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Executive summary
23 March, 2020 is a date that will go down in history:
the nation went into lockdown, and overnight every
industry that was able to start working from home
(WFH) did. This was as true of the accountancy
industry as any other, with the shift to remote
working having a profound impact on the productivity
and security of accountancy firms.
There has been some early research into how the
workforce at large was affected by the pandemic,
with the University of Southampton recently
publishing a study called ‘Work After Lockdown’,
which surveyed 1,000 people. The report found that
54 percent of them thought that productivity had
improved while WFH and over 90 percent of them
reported that they were more able to concentrate on
a single activity for a prolonged period, compared to
working in an office.

In order to find out how the accountancy
industry was affected, Accountancy Age,
in partnership with M-Files, a modern
intelligent information management
solution provider, commissioned
a report to assess the impact of
WFH on workforce productivity and
information security, and discover the
effect that both had on a firm’s ability
to collaborate internally and provide
seamless service to clients.
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About the research
The analysis in this report is compiled using responses to Accountancy Age’s
survey of UK-based accountants in practice conducted in June to July 2021. The
survey respondents work in a mix of organisation sizes, with 36.4 percent of those
surveyed working at smaller firm’s with 51-250 employees, while 31 percent
of those surveyed worked at larger firm’s comprised of 1,000+ employees. The
survey was carried out by Accountancy Age in partnership with M-Files.
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Key findings
Accountancy firms were simply not ready for the transition
to remote work when lockdown restrictions were imposed,
with 76.6 percent of respondents admitting it was initially
challenging to enable staff to work productively from home and
service clients effectively.
The industry has adopted a multitude of applications for
sharing, managing, and storing sensitive business data and
client information to improve productivity for staff WFH, such
as chat and video conferencing tools (76.7%) and enterprise
content management systems (65.1%).
However, many accountancy firms still share information with
clients by sending physical copies in the post (44.4%) and via
email (79.4%), which poses a significant security risk, as well as
affecting traceability and leading to a poor client experience.
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Productivity in the pandemic
Our survey highlighted how the shift to remote work
served as a catalyst for firms to invest in a myriad of
data and information sharing tools to assist staff with
their day-to-day activities. However, the integration
of such applications and systems, while helping to
improve productivity at firms forced to WFH, also
created new challenges and potential security risks.

“People are having to search across and use multiple
different repositories to do their job and that will lead
to productivity issues, duplication issues, increased
risk and so on,” says Suzie Collier, director of field
marketing at M-Files.
“And 34 percent of respondents are having to find
and manage information across five or more different
repositories most of which we would expect to 		
be siloed.”

How many employees does your organisation have?
36%

32%

19%
12%

51-250

251 - 1,000

1,001 - 5,000

Over 5,000

There was an enormous variety in the size of the 129 firms surveyed. However,
regardless of size, early adopters of technology were better equipped to cope with
the challenges of the pandemic and create an effective business continuity plan.
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“It’s fair to say that members of the Institute of Financial
Accountants have been in the thick of it during the
pandemic, supporting clients with day-to-day accounting
queries, providing cash flow forecasting advice or explaining
the various government support schemes,” says John
Edwards, CEO at the Institute of Financial Accountants.
“Those who have been early adopters of technology have in
the main provided a first rate, efficient and secure service
to their clients. The need to remain vigilant when sharing
sensitive data is always a concern our members take very
seriously.”
And the industry has had to adapt extremely fast. “The
past year has transformed the workplace. Employers and
employees have had to adapt quickly to remote working
during the pandemic,” says Amanda Digne-Malcolm, director,
practice, at the Institute of Chartered Accountants in
England and Wales (ICAEW).

“Certainly, experiences have varied, but a
longer-term shift to hybrid working seems
inevitable. While many people are eager
to return to the office as restrictions ease,
most employees want the option to work
part of the week remotely. Having the
right foundations in place for safe and
productive team working has never been
more important. People need access to
the right tools and technology at home
and in the office, and firms must ensure
basic technological security measures are
in place to protect their people and data in
both settings.”
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How many applications or systems are used to store,
manage and share business and client documents and
information in your firm?
Chat, communication or video conferencing tools
(e.g. Microsoft Teams, Skype or Zoom)

77%
Email folders

57%
Document management or enterprise content management system(s)
(e.g. M-Files, iManage, Alfresco, Documentum, OpenText)

65%
Files and folders across shared network drives

54%
Microsoft SharePoint

39%

CRM system

28%

ERP system

19%

Accounting solution

12%

File sharing applications (e.g. Dropbox, Box, Google Drive)

41%
Individual’s laptops, desktops and/or thumb drives

37%
Other (please specify)

2%
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The subject of security is clearly a crucial one and
changes were already happening in the industry
before the pandemic struck. According to the findings,
when it came to storing, managing, and sharing
business and client documents, 76.7 percent used
video conferencing tools such as Microsoft Teams,
Skype or Zoom, while 65.1 percent used document
management or enterprise content management
systems. Perhaps more surprisingly, 56.6 percent
still used email. However, the biggest concern when

it comes to security of data is not just the types
of applications or systems used by accountancy
firms, but the sheer number of them. According to
those surveyed, more than half (51.2 percent) of
respondents use four or more applications to store,
manage and share business and client information
making it even more challenging to ensure that
the right information is only accessible by the right
people, at the right time

How many applications or systems are used to store,
manage and share business and client documents and
information in your firm?
One

13%

Two

12%

Three

23%

Four

17%

Five

11%

Six

8%

Seven

6%

Eight

6%
3%

Nine
Ten

1%

“A lot of what is done is traditionally
driven by the client,”
says Niall Doherty, head of IT at Moore Kingston
Smith, which in 2019 gained the Cyber Essentials
Plus certification, which accredits exceptional online
protection from hacking.

“What is interesting is the way people currently
share their documents, which is still very e-mail
oriented, as well as physically sending documents.
But accountancy firms should definitely be pushing
for more secure means. We are a massive advocate
for client portals because they provide a much more
secure front. It gives more confidence to the clients
because you can’t control who intercepts e-mails.”
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Branded, customisable client portals help
accountancy firms better collaborate with clients and
improve the digital client experience. These tailored,
personalised workspaces ensure the security and
privacy of client documents and data and assure
clients that sensitive data is managed according to
rules, regulations and agreed upon processes, yet still
providing a quick and easy way for firms and clients to
share information and collaborate Accountancy firms
are turning to secure and integrated solutions that
offer external collaboration while ensuring version
control and eliminating data duplication.
A further issue is that the more data sharing tools
a firm uses, the greater the security risk of a data
breach. This remains a major concern, as well as
causing myriad inconveniences, some minor, some
not. “The challenges organisations face with multiple
silos, is there may be many copies of the same
document hence no “Single Version of the Truth”
resulting in the risk of compromised compliance and
governance,” says Colin Dean, major accounts director,
Western Europe at M-Files.

“And it is interesting that more than half are using
email folders to store, manage and share business
and client documents and information, which is
an extremely dated way of storing, managing and
sharing information because of the inevitable issues
with duplication, access permissions and efficient
search,” adds Suzie Collier
Of course, another issue was productivity, and its
impact on client servicing, with 59.4 percent of firms
saying they were somewhat affected by the shift to
remote working and 17.2 percent saying there was a
significant effect. In total, the findings suggested that
76.6 percent of accountancy firms were simply not
ready to transition to remote working – mainly down
to lack of preparation. The consensus across the
industry is that many firms were ill-prepared for what
was about to hit them simply because no one really
believed a situation like the pandemic would occur.

In your opinion, how was staff productivity affected by your
firm’s transition to remote working during the pandemic?
Not at all affected
staff were instantly able
to continue working as
productively from home as they
were in the office, providing a
seamless service to clients

17%

23%

Somewhat affected
we had some challenges
in enabling staff to work
productively from home and
the service to clients was
briefly affected

Significantly affected
productivity and service
to clients was significantly
disrupted by the transition to
remote working

60%
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And it was here that some firms were in a much better
position to cope than others when the call came to
WFH. Chris Downing is a director responsible for the
tax team at Inspire, which won the Medium Firm of
the Year at the national Accounting Excellence Awards
in 2020. “We were cloud-based anyway, so we could
literally pick up our laptops and take them home,” he
says. “We got rid of our in-house servers three years
ago, which in retrospect was a godsend. Our IT clients
told us they did still work for firms that used in-house
servers and the level of disruption they saw there very
much matched the findings in the survey.”
Ali Jones, consulting and corporate finance partner
at Sagars, a member of Accelerate, a community of
relationship-focused, technology-driven, value-based
accountancy firms, admits there was a significant
impact to the firm’s productivity when lockdown
restrictions were initially enforced.

“There was a friction in doing things
remotely, keeping in touch with
each other, and while matters in
an office would have taken two or
three minutes, a call would take 10
minutes.” However, like a lot of firms,
Sagars had been trialling WFH before
the pandemic and so a process that
was already in action was simply
accelerated. ”Everything is running
very smoothly now with WFH and
for the future we will continue
with it based on clients’ needs and
personal preferences,” says Jones.

However, the impact of the pandemic was not felt
evenly across firms, with some services much harder
to move to remote than others, according to Milsted
Langon’s Adams.

“We were on the business front line,
helping clients with support packages
and furlough schemes. We were
concerned about the payment team
WFH, so they stayed in the office
throughout. Human error was the
biggest fear there. And we took some
early steps to adjust. These included
an early decision to adopt Microsoft
Teams; everyone immediately started
working on them and trained up.”
The seismic shift to remote working has led to a
significant uptake in the use of collaboration tools
such as Microsoft Teams and Zoom. Whilst tools
such as Microsoft Teams offer collaboration benefits,
consideration to the approach that information may
be shared is critical. Avoidance of issues such as:
duplication, lack of version control, combined with
permissions management, must be fully reviewed.As
an example, with firms often using multiple applications
and systems to share information internally and
externally, there is a risk of inconsistent security
policies. Restrictions may be in place to restrict the
sharing of sensitive information via email, for example,
but the same documentation may be shareable via
Microsoft Teams and other collaborative tools.
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Accelerating automation
How manual and time consuming do you currently find
document-centric business processes, for example, new
client onboarding, document review and approval, or
contract management?

14%
38%

48%

Very manual and
time consuming
often involving paper copies
and physical signatures

Somewhat manual
and time consuming

Not at all manual and
time consuming
all processes have been fully
digitised, automated and
streamlined, often leveraging AI
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Even though the industry is becoming far more
digitised - a development that was already under
way but which has been speeded up by necessity
by the onset of the pandemic - it emerged from the
report that accountants still overwhelmingly find
document-centric business processes like new client
onboarding and contract management too manual
and time-consuming. A full 37.5 percent said they
find the process “very manual” while 48.4 percent,
nearly half, said they find it “somewhat manual.”
Only 14.1 percent found it “not at all manual.” The
need for digitisation across every industry as well as
accountancy is highlighted by another set of recent
findings: tech hiring is at its highest level for five
years, with job search engine Adzuna seeing over
100,000 tech vacancies a week since February 2021,
reaching a peak of 132,000 in one week in May.
“We would go with the majority: we find it quite time
consuming,” says Moore Kingston Smith’s Doherty.
“A lot of effort is going into business automation. In
our tax team, especially, we are digitising incoming
information requirements from clients.” Meanwhile,
Milsted Langon’s Adams is surprised that the number
who find document-centric business processes very
time-consuming is as low as it is. “Client onboarding
is a pain,” she says.

“We would save a considerable
amount of time if everything were
fully automated, perhaps by as much
as 20 percent. It would be worth the
hassle for a small fee to pay.”
Inspire’s Downing says that his firm has also been
working hard to streamline the processes. “The
biggest challenge is Know Your Customer (KYC)
information which we need to hold,” he says. “We
have introduced e-signatures, automated texts from
our customer relationship management (CRM) system
which goes directly to a credit scoring database.
Without that it would certainly be more cumbersome.
It also makes it easier for the other side to engage
more quickly.”
Clearly process enhancement begins with selfanalysis of an organisations content chaos, caused
potentially by internal silos. Without this first stage of
enlightenment, there can be no value obtained.
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Security concerns
With the transition to remote working, how was
visibility and control over sensitive business or client
information affected?

18%

20%

62%

Not affected at all

Somewhat affected

Heavily affected

IT retained clear visibility and
control over where information
was stored and how it was
being used and shared

it was more challenging to
know where information was
being stored and used

staff turned to file sharing
applications or saving
information locally, meaning
visibility and control over
information was lost
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Accountants, too, have a unique set of circumstances
which impose their own challenges. They are, after
all, financial businesses, with access to huge amounts
of financial data, and with the transition to remote
working, visibility and control over sensitive business
information was a key issue. It is not just their own
businesses data that could be compromised, but their
clients’ too.
“We quickened our requirements immediately, not
emailing sensitive data and using secure portals,” says
Inspire’s Downing. “But there were other issues in
remote working. For example, were people using their
own devices? And if so, who else had access to them?
Could a child have been using them and downloaded a
game that might have something in it? The challenge
has been to find out if something happened.” He
believes this is an issue that might particularly affect
smaller firms, as they may have fewer protections
in place to thwart hackers when staff are working
outside the safety of the company firewall
“We’ve definitely been affected by this,” says Moore
Kingston Smith’s Doherty.
“We have traditionally run a centralised system
you could log in to. But we have recently moved to
document sharing and opening a productivity tool.
The next step will be sensitive document labelling,
documenting who used it and where it’s gone. For
some firms, with fewer IT people, there has definitely
been a loss of control of their data. But on the
brighter side, some accountancy firms have been
very resistant to change, and now they have had an
opportunity they have never had before and should
grasp it.”

“It depends on how people are sharing and what
permission is in place,” says Sagars’ Jones.

“We felt some impact, but it was
minimal. We did implement some
extra measures: we accelerated
and implemented multi-factor
authentication across all areas. We
improved our security sooner rather
than later.”
However, M-Files’ Collier points out that some firms
still have a lot to learn. “In our experience we still hear
about sensitive materials and key documents being
sent in the post,” she says. “Firms need a digital way
of interacting and collaborating with clients that is
secure, yet provides an exceptional user experience.”
Furthermore, accountancy firms should be able to
provide their staff with an easy and secure way to
access and share information in order to do their
job effectively to avoid employees turning to other
tools and methods (i.e. Shadow IT) that could impact
a firm’s visibility and control over how and where
information is being used.
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How does your organisation currently share documents
and information with clients and third parties?
79%

57%

54%

44%

Physical copies
sent by post

Email
attachments

Firms are clearly learning to share documentation
with clients and third parties in a more digital and
secure manner and this is a trend that is set to
accelerate over time. In today’s competitive climate,
accountancy firms are offering dedicated client
portals to boost client loyalty, build solid relationships
for future growth and ensure client retention.
However, accountancy firms’ decision to use a myriad
of methods for interacting and sharing documents
conversely leads to a disjointed client experience
which can negatively impact existing relationships.
Furthermore, too many organisations continue to
rely on paper-based documentation and email, with
both posing significant security risks for accountancy
firms and their clients. A staggering 79.4 percent of
respondents said they still used email attachments,

File sync and
share apps
(eg. Dropbox)

Dedicated client
portal

57.1 percent used file sync and share apps, 54
percent used dedicated client portals, which appears
to be the most favoured way to share among IT
professionals, and 44.4 percent used physical copies.

“From the security aspect, you can’t
stand still: it continues to change all
the time,”
says Sagars’ Jones. “There’s a training element about
it, with more interaction now to make everything
streamlined. We will be looking at more AI tools, data
analytics, increased visibility and control and seeing
who has access permissions to certain folders.”
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Conclusion
Indeed, whatever the mode of sharing information,
many more safeguards are now being put in place.
“We still use old-fashioned routes, and we take very
sensitive documents to clients, but we have secure
portals,” says Inspire’s Downing. “And now, we use
dual factor authentication. For anyone to get into
the system, they have to have a mobile phone with
them as they are physically standing in front of the
machine. That also applies to the clients.”
Milsted Langdon’s Adams was surprised by the
finding that so many still use the post to share
documentation with clients. “There was a very high
level of physical copies by post,” she says. “Personally,
I’ve not sent physical mail since the pandemic
began. As for email attachments, people are just
not adapting to the new ways of working. We have
dedicated client portals and use other reliable means.
Moore Kingston Smith’s Doherty concurs.

“We do a lot of document
sharing, using client portals when
onboarding and making sure
everything is password secure,”

Whatever the future holds now, it is clear that the
face of accountancy has changed beyond measure,
and it is far more likely in the future that there will
be a hybrid way of working, positioned somewhere
between WFH and the office.
As accountancy firms continue to navigate today’s
WFH reality, they require tools to increase the
productivity of knowledge workers, strengthen
collaboration and mitigate business risk. To thrive,
accountancy firms need modern Information
management solutions to connect people, content
and processes across the business, to maximise
staff productivity, improve Information security,
and ultimately be able to provide a better client
experience from the office or from home.
Finally, to attract and maintain top talent and clients,
accountancy firms must offer a best-in-class digital
experience. Staff and clients alike expect information
at their fingertips, whenever or wherever they wish
to access it. Customisable client portals that provide
a secure way to exchange information help clients
build loyalty and trust. Knowing that sensitive data
and information is secure, clients can put the focus on
ensuring long-term customer relationships.

says Doherty.
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About M-Files
M-Files’ AI-powered intelligent information management solution connects
all documents and information, across every platform and repository, then
analyses them to place them in context. This makes it possible to serve up the
right information to the right people right when they need it—and automate
information-driven business processes—while maintaining complete control and
compliance. Thousands of organisations in more than 100 countries (including
NBC Universal, OMV, SAS Institute, and ThyssenKrupp) use M-Files to manage
their business information and processes—and give their employees A Smarter
Way to Work
Learn more about M-Files.
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