.
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Time to bring your strategy to life... 

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

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

Each strategic health question adds a layer of clarity, but nothing has yet happened to make 
your strategy come to life. 

ACTION: Work out just one strategic priority. 

What one strategic health next step can you and your team complete in the next 13 weeks? 

Work out how to make sure your quarterly strategic Objective happens, in addition 
to the day-to-day work. Work out how you deliver on a handful of Key Results each 
week, for 13 weeks, to bring your OKR to completion.

Answering this final question of the 8-question strategic framework is akin to the glue 
which holds together the whole strategic health process. It’s the one thing that brings 
your strategy to life.



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

4 simple steps to bring your strategy to life... 

	 1.	 �Review all answers to the first 7 strategic health questions 

	 2.	Work out 2 or 3 possible OKRs

	 3.	�Decide on one thing that should take priority and commit 
to a clear Objective for the next 13 weeks

	 4.	�Schedule weekly diary time for doing what’s needed to 
achieve the Key Results

However, there’s a real danger of being overwhelmed by the scale of things which you believe 
need URGENT AND STRATEGIC attention. It’s normal at this point to feel a real frustration or 
impatience or impotence at the sheer magnitude of what needs to be done.

Avoid feeling frustrated...

Your FUTURE business should feel profoundly appealing to you and to all your stakeholders.  
And your firm’s core purpose should give real meaning to all the work you do. Both, though, 
need a lot of work.

With so much to do to achieve your vision and purpose, it 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. 

You’re already busy managing many day-to-day activities. Add more than one strategic health next 
step, and you’re likely to spin your wheels, achieve nothing and play into the hands of the sceptics.
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One and only one works...

This slow, steady and singular approach also won one of the greatest 
races of the 20th century. 

Compare the Amundsen and Scott approaches as they raced to be the 
first ever person to the South Pole, and you’ll see how a without-fail, 
slow, steady and singular approach wins (and gets you back alive too). 

Amundsen fixated on just 15 nautical miles a day – every day. Even when 
the weather was good, he stopped at 15 miles. When the weather was bad, 
they got going and went for 15 miles anyway. Scott, however, travelled 
25miles (and occasionally further) on the good days, but on bad-
weather days stayed in his tent. ‘Steady as she goes', every day and 
without fail, worked best.

Amundsen also showed how a singular focus on one Objective (get to 
the South Pole first) influenced his choice of Key Results (15 nautical 
miles a day). Scott, on the other hand, was collecting rock samples and 
taking hundreds of photographs. He had scientific aims in addition to 
his goal of getting there first. 

Amundsen won and returned alive. Scott was less fortunate!

Focus on one OKR at a time.

For your firm, one OKR each quarter – a tortoise approach – will help 
you win the race to your goals and vision.

This means working out which projects you need to downgrade or exclude 
from your efforts for the next 13 weeks whilst you focus on your primary goal.

To join the ranks of Intel, Google and others, simply focus on one significant 
Objective in the next 13 weeks. What one priority do you wish to achieve 
in this quarter?

What to look out for... 

Avoid multiple priorities 
each quarter. As the  
saying goes:

“...chase two rabbits,  
and you’ll 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. 



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

There’s only one PRIORITY! 

Having ‘several priorities’ is an oxymoron! 

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 Net Promoter Score,  
launch new services, improve personal development plans, etc.” 

When you have several priorities, you lack focus. It’s an impractical approach, especially when 
there’s plenty of day-to-day work in need of attention. Go with more than one strategic priority 
and you’ll have your team in one of those ‘roll-their-eyes’ moments thinking, ‘here we go again, 
getting nowhere’!

Priority is a singular word – it basically means ‘most important’ or a thing held as more important 
than all other things.

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.
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Build momentum...

Jim Collins’ 20 years of research into the top performing 11 businesses of all time (at the time) 
pointed to the importance of the flywheel effect. 

It takes persistent and consistent and focused effort over time to get a large flywheel turning. 
Quarterly strategic without-fail OKRs build the momentum of your flywheel every 13 weeks to 
help you achieve your business vision. 

Get your running order 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 sufficient diary time should 
be allocated for doing this – every 13 weeks. Get others involved to sense-check that you’re 
choosing the right OKR – this also builds commitment across your team. Rush this process and 
you’ll be missing out on the power of OKRs.



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

Keep on keeping on... 

This is VITAL. 

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 has happened before, it’s  
also possible that you’ll see your people roll their eyes at yet another 
change programme. 

And so, to overcome the sceptics, you must focus on 13-week steps with 
a without-fail commitment.

Eventually you’ll win even the hardest sceptics around to your firm’s strategy. 

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

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

Because it’s a without-fail focus, you’ll do whatever it takes, every 
week, to make your objective happen, and so will your colleagues,  
so will your team.

3 actions help you 
make OKRs work:

1. �COMMIT TO ACTION by 
writing down your one 
strategic goal (Objective) 
and the specific actions 
(Key Results) you must 
take every week to achieve 
your goal.

2. �GO PUBLIC with your 
OKR commitment across 
your team and report 
back in 13 weeks’ time – 
share your documented 
OKR commitment.

3. �REPORT ON PROGRESS, 
sharing updates on the 
measurable progress 
being made every week.
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A tangible sense of achievement... 

One of the major benefits in looking at strategy in quarterly chunks is 
that your team see that something is actually being accomplished. 

Over time, they also feel a sense of achievement. This sense of 
accomplishment builds as the organisation consistently gets strategic 
things done – as opposed to a firm that talks about strategy but 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 strategic achievement in your firm

Such firms slowly but surely take action to build strategic health and achieve  
their firm’s vivid vision. 



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

What not to do, yet? 

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. 

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). 

But then the very act of deciding which OKR gets your without-fail focus usually means that 
there are other OKR options that do not. The work on these OKRs is not wasted, though –  
they may well become your without-fail focus in future quarters.
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bit.ly/Q8-q8

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

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 – with your end in mind.

And because those quarterly decisions are aligned with your 5-year 
vision, you are less likely 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 – EVERY WEEK. And together, 
you achieve what you set out to achieve. 

“...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

http://bit.ly/Q8-q8




CONCLUSIONS, 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
AND NEXT STEPS...



Conclusions, recommendations and next steps...

You've made it the last chapter – well done!

	 1.	 �You’ve got this far because you’re ambitious for yourself, your team, your clients and your 
firm and you want to take the next steps towards strategic health, or...

	 2.	�You’ve jumped straight to this chapter to shortcut the whole process and cut to the chase 
about what needs to be done – you’re in a hurry (this is my book reading strategy too!)

Either way, the conclusion of this book is – use the insights shared, the stories and the many 
research studies quoted and put this simple 4-step process to work for you. You’ll then achieve 
strategic health and secure a bright future for your firm, your people and your clients.

Follow these 4 steps:

And then when you’ve completed this quarter’s OKR, revisit Steps 2, 3 and 4, and commit to 
another quarterly without-fail strategic OKR. 

1. Use the 
strategic health 
diagnostic and 

get your  
firm’s strategic 

health score

2. Work out your 
firm’s strategic 
focus from your 
answers to the  

8 questions  
of strategy

3. Choose your 
firm’s next 

strategic OKR 
(objective and key 
results) to direct 

your efforts  
and decisions

4. Commit diary 
time into the  
next 13 weeks  
to make sure  

the weekly key 
results happen
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It can be worth £millions...

These 4 steps start the quarterly cadence of strategic action that delivers on your firm’s vision – 
just like it did for the novice search engine company with 30 team members that’s now valued at 
close to $2trillion – Google! And this 4-step process delivers for the many firms we work with on 
strategic health.

Then, once a year, have an off-site strategic refresh, revisiting the 8 questions of strategy,  
and go again, every quarter.

4 simple steps every 13 weeks.

Not always easy, though.

IMPORTANT: Committing to the without-fail quarterly OKR process and sharing your 
commitment with your whole team every quarter brings peer pressure and accountability. 

Commitment and accountability is a powerful cocktail for success. Plus, when you share progress 
and your next OKR commitment with your team, you’ll see more and more people want to help 
you achieve your firm’s strategic vision.

Bring your firm’s strategic health to life...

At the start of the book, we referenced the reason strategy stutters and stalls in many firms  
– it’s due to a lack of follow-through. 

This is why, throughout the book, we've pointed you to Strategic Health Question 8 –  
without-fail OKRs every 13 weeks – as being so important.

ACTION: You breathe life into your firm’s strategy when you deliberately use the 13-week 
OKR rhythm to update your team on the progress/success of your last OKR and then 
identify your firm’s next strategic health OKR. You’re making action commitments public 
for the next 13 weeks and then reporting the results at the end of each 13-week period.



Conclusions, recommendations and next steps...

This means that you must diarise time to decide on your next without-fail 
OKR before you can share this with your team. Please do not underestimate 
the power of ‘blocks of time for blocks of work’. This diary commitment makes 
or breaks your strategic health follow-through.

One-page strategic health worksheet...

To help your strategic health OKR process, it makes sense to capture your 
answers to the 8 questions of strategic health on one page. This makes  
it easy to reflect on the answers and decide on your next OKR.

This 8-question framework is simple and easy to use, allowing you to have  
a summary of your strategic thinking in one place.

NB: You’ll find a printable PDF of this framework in the online resources, 
which you can access by using the QR Code or URL in the side bar.

8 Question 
Strategic 

Health  
Worksheet

Qu.1 Personal goals: How will your firm’s 
strategy deliver on your personal goals?

Qu.3 Core purpose: What do you and your 
firm stand for?

Qu.6 Inevitable trends: Where is the world 
moving to?

Qu.2 Business vision: What does success 
look like at your firm?

Qu.4 Values and behaviour standards:  
How must you and your colleagues behave?

Qu.7 In & out challenges: What’s challenging 
your firm?

Qu.8  Without-fail quarterly OKRs: 
What is your without-fail focus this quarter?

Qu.5 Things stable in time: What matters 
most to your clients?

This 1-page strategic health 
worksheet provides a visual 
framework in which you can 

capture and share your  
‘short-hand’ answers to the  

8 questions of strategic health.

Team First Client Focus Reality Check Quarterly OKR

bit.ly/Q8-app

Please check out 
the online resources 

mentioned throughout 
the book. Each 

chapter has a unique  
QR Code and URL.

http://bit.ly/Q8-app
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Your role as leader...

Your performance as a leader is reflected in the progress you make against your firm’s VISION, 
whilst bringing your core PURPOSE to life and championing the VALUES and behavioural 
standards your firm holds dear. 

Follow through on the 8 questions of strategic health and you attain crystal clarity on these  
3 vital elements of strategy.

Once you have this clarity, you can then communicate your vision, purpose and values at every 
possible opportunity. 

How often? 

Every day. Every week. Every month. Every quarter.

Every client interaction. Every team interaction. Every job. Every appraisal. Every team meeting.

As we like to suggest: 

“Only when you’ve lost your voice do you know you’re talking often enough 
about one or more of these three elements – vision, purpose, values.”

Lots of help...

To help you on your journey, use the stories and insights throughout the book for inspiration. Additional 
resources can be accessed by using the QR Code or URL links in the side bars of each chapter.

Please remember, Paul and I and the team at Remarkable Practice are committed to helping 
ambitious accountancy firms like yours humanise the numbers and transform your results.  
Get in touch if you want to talk through your ambitions.

Whatever you do to build strategic and organisational health into your firm... 

...we wish you every success.

Doug & Paul



Thank you

Thank you

You, the profession...

Accountants can and do change people’s lives, so it makes writing a book like this worthwhile work. 
The work and progress many firms have made over the years have inspired the creation of this book 
– thank you.

Paul and I have been business owners for too many years to mention (Paul since he was 19!) and 
have been the ‘clients’ of several different accountancy firms. Rob Walsh and Neil King, please take  
a bow – you have changed our lives and those of our team in many positive ways – thank you.

The team...

Such a project is only possible and made very much easier with the wholehearted support of  
a great team and it is to them that this book is dedicated. 

Sally Wallwin did a brilliant job in pulling all the relevant strings to make things happen digitally 
– thank you, 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 Sherri Medcalf – thank you. 

Charlotte Delmonte made it look as pretty and easy-to-read as you now see it – thank you for  
all the creative input!

https://charlottedelmonte.co.uk/
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The sponsors...

We are hugely grateful to the AdvanceTrack team and to the Wolters Kluwer team for taking 
a leap of faith and supporting an unseen concept. It never would have happened without your 
trust and encouragement – thank you.

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 through the podcast series on strategy, and we’re truly thankful for that 
endorsement and partnership.

Humanise the numbers...

This is our call to action – please, challenge the status quo in your firm.

When you and your firm humanise the numbers, you better connect your people with your clients; 
you better connect your people to work that has real meaning because you’re committed to a 
cause – your core purpose; you better connect your people to each other and to the firm because 
your values and behavioural standards are taken seriously; and, when you better connect your 
people to a vivid vision of your firm’s future, you again humanise the numbers. 

And let’s not forget the numbers! Connect your people to the NUMBERS THAT REALLY MATTER 
and everything starts to work together – you end up transforming your firm’s growth, profitability 
and capital value, as well as the pride, enjoyment and passion you all experience.

We hope you’re now in the routine of quarterly without-fail OKRs so that you’re enroute to 
transforming your results – please let us know your thoughts at theteam@remarkablepractice.com.

Be Remarkable 

Doug

https://bit.ly/Q8-pdc


The Authors

Doug Aitken 

Doug has worked with accountants for 15 years. While recognising that 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 
and value of building 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 – and the occasional whisky!

Douglas@remarkablepractice.com

The Authors

LinkedIn:  
Doug Aitken

bit.ly/Q8-LI-Doug

mailto:Douglas%40remarkablepractice.com?subject=
https://www.linkedin.com/in/douglas-aitken-25284413/
http://bit.ly/Q8-LI-Doug
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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 and 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. If you’re up for the challenge, 
and you believe that connecting the people in your firm to each other, to clients, to your 
vision for your firm and your firm’s core purpose, then get in touch. By the way, you’ll still be 
challenged on the numbers! (NB: If you want to chat rugby, you’ll be able to distract him.)

Paul@remarkablepractice.com

LinkedIn:  
Paul Shrimpling

bit.ly/Q8-LI-Paul

http://bit.ly/Q8-LI-Paul
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Appendix 1

Your TODAY, TOMORROW, and FUTURE business...

Gaining clarity on your future business model is a key element in your strategic planning –  
and 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. 

This clarity brings 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.  
Curiously, though, the actual running order of this process looks slightly different:

FUTURE, TODAY, TOMORROW

You’ll see why as we run through how this works.
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Your FUTURE business model

The first stage is the last stage!

Stephen Covey, in his landmark book ‘The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People’, suggests in Habit 2 
that we all start with the end in mind.

When working with the leaders of accounting firms that have lived in the here-and-now of 
monthly and annual planning, this can be tough. The tendency is to look at where we are 
now and then plan for the future from where we are starting. This makes sense on a practical 
level, but not if you want to achieve ambitious personal and business goals – Strategic Health 
Questions 1 and 2.

If you opt to start with your TODAY business, you’ll forever be anchored to the numbers, challenges 
and opportunities you face today. Take the ‘go long, think bigger’ approach and you start with 
the end in mind, which can be anything you want it to be. In a 5-year time frame you can achieve 
anything. Here are three examples of real-world success to show you what’s possible – you, 
though, must choose your own version of your ambitious FUTURE:

	 >	 In 3 years, one firm boosted their fees nearly 5x through organic growth

	 >	 In 4 years, another firm leapt from £4million to £30million in fees

	 >	 In 5 years, a sub-£1million firm became an £8m business

If the thinking, decisions and actions of the leaders of these firms were anchored to their TODAY 
business 3, 4 or 5 years ago, they would not have achieved the growth you see above.

Take a 5-year view and you’ll have a sense that your current challenges are far enough away 
for you to ignore or that they can be totally eradicated. Never-before considered opportunities 
can be imagined and created. Metaphorically, don’t go swimming in the strategic pool with lead 
boots on – leave them on the poolside for now. Leave your TODAY business well-alone to begin 
with, and you can think more freely, and dream a little or a lot. You can challenge your own 
ambitions and be a bit braver when setting your personal and business goals.
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‘Go long, think bigger’ frees your mind to truly imagine the firm that (perhaps) you’ve always 
wanted but have considered unachievable.

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 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. Or, get your team to help you build your FUTURE vision.

You’ll then see the possibilities for your firm as something ambitious AND achievable.

Only then do you put your practical side back into play and revisit the TODAY business.

ACTION: Be ambitious and build your FUTURE business model as comprehensively 
as possible. Use a combination of exercises across a multitude of elements – choose a 
handful of FUTURE KPIs; describe your working environment; write down what you want 
people to say and feel about the firm; create an organisational chart with overview 
numbers on how the finances might look.
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ACTION: Use the same elements you looked at for your FUTURE business (in the 
above ACTION box) and you will start to see the gaps where you need to bridge from 
where you’re starting to where you want to be – a handful of TODAY KPIs; a description 
of your working environment now; what people say and feel about the firm now; a 
current organisational chart with overview numbers on how the finances look now. 

Your 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 currently going well, and not so well,  
in your firm. 

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, and the brutal truths 
you must face up to now, allows you to assess your starting point. Strategic Health Questions 5, 
6 and 7 bring both a customer focus and a reality check into play.

Only if you’re in start-up mode do you get the opportunity to start with a blank sheet of paper. The 
rest of us need to build a comprehensive picture of our TODAY business. The 8 questions of strategy 
framework helps you with both the FUTURE business model and the TODAY business model.

By comparing your FUTURE business with your TODAY business, you can identify gaps and seek 
out the decisions and actions necessary to create your TOMORROW business as a stepping 
stone to your FUTURE business.



Appendices: ...APPENDIX 1 

Your TOMORROW business

Your TOMORROW business can only be tackled when you can see the gap between your FUTURE 
business and your TODAY business.

Your TOMORROW business is a bridge between the TODAY model and the FUTURE model. 

The 8 questions of strategic health help you make the decisions and take the actions to create 
your TOMORROW business.

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. This is why the without-fail OKR 
process every 13 weeks is so important – Strategic Health Question 8.

It cannot be over-emphasised how important the quarterly without-fail OKR process is. So many 
strategic plans 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. The major criticisms of any strategic planning usually 
circle 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. 

Without-fail OKRs help you implement your strategic next step EVERY 13 WEEKS.
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Appendix 2

How do you make the 5 levers of growth work for your firm?

Before we get to the 5 levers of growth, here are some possible growth measures and their 
natural drawbacks:

	 >	� Fee growth and gross recurring fee growth can result in adding clients that are less than 
profitable or who do not suit the way your firm works. 

	 >	 �EBITDA monthly, quarterly or annually can derail investment in the longer-term future of your 
firm, as it may prevent you investing in team training or in marketing or new technology. 

	 >	� Recovery rate and chargeable time has you looking at existing work and not looking for 
cross-sales or ways of building greater client loyalty. 

	 >	 �Net promoter score can drive you to higher and higher client care but may reduce your 
profitability and cash resources.

	 >	 �Fees per full-time employee equivalent can make you reluctant to hire new people, 
limiting future growth.

Your choice is important. Your choice of growth metric influences the decisions and actions 
across your firm...

“What gets measured, gets managed, gets better,” suggested Peter Drucker.
To drive right thinking, right decision-making and right action, it’s important to focus on the 
right growth measure and then apply the 5 levers of growth. But which measure?
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In this section, we’re going for a focus on the one growth KPI that can be communicated with 
everyone (it’s not sensitive, as EBITDA can be). It seems to get team-wide support, has individuals 
recognising themselves in the number, helps everyone appreciate the commerciality of their work 
and means that everyone can see multiple ways of improving that number.

The growth KPI we’ll consider is Fees Per Full-Time Employee Equivalent, a figure that encompasses 
both your firm’s revenue and your firm’s main cost.

Grow this number and chances are you’ll improve the profitability of your firm – that’s what we 
see across the accountancy firms we work with.

This section is focused on improving this single KPI – Fees Per Full-Time Employee Equivalent 
(fees per FTEE).

Easy to work out...

...your firm’s total fees divided by the number of full-time equivalent employees (all team members, 
not just those who are so-called ‘productive’). 

For example, 20 full-timers plus 4 part-timers doing 3 days a week, and total fees of £1.8million, 
would give you a fees per FTEE of £80,3571.

It’s also easy to work out fees per FTEE by team, department and office location. This can give 
you a reference point for improvement in each of those areas.

NB: We also like to look at your people costs as a percentage of total fees. When both these 
people numbers improve, your firm’s profitability will improve.2

1 4PT x 3 days = 12days; 12days/5 days = 2.4; Full-time equivalent employees is 20 + 2.4 = 22.4; £1.8m / 22.4 = £80,357 fees per FTEE
2 However useful a single KPI may be, pursuing one KPI in isolation is an unhealthy approach to leading and managing a firm, just as eating just one 
foodstuff (broccoli? or, if you prefer, sausages?) and no other foods would result in the demise of your bodily health over time. This is why, when we 
work with firms on their 5-year or 10-year vision, we encourage a blend of 3, 4 or 5 KPIs, not just one. However, in this report we are focusing on this 
single growth KPI because, whatever your fees per FTEE, you can improve your number. 
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What about inflation?

Let’s assume you’re already committed to price matching inflation each year for every client,  
to ensure your pricing process protects your margin in real money. 

How do you then make improvements that grow your fees per FTEE, increase profitability and 
increase the strategic health (and profitability) of your firm?

The 1% effect...

A 1% improvement from each of the 5 levers could deliver a 5% improvement in fees per FTEE 
every year above the rate of inflation – if you take them seriously enough. Invest energy, effort 
and diary time in 1 of the 5 levers every 13 weeks and you’ll get 4% of the 5% increase each year.

Run the numbers...

By way of example, let’s say your fees per FTEE is £92,000.

What happens to your fees per FTEE if we assume 4% inflation and you manage to get 1% improvement 
across 4 of the 5 levers every year for the next 5 years? Ignoring the compounding effect of each 
year’s improvement (because the maths is simpler), that’s 8% per year. That would get you from 
£92,000 to £135,000 per FTEE3 in 5 years’ time.

3 £92,000 x 1.08 repeated for 5 years results in £135,178 of fees per FTEE (this ignores the compounding effect of the 8%pa – to keep the maths simple).
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Set yourself a long-term fees per FTEE goal

	 1.	 What’s your firm’s fees per FTEE now?

	 2.	What do you want your firm’s fees per FTEE to be in 5 years’ time?

After determining these two numbers, you'll see you have a gap you'll need to work on.

The following insights signpost the ways and means of using the 5 levers of growth on fees per FTEE. 

From the 5 Levers of Growth, answer the 12 questions below and you will obtain a score out of 
120. The lower the score, the greater the opportunity you and your team have of achieving some 
significant growth for your firm.

IMPORTANT: Please go to the online version of this appendix for a full explanation behind each 
of these questions and to give yourself a more accurate score. Use the QR Code or URL in the side 
bar to access the full version and other resources.

5 Levers of Growth

When answering the 12 questions below, the scale is: 1 is bad – 10 is world-beating. 

	 1.	Pricing and value lever

	� 1a. Pricing process – No matter how good your firm is at pricing, your pricing processes can 
always be improved – you decide by how much.

QUESTION 1a: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good is your firm at using pricing best 
practice to help you regularly improve pricing processes for your clients and prospects? 
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	� 1b. Value process – In our experience, if there’s an area where every accountancy firm can 
improve, it’s in better demonstrating and communicating the value of what you do for and 
with clients. 

	 2.	 Efficiency lever

	� 2a. Cadence of completion – Our experience of working with accountancy firms over 2 
decades shows that those firms who embrace a weekly cadence of completion transform the 
value of work their existing team can process. Same team, but more work, more fees, less stress. 
As a consequence, the fees per FTEE of these firms increases, and so does their bottom-line 
profitability.

QUESTION 1b: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good is your firm at understanding what 
matters most to clients and then creating, communicating and demonstrating the 
emotional, functional and financial value of what you do?

QUESTION 2a: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good is your firm at completing jobs to the 
agreed volume/value needed every week?
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	� 2b. Lean management – The evidence from the science of lean management show there are  
7 areas of waste that you can reduce across your firm. Each one could probably deliver you a 1% 
fees per FTEE improvement every year! The examples below are far from an exhaustive list, and 
we’re sure you can add more.

	 1.	 Unnecessary Waiting Waste – waiting for colleagues; waiting for client responses

	 2.	 Over-Production Waste – overworking a job; wrong level person

	 3.	 Transportation Waste – driving; paper trails 

	 4.	 Processing Waste – pick up/put down; poor job planning; poor diary planning

	 5.	 Inventory Waste – too many jobs started and not finished

	 6.	Motion Waste – too many steps/job stages; hunting for information

	 7.	 Defect Waste – repeating mistakes/review points; rework

	 3.	Client selection/deselection lever

	� 3a. Selection and deselection criteria – Many firms have different client categories...

QUESTION 2b: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good is your firm at revisiting the 7 lean 
management wastes each year to seek out new ways of improving the efficiency of your 
production workflow? 

QUESTION 3a: On a scale of 1 to 10, how clear are you on what criteria determines 
whether a client is a good or bad fit with your firm?
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	� 3b. Client deselection criteria – You’re proud to work with most of your existing clients.  
Some clients, however, aren’t so appealing to you or your team, for all sorts of reasons...

	� 3c. Client selection criteria – Not every prospective client suits your firm – some do, some do not...

	 4.	Service offering lever

	� 4a. Next best service for every client every year – Your firm may well have 30 or 40 or 50 
different service offerings which your clients can buy from you...

QUESTION 3b: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good are you and your client manager 
team at filtering out the ill-fitting clients and helping them work with your competition?

QUESTION 3c: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good are you and your client manager 
team at saying no to ill-fitting prospective clients?

QUESTION 4a: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good are you and your client manager 
team at discussing the next most-relevant service for every client, every year, in a 
systematic, disciplined and caring way?
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	� 4b. Higher value route map categories – Many firm leaders and managers talk about value-
added services...

	 �The 5 stages of the higher value route map provide a framework around which you can attach 
different services you already provide. The framework also provides a great talking point for 
your conversations with your team and clients. You’ll find this in the full version of this appendix 
in the online resources.

	

5.	 Team engagement lever

	� 5a. Team engagement progress – A great deal of research from all over the world points  
to the direct correlation between improved team engagement and improved performance 
and results...

QUESTION 4b: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good are you and your leadership team at 
discussing and helping every one of your existing clients consider higher value services 
from your firm every year?

QUESTION 5a: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good are you and your management team 
at improving your team’s level of enthusiasm and engagement every week/month/year 
across your firm?
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	� 5b. Knowledge, skills and habits – The evidence obtained from research 
from Gallup and others points to the importance of ‘manager knowledge 
and skills’ as being critical in building team engagement...

	

	� 5c. Strategic health – A clear, well-communicated and committed core 
purpose, values and vision that drive committed quarterly strategic 
action can profoundly improve team engagement...

For these 12 questions there is a maximum score of 120  
– how did you score?

The gap between your score and 120 is the opportunity you and your firm 
have to improve your firm’s fees per FTEE. 

Apply the strategic health framework of 8 questions AND work on building 
the fees per FTEE in your firm to realise the ambitious vision (Strategic 
Health Question 2) you have for your firm. Use Strategic Health Question 8  
– without-fail quarterly OKRs – to help you make it all happen.

QUESTION 5b: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good is your firm at 
investing in and improving the knowledge and skills that help your 
managers be better managers with better human engagement skills?

QUESTION 5c: On a scale of 1 to 10, how good are you and your 
leadership team at building clarity, commitment and enthusiasm for 
your firm’s strategic plan?

For the ‘full-fat’ 
version of this report, 

with more detail, 
explanation and 
insight, go to the 

online resources for 
this appendix using 

this QR Code or URL.

bit.ly/Q8-app

http://bit.ly/Q8-app
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Appendix 3

Simon Sinek shows the way to your core purpose...

The TED talk, ‘Start With Why’, made Simon Sinek a household name in business circles. A more 
recent interview with Simon outlines a way to ascertain your core purpose. 

If you’re struggling with the idea of uncovering your core purpose, check out the online resources 
by using the QR code or URL in the side bar of the appendices. 

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...

A clear and meaningful core purpose gives team members (and prospective team members) far 
more of a clue about why their work really matters. 

FOR EXAMPLE: You produce financial information which allows you to have future-focused 
conversations with clients, helping them make better business decisions and, ultimately, helping 
them achieve their personal and business goals. 

In a recruitment market with a scarcity of qualified accountants, offering prospective team 
members a rallying cry or North Star (purpose) can be the clincher when they’re comparing your 
firm with others to make a decision about their future career (arguably far more important than 
an extra £2-4k in salary!). 
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A clear and meaningful core purpose also provides a promise beyond the numbers for both 
clients and prospective clients. It tells the client what value to expect in addition to the P&L/
balance sheet/tax calculation and ensures that they feel more part of ‘your gang’ because of 
the emotional context, and not just because of the functional and financial work you do. 

Purpose drives decisions, drives action, drives results...

Of course, a clear and meaningful core purpose drives a beneficial and productive 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 
– instead, it has real meaning.

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. Similarly, if you do work that does not align with any sense of meaning or purpose, it will  
all feel a tad pointless. We’re only on this planet once, so don’t we deserve to do what we love 
and to do something with real meaning? 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.” 
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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 you met a client who continued to waste her weekends updating 
her bookkeeping, despite not being particularly good at it, and it was 
encroaching on family time, what would our advice to her be? Wouldn’t you 
advise her to outsource or delegate it?

So why are we reluctant 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 people you 
care about – your team, your clients, your community. 

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 to ‘start with why’. 

Doing what you love has meaning already built in because it connects with 
your ‘why’. All that’s needed is to work out how to describe and communicate 
your firm’s core purpose – your firm’s ‘why’. Check out the chapter on 
Strategic Health Question 3 and the supporting resources using the chapter 
QR Code or URL.

Use this QR Code  
or URL to listen to 
Simon Sinek's TED 
Talk on leadership. 
It contains Sinek’s 
brilliant insights 

around finding your 
‘why’ in difficult 

times. Fast forward  
to 10mins 45secs  
for an insightful 
question to ask  

clients and friends.

For more information 
about the importance 

of purpose in 
your firm, check 
out this Business 

Breakthrough report, 
'Lead with Purpose 
for Accountants'.

bit.ly/Q8-app

bit.ly/Q8-app

http://bit.ly/Q8-app
http://bit.ly/Q8-app
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Appendix 4

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 that 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 do have a point but, in reality, most of the challenges 
we currently face are similar to those we’ve always faced. 

Consider the accountancy business model – how many accountants do you know who have gone 
out of business? Despite numerous commentators advising accountants that they must change, 
the reality is that their business model continues to survive and thrive. 

Therefore, while many accountants accept the logical argument for change, they’re not in 
sufficient pain to actually do anything different – they’re comfortable. 

The more ambitious the accountant, the more willing they are to challenge the status quo in their 
firm and to initiate change to tackle the current AND future challenges on the near horizon.

Different challenges...

Each firm is unique. However, the challenges most firms face can be placed into four main categories: 

	 1.	� Firm leaders are looking for fee growth (or, in some cases, how to manage growth).

	 2.	�Firm leaders are seeking greater profitability (check out the ‘5 levers of growth’ in Appendix 2).

	 3.	�Firm leaders are looking to maximise capital value, perhaps preparing for an exit or sale.

	 4.	Firm leaders want to reduce stress and expand their freedom.

NB: We’ve not added cash creation to this list, as this is relatively easy and simple for most 
firms to manage and should not be a strategic challenge.
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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 four areas above. It’s important to recognise what 
it is you’re looking to improve, 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. 
And a strategy that wants all of the above will look different again.

The common bond with the issues above is that all can be addressed by seeking strategic health. 

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. 

These firms have NO STRATEGY.

Some firms do actually undertake some form of planning – taking time out of busy schedules 
to proactively plan ahead to shape the future of the firm. But in most cases, when challenged, 
these owners will guiltily admit their strategy or planning document is sitting gathering dust 
somewhere in a cupboard or, at the very least, lacks definitive and regular action and updates.

Or, they may plan for the next year in a regular 12-month cycle, only managing short-term 
goals, opportunities and challenges.

These approaches are 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. 

Quite rightly, this is called GOOD STRATEGY. 

Into which category does your firm fall? 
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Make strategy human...

Let’s humanise the numbers for a moment and consider how the owners of the different firms 
feel at any point in time. 

Let’s look at firms with NO STRATEGY. Owners of such firms 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 

Firms with BAD STRATEGY:

	 >	� 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 
who see nothing happening as regards implementation

	 >	� Feel confusion around identifying next steps – how do they actually translate plans into 
action? 

	 >	� Feel disconnected from any future firm because of the annual-only budget/forecast 
predictions

Contrast this with the confidence felt by owners who have created and implemented GOOD 
STRATEGY. They feel: 

	 >	� Reassured that they’re actually following and implementing a strategic health plan

	 >	� A sense of strategic achievement every 13 weeks

	 >	� Pride in the engagement of their team, who were involved in building the plan at the 
outset and in contributing to its implementation 
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By looking at strategy through a human lens, 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, strategic health is important! 

So we ask again, into which category does your firm fall? 

	 >	� NO STRATEGY

	 >	 �BAD STRATEGY

	 >	� GOOD STRATEGY

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 answer the 8 questions of 
strategic health. 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 health is a regular part of your firm’s quarterly achievements. 

COMMIT TO GOOD STRATEGY

Committing to good strategy can future proof your firm and help you 
achieve the ambitions and goals you have for it. 

Please use this book and the supporting online resources to help you. 

If you want to talk with the team at Remarkable Practice on how we might 
help you, please get in touch at theteam@remarkablepractice.com.

Use this QR Code or 
URL to read 'Good 
Strategy for Your 
Firm', a Business 

Breakthrough 
report based on 
insights from a 

world-renowned 
commentator on 
strategic health.

bit.ly/Q8-app

http://bit.ly/Q8-app
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Appendix 5

Humanise the numbers and transform your firm’s results...

It starts with visionary numbers...

	 >	� To what profit levels do you aspire?

	 >	� What level of turnover do you want to build?

	 >	� What fees per full-time equivalent employee (FTEE) are you seeking?

	 >	� What percentage of salaries to T/O would you consider a minimum requirement? 

	 >	� What average fee per client category do you consider a success?

	 >	� What will the owners’ remuneration package look like? What about the team’s?

	 >	� What level of pension contributions will prepare the owners/leaders for a future  
they want outside of the firm? What about the team’s?

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

	 >	� What ‘feel’ do you want across your team? 

	 >	� How would you describe your perfect work culture?

	 >	� What are your clients saying about your firm, your people and the work you do?

	 >	� How many weeks’ holiday per annum do the owners and team take?

	 >	� What type of work will the owners/leaders/team undertake so that can genuinely say  
they love their work (and avoid doing what they hate!)?

	 >	� What do your network of contacts think, feel and say about your firm and the work you  
do so that you feel deep-down proud?
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You humanise the numbers when you look at your accountancy business from the viewpoint of 
all relevant (human) stakeholders. In the case of an accountancy firm, there are arguably four 
main stakeholders: 

	 >	� Team

	 >	� Clients

	 >	� Community (including introducers, local charities, etc.) 

	 >	� The institute you’re professionally associated with

Building a business which truly reflects the aspirations of all four stakeholder groups is crucial if 
that firm is to be properly rounded and balanced. This builds in strategic health which, in turn, 
brings sustainability to your future success.

A challenging blend and balance of views...

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 paymaster, 
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 nor those of the team – their remuneration would 
suffer, pay rises for the team might be unachievable, etc. The team’s sense of fairness and 
achievement would be significantly impacted by doing unpaid or lower paid work. 

You can likely think of similar challenges if your firm is exclusively for the benefit of the owners 
or the team. 
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As you can see, building a firm which balances the needs of all stakeholders creates a virtuous 
environment in which everyone wins over the longer term. 

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. How does your FUTURE, TODAY and TOMORROW business 
look and feel in regards to the 4 stakeholders and the different elements you consider important 
for your unique business (see Appendix 1)? 

Get connected...

For those reasons, spending time understanding stakeholders is time well spent and provides a 
genuine focus for future plans. 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’ or leaders’ 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/leaders. After all, if it doesn’t, 
the result is likely to be a disillusioned leader and, eventually, a disaffected team. In the end, 
nobody wins.

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. This connects personal and business goals in a healthy way. For example, if one 
of the outcomes of regular pricing reviews with clients is that the owner (and the team) reach 
their desired remuneration levels, 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 strategic health.
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IMPLEMENTATION NEXT STEPS: 

Implementing strategy requires the skills of leading and managing change. 
These Business Breakthrough reports signpost the skills needed for successful 
implementation (and 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 

	 >	� Business Breakthrough – Winning Influence

Please check 
out the Business 

Breakthrough reports 
and other online 

resources mentioned 
throughout the  

book here:

bit.ly/Q8-app

We hope you treasure this book for many 
years, but if you do discard of it, then 
the whole book can be placed into your 
household paper recycling.

© 2024 All Rights Reserved Remarkable Practice Ltd
Reproducing any content from the book needs permission, 
please email theteam@remarkablepractice.com

http://bit.ly/Q8-app





