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The digital accountant: 
What sets the leaders apart

Digital Track Session 1:

In this Practice Excellence 2017 Live session,  we explored the key drivers of 
effective practice, combining findings from Xero’s Partner Benchmarking Report 
and AccountingWEB’s Practice Excellence research. Paul Bulpitt of Xero and The 
WOW Company, set out evidence pinpointing what growing firms do to stay ahead 
of the pack, while Practice Excellence Award winner and nominee Sharon Pocock 
explained what she does with cloud systems, on-boarding and digital marketing.

Many thanks to them both for making the session a successful discussion.

John Stokdyk
Global Editor, AccountingWEB

https://www.accountingweb.co.uk/resources/what-sets-leading-practices-apart?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=AWUKINS201017&utm_content=AWUKINS201017+Version+B+Preview+CID_163bfb8dbf04bab95d59f9b1288d7091&utm_source=internal_cm&utm_term=What%20sets%20leading%20practices%20apart


What are the key drivers of practice success?
To kick off the session, Paul Bulpitt selected three key ingredients of practice success discovered from 
the joint Xero and AccountingWEB research which all leading practices demonstrated: a clear vision and 
strategy, a business geared around client experience and a clear strategy for their employees in terms of 
both development and recruitment in order to attract and keep the right people. 



The Xero benchmark flagged up the different 
growth trajectories of the top performers versus 
average and less good practices. This session - 
and the report that accompanies it - is all about 
doing the right things at the right times to help 
you negotiate those steps.

Speaking of his experience in starting The WOW 
Company, Bulpitt explained that their most 
effective step was to offer an opt-out to those who 
don’t fit with their ideal client profile. 

Sharon Pocock added that moving everything to 
the cloud five years ago was the most effective 
step in growing her practice, Kinder Pocock, which 
gave them the big jump they needed in reflection 
of the ‘stair step effect’ model. She was then able 
to reassess her staff and resources to check they 
were able to cope with the new growth.

The framework for staying ahead 

Having got off to a strong start, it is equally 
important to maintain success and put operating 
systems in place to ensure consistent service 
levels, but also further growth when possible.  

Sharon Pocock thanks automation for saving her 
time and resource while ensuring the personal 
client touchpoints are still happening as much 
as possible. 

Bulpitt and Pockock agree that a winning formula 
for client care is not just taking on any new 
clients, but being selective. You need a degree 
of understanding of which type of clients are 
right for your firm and consider who can you do a 
really good job for and impress. Several audience 
members responded that some firms don’t have 
the luxury of being able to turn people away, but 
the panel insisted that this approach is still better 
in the long run.

A key recommendation for staying ahead of the 
game is to keep learning. Leading firms constantly 
consider how they can improve and develop their 
service offering. Keep that startup mindset and 
stay eager to improve, for example reviewing 
internal processes and client experience on a 
daily basis by discussing any particular highlights 
or lowlights from the week with your team. 

 
 
 

“The best lessons 
we learn are the 
ones we have to 
pay a price for” 
- Paul Bulpitt



The people factor 

A lot of the conversations revolve around 
the tools that can help firms carry through 
their strategies, whether it’s online reports to 
support advisory work, or CRM to help manage 
communications with clients and prospects. But 
the message coming out of both the Xero partner 
community and the Practice Excellence Awards 
entrants is that your people hold the key to your 
firm’s success.

According to Paul Bulpitt, building a proactive 
and satisfied client base stems from having the 
right people in the first place, as mentioned 
previously. Creating a robust onboarding process 
which involves an initial contact call, for example, 
can help to spark a great first impression for 
client relationships. 

The Xero and Practice Excellence research showed 
a strong correlation between leading firms and 
having the highest client contact, per day, per 
staff member. This could be done via automated 
email processes, but it must be an efficient way of 
communicating. For example, could a quick phone 
call have been more effective than sending long 
email chains? 

What next?

We’ve touched upon the endless journey to 
growing your practice, there is always something 
new to tackle once you’ve achieved the next step. 
But what are the more important ones you could 
focus on next in order to stay ahead of the pack?

The panel agreed that establishing 2-, 3- and 5-year 
plans for your firm and getting the whole team 
on board is a crucial way of generating your clear 
business strategy and keeping staff motivated. 

In order to do this, try to regularly free up some 
time and headspace in order to avoid distractions. 
Consider the small changes and quick wins you 
can make now which could ultimately have a large 
impact on the future of your practice’s growth. 



“The future is already here. It’s just unevenly distributed”  
– William Gibson

William Gibson’s motto for the cyberpunk generation has come true in 
accountancy. Many firms have already embraced the future and are exploring 
the cutting edge of cloud technology and machine learning. 

Our webcast on 18 October 2017 brought together two Practice Excellence 
pathfinders to explored how their practices have overhauled their workflows to 
improve client service and develop new advisory niches. 

Paul Bulpitt from The WOW Comany (and head of accounting at Xero UK) and 
Will Farnell of Farnell Clarke generously gave their time and ideas to help other 
members of the Practice Excellence community look ahead to the challenges 
facing practitioners in 2018 and beyond. They discussed the impact of Making 
Tax Digital, generational dynamics and the fast-growing online ecosystem that 
is bringing industry-specific tools, practical analytics and online funding within 
reach of innovative practitioners.

We would like to thank Paul and Will for their contributions and Xero UK for 
making this valuable resource available to a wider readership.

Future of practice: 
What 2018 will bring for accountants

Digital Track Session 2:

John Stokdyk
Global Editor, AccountingWEB



Digital transformation
Making Tax Digital (MTD) is turning into something 
of a soap opera. In spite of the plot twists and 
delays, it nevertheless remains an opportunity 
for firms to look more deeply at not just their 
processes but also at their deeper culture, values 
and future plans.

“MTD is a catalyst for firms to look at what they do 
and how they do it,” said Will Farnell.

Data from the Practice Excellence entries has 
seen the adoption of cloud software double 
since 2015. Practitioners obviously recognise 
that cloud accounting and associated apps will 
streamline the data gathering processes for MTD 
and alleviate some of the heavy lifting from firms, 
allowing them to work on other services and 
move closer to the trusted advisor model.

But what about the firms who are not already 
up in the cloud? MTD will force firms to review 
their processes. Setting resources aside to make 
this transition and to look at what has to change 
within the practice underneath the cloud platform 
will make the transition much easier.

“Some firms could be wasting valuable time by 
not stopping and thinking about what this will 
enable them to do,” said Will Farnell. Rather than 
shifting from desktop to cloud to deal with MTD, 
he advised looking at what needs to change 
underneath that. “What does this technology 
enable you to do in terms of client delivery? What 
impact will it have on pricing? Sit down in a room 
and think about the strategy.”

“Use it as an opportunity to think about the ‘why’ 
and it will give you the ‘how’” – Will Farnell

People first

As a population our behaviours are changing, 
more and more people are mobile and responsive, 
it’s no longer just the millennials or digital natives. 
Many people use technology like tablets and 
communication apps in their day to day lives and 
expect to interact with their accountants in the 
same way.

“We’re seeing changes in client behaviours. 
Accounting firms need to adapt and adjust to 
accommodate that” Paul Bulpitt



Comes down to future-proofing added Will 
Farnell. He has put in place many changes to 
attract the right kinds of staff. “We want a client 
proposition that is going to meet the needs of 
the millennial generation,” he said. “We have 
technology solutions [for example social media] to 
underpin our brand to support that.”

With all of the advances in technology, it is 
inevitable that there will come a time when firms 
are using the same tools, more or less. Here is 
where the people first approach comes into its 
own as the differentiators between practices 
will be the day to day relationships they are able 
to offer and the advisory role that accompanies 
those services.

The importance of niche

Accountants, like any business, have finite 
resources. Finding your niche and building out 
expertise and service models from there is an 
efficient way to make the to make the most of 
those resources and your marketing budget. 

Looking at your firm from your ideal client’s 
perspective and building services around their 
wants and needs is a good way to home in on 
what makes your firm stand out from the crowd. 

By 2025 three-quarters of the workforce will 
be millennials and a large proportion of them 
will also be clients. Forward-looking firms like 
Farnell Clarke are researching their preferences 
and needs. As Will Farnell commented, it’s never 
too early to start attracting these clients and 
preparing your service offerings to meet their 
expectations.

The app landscape

App “ecosystems” are an essential part of the 
cloud accounting experience. But the same 
question crops up over and over again: where 
do you start? There are 600+ apps now listed on 
the Xero app marketplace – and the list keeps 
growing.

It is nearly impossible to keep up with these 
proliferating tools, but many cutting edge cloud 
practices assign individuals or entire teams to 
monitoring developments and testing apps.

One of the most common routes into the 
ecosystem is when clients come to firms and 
ask for help with a specific problem, setting 
off a research mission, experimentation 
and then hopefully a successful choice and 
implementation. Though somewhat haphazard, 

“Finding your 
niche is just 
smart business”
 – Will Farnell



this organic approach allows practices to develop 
their app expertise incrementally, learning new 
markets and the characteristics of certain tools as 
they go along.

It can distract firms from their focus on client 
service if they’re spending more time looking out 
for the next shiny app to adopt. Having a niche 
focus brings more structure and intent to app 
discovery: figure out what works for a specific 
sector and specialise in those tools. 

Farnell Clarke, for example, makes full use of the 
Xero ecosystem and its team members regularly 
explore the possibilities of new apps for particular 
customer groups.

But over time, a number of key tools have become 
a fundamental part of the firm’s award-winning 
approach to client service; WorkflowMax (practice 
management), Futrli (forecasting and strategic 
advice), Vend (point of sale) and Chaser (credit 
control).

“We look for ways for clients to run their 
businesses with technology we know really well”  
- Will Farnell

Starting with the base accounting platform, 
Farnell Clark’s approach to apps is to focus on 
what matters. Once they’ve solved a problem 
they apply the same continuous improvement 
philosophy they use to in-house enhancements 
and look at the next problem they can tackle for 
clients, for example how to get paid more quickly.

Look for the opportunities

To thrive in the fast-moving environment 
demands a new, forward-looking mindset and a 
genuine sense of curiosity about what the future 
can offer. Looking at the wealth of available tools, 
the message from Bulpitt and Farnell is that 
the role of the accountant needs to include an 
element of systems analysis, looking at data flows 
both within the practice and in client businesses.

This trend is even more marked in Australia 
and New Zealand, where a new kind of of cloud 
integrator practice is emerging. “Firms are putting 
dedicated teams and resource in place to build 
app stacks for their clients,” said Paul Bulpitt. 
“That’s quite exciting. You can really create digital 
transformation for your clients.”



About AcountingWEB

AccountingWEB.co.uk is the largest independent online community for 
accounting and finance professionals in the UK, providing awardwinning content 
and online engagement between members in a true community environment. 
Accountants in practice represent roughly half of our visitors each, and we reach 
75% of firms outside of the top 20. For the past seven years, AccountingWEB has 
supported firms on the road to improvement through its Practice Excellence 
project and awards, which culminate in Practice Excellence Week between 16 
and 23 October.

This guide is part of AccountingWEB’s 2017 Practice Excellence Live programme. 
Visit www.accountingweb.co.uk/tags/practice-excellence for continuing 
coverage of all aspects of practice development.

About

About Xero

Founded in 2006 in New Zealand, Xero is one of the fastest growing software 
as a service companies globally. It leads the New Zealand, Australian, and 
United Kingdom cloud accounting markets and employs a world-class team of 
more than 1,700 people in 20 offices across the planet. As part of its continuing 
support for the profession, Xero hosts annual Xerocon events in each of its 
main territories and publishes regular data on its partner performance in its 
benchmarking reports.

http://www.accountingweb.co.uk/
http://www.practice-excellence.co.uk/
www.accountingweb.co.uk/tags/practice-excellence
https://www.xero.com/uk/
https://www.xero.com/uk/campaigns/partner-benchmarking-report/



