Accountancy firms of all sizes are increasingly utilising Web 2.0 faculltles to

enhance their practices and profits. Others have been more reluctant.

"~ ow much of an impact has the
internet had on your practice or
business? Has it given you more time
to spend as you choose or do you
work harder now than ever before?

Just think about it for a moment. Microsoft
Windows has only been ubiquitous for around a
dozen years. The worldwide web has only really
been popular for less then 10 years. And despite its
general use, email is still not the first choice
of communication method for most accountancy
firm clients.

One thing is for sure, the changes and
developments we have seen in recent years are just
the start of a major shift in the way that accountants
operate and look to maximise their profits. Those
firms that have already adapted to take advantage
of the opportunities afforded by technological
change will continue to move forwards and to
become more profitable — assuming that's what
they want to do.

Many of the larger firms have embraced the
internet and are adapting to take full advantage of
the recent and imminent innovations that are
evolving on the internet — partly through what is
sometimes described as ‘Web 2.0’

When | facilitate partnership strategy meetings |
often ask the partners about their interest in and
attitude to new technological solutions to age-old
issues. There is often one visionary in the firm who
has, as yet, been unable to persuade other partners
to invest in ‘the future’ The reason is rarely down to
cost. Few of the innovations summarised in the
‘Online facilities’box have a heavy price tag.But they
require time (see ‘Time required’ box) and, in my
experience, it is the lack of incentive to make
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sufficient time available that is among the biggest
challenges and barriers to innovation in
accountancy firms today. And, yet, ‘innovation’
doesn't have to mean doing new things.

It's that fear of the unknown that often becomes
the excuse for a lack of progress.In my view, a firm is
far more likely to succeed if it first starts innovating
the way it does things with which the partners are
familiar. So a more business-like and modern
approach to financial management (and
dashboards for example) will often be the first step
forwards. This will often be part of the evolution of a
strategic plan for the firm.

This does not need to be some complex multi-
part treatise that takes forever to create and is never
referred to again. It should be a working document
and the backdrop for all innovations, new processes
and systems.There is little point in establishing an IT
strategy, for example, unless this is placed into a
context and the partners are clear how the
proposed changes will tie in with the firm's strategy
and the partners’ objectives.

All too often the partners are all working so hard
in the business that they are unable to make time to
work on the business. This is especially sad given
that most of the new facilities | have summarised in
theOnline facilities’box will free up time and enable
the partners to focus on more profitable activities.
Either that or they will be able to get home, to the
gym or the golf course more often than is currently
feasible.

Some more enlightened firms engage an
external facilitator or ‘'non-exec’ partner to provide
that external perspective and to hold them to
account. Some sole practitioners do the same, in
which case the service tends to be known as
mentoring or business coaching. Other firms
struggle to make the time even for the first stage of

the process. This is quite understandable. It can be
daunting to start changing things especially if that's
the way we've always done it' No one should see it
as disloyal, however, to adapt processes and systems
that were put in place when the facilities and
opportunities available to the firm were very
different from those that are now accessible even by
the smallest of firms.

So, if you have yet to explore many of the newer
developments mentioned in the ‘Online facilities’
box, make a further New Year’s resolution to take a
look. After all, haven't you been thinking about how
much of a strain you found 2007? You do want to
have an easier life, to make more money and to
focus on doing what you really enjoy, don't you?
There are plenty of resources and people who can
help you - all you need to do is ask.
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