accountingWEB

becoming a valued
business adviser
- the opportunity
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introduction - a
new opportunity for
business advice
“The major advantage for accountants is
that they’re a trusted adviser. Because
of the work you do as an accountant in
practice, you know all about different size
businesses and what works and what
doesn’t. You’re the equivalent of an FD
to those small businesses – some of the
advisory work you can offer is within that
remit.”

- Glenn Collins, head of
advisory at the ACCA

2

accountingWEB

The way small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) manage the
financial side of their business is changing. Developments in mobile
technology, superfast broadband, 4G and cloud-based software have
put efficient accounting and bookkeeping solutions into the hands of
business owners. A recent survey commissioned by the Federation of
Small Businesses (FSB) found that 37% of respondents used cloudbased accounting solutions. And these solutions are allowing SMEs to
handle a lot of their basic financial requirements in-house.
As an accountant, you could see this move as a threat. But this
transition towards tech-savvy, financially aware SMEs is actually a great
business opportunity. SMEs may not be looking for basic accounting, but
they are looking for commercial business advice. And that’s where the
opportunity lies for practices that can evolve to meet the growing need
for a trusted business adviser.
As a finance professional, you can advise on areas like invoice financing,
cash flow, business planning, reporting, management accounts,
business KPIs and funding. This is a chance to deepen and broaden
your service offering to clients and grow a longer-lasting relationship
between you and business owners.
So, let’s take a closer look at the potential opportunity to work with the
new breed of SME.
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the tech-savvy SME
as a client
“I think cloud solutions do let you look at
the data a lot more easily and analyse
that data more easily. And the client can
be more involved in that, especially with
entrepreneurial clients – they want to
see that data and there’s a real thirst for
knowledge. Your conversations can be
a lot more productive because you can
concentrate on different areas of the
business and turn them around”

- Glenn Collins, head of
advisory at the ACCA
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Businesses of all sizes are becoming more tech savvy. Research by
PwC shows a high proportion of private company leaders, around fourfifths, see the value that digital technology is creating in areas like
operational efficiency, data and data analytics, customer experience and
collaboration.
And this applies equally to finance software. European Commission
stats show that 46% of EU enterprises are using the cloud for
accounting, finance, CRM and other business solutions. By adopting
cheap, easy-to-use cloud-based solutions, businesses can do much of
the bookkeeping, expenses and invoicing themselves through software.
Even small start-ups are moving away from scribbled business plans
and hastily created Excel spreadsheets. A younger generation of
entrepreneurs and business owners are realising that online accounting
solutions offer a more effective way to manage their finances.
Tech-savvy SMEs:
•

are up-to-date with the latest finance and accounting software

•

understand the benefits these online solutions offer

•

see the value of being on top of their finance data

•

are more proactive in managing their finances

•

are less reliant on an accountant for basic bookkeeping

So, if SMEs take a more hands-on, proactive role in their finances,
where does their accountant fit into the equation? Do they even need an
accountant? Well, the answer is “Yes, they do still need an accountant
– but a different kind of accountant”.
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a new kind of
accountant

“If you do the right thing by your clients
and then push your expertise out into the
marketplace, you’ll reap the benefits of it.
What there’s not a shortage of is ambitious
businesses in the UK. What there’s a
shortage of is good accountants who can
really look after them.”

- Jonathon Gaunt, director
at FD Works
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Increasingly, business owners are looking beyond the basics of
accountancy. What these proactive business owners want is proper
business advice that goes beyond simple accounting.
With the compliance basics covered, SMEs are looking for a partner
who can drive their business forward with a steady hand on the
helm. They need a true business adviser; someone who can bring true
professional, commercial insight to the table
And this requires a new kind of accountant; one with the expertise,
resources, staff and software to offer that deeper business advice.
This new kind of accountant needs to:

7

•

understand the new breed of SME client

•

grasp the practice benefits of online accounting

•

be on top of the latest in finance solutions, software tools and plug
ins

•

have the commercial knowledge and insight to offer deeper
business guidance

•

have access to a broad network of peers and advisers

•

be ready to evolve their practice and staff to meet the opportunity
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deeper business
advice
“I remember one conversation with an
ICAEW member where he was talking
about the initial questions he would ask a
client. For example, do you have key man
insurance, and are your other insurances
up to date? What is your debt to sales ratio
and why? Who does your credit control?
And the client’s jaw dropped. He just didn’t
realise that this kind of common sense
business advice should be available from
any accountant”

- Felicity Banks, head of
business law at the ICAEW
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Business owners are rarely technical finance experts. Owners, founders
and entrepreneurs manage their business with a mixture of strategic
know-how and gut feeling, not detailed financial acumen. But they need
the right numbers to hand and the right commercial advice to make
those strategic decisions.
Where the new breed of accountant can help SMEs is by providing
that drilled-down, insightful financial advice. What companies want is
a ‘virtual FD’ to guide the future of their business – someone who’s a
valued member of their management team with real insight into their
commercial goals.
In essence, businesses owners want:
•

access to up-to-date numbers and guidance on commercial
decision-making

•

assurance that their financial future is secure

•

comfort that the business is compliant and meeting regulatory
demands

•

a clear business strategy that’s planned out and suitably funded

Your practice can provide that guidance and assurance. As an
accountant, you have an existing business relationship with a whole
client base of SMEs. If you focus purely on basic accounting, you’re
missing a significant opportunity to become a business adviser.
Businesses want advice and guidance that they can trust – and their
most trusted adviser is invariably their existing accountant. That’s you.
So the opportunity is there if you’re ready to grab it.

9

accountingWEB

the opportunity for
your practice
Why is a business advisory service so attractive for a forward-thinking
practice? In essence, offering FD-style advice to your SME clients is
a logical step for practitioners with the relevant expertise. You know
these business owners, you know their company and their sector, and
you have the finance expertise to help push their business forward.
And the size of the market is also a consideration. At the start of 2014,
there were 5.2 million private sector businesses in the UK. 99.3% of
these were small businesses (with less than 50 employees) and 99.9%
were SMEs (with less than 250 employees).
So a significant chunk of the UK economy is made up of SMEs that
need business advice from a trusted accounting partner. Having a broad
palate of SME-focused services offers the chance to build trusted, longterm business relationships with this client sector.
Becoming an SME business adviser means you can:
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•

Expand your services: A broader range of services can help to
retain existing clients and attract new clients. A one-stop-shop for
all financial advice can be attractive to SMEs

•

Innovate and create brand new offerings: As new advisory
opportunities appear you’re ready to act on them and evolve the
practice

•

Educate staff and enhance their business skills: Training your
people and broadening their skill base is great for the practice and
great for their own personal development
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•

Build deeper relationships with clients: Working more closely
with business owners helps to grow your relationship as a trusted
adviser

•

Create new revenue streams: Creating distinct service packages,
based on varying levels of advice, can increase your potential
income from each client

The need to evolve your practice
So, having looked at the potential benefits, is your practice ready to
grasp this opportunity? As SMEs continue to become more financially
self sufficient, there’s a growing need for an accountant that can offer
the kind of FD-style advice that will help transform their business.
Are you ready to become that trusted adviser? If so, you’re going to
need to evolve your practice – as we’ll cover in the next guide in this
three-part series, Becoming a valued business adviser – the evolution.

ABN AMRO Commercial Finance: Your partner for growth
We are a specialist Asset Based Lender and part of the ABN AMRO
group, a global banking organisation with over 300 years experience
of providing innovative solutions for our clients. We believe in working
in partnership with you, taking the time to truly understand your
clients needs and providing personal, tailored services to meet their
requirements.
Find out more about our funding solutions on the ABN AMRO
Commercial Finance website.
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