
Why you need an 
accountant in a 

digital world



It takes a time of adversity to remind us just 
how resilient small businesses are – and 
they’ve had their fair share of challenges the 
past couple of years.

While small business owners are not all in the same 
boat, with different opportunities and vulnerabilities, 
they have had to weather the same storms: staffing 
challenges, customer challenges, competitor challenges, 
technological challenges, economic challenges,  
and a global pandemic.

And when those challenges hit, most businesses get 
blown around like tents in the wind.

Even large, long-established ones can get completely 
flattened if they lack the secure foundations, critical for 
businesses to survive and thrive.

Accountants help to peg those tents securely to the 
ground with strong financial principles, processes and 
technology, putting their clients in the strongest position 
so they can best predict and navigate even the fiercest  
of storms.

So, the most important business for you to fortify with 
strong financial principles, processes and technology, 
and the partnership of an awesome accountant,  
is YOUR business.

Only from this position of strength and security can  
you deliver the most impact and greatest value for  
your business and your customers. But this is  
difficult to achieve if you are preoccupied with  
time-draining activities.

Implementing the right kind of support in your business 
frees you up to do your very best work and enables you  
to level up the value that you can bring. 

This facilitates deeper conversations and enables you 
to build more meaningful, impactful, and profitable 
relationships with the customers you serve.

Storms will continue to rise and the businesses best 
equipped to not only go through them, but to grow 
through them, are the ones with financial 
foundations that will endure.

And this all starts with  
ONE business: YOURS.

James Ashford 
VP, Sage
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Providing great customer service, developing 
new products, and turning a profit – small 
businesses know what their priorities are.  
But to successfully get on top of running their 
business, small businesses need access to 
the right tools and advice – particularly on  
the accountancy front. 

Whether it’s tracking invoices, processing 
payroll, or taming taxes, doing the accounts 
can feel like a full-time job. And with Brexit, 
the COVID-19 pandemic, and ‘Making Tax 
Digital’ (MTD) for VAT in full swing, as well as 
MTD for income tax self-assessment (ITSA)  
on the horizon, things are only going to get 
more complicated. 

At the same time, advances in cloud 
technology are changing the way small 
businesses work. New types of accounting 
software packages are a big part of this, 
designed to speed-up and streamline  
time-consuming and onerous tasks. 
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What tech can’t replicate, however, is the 
human touch of a professional accountant. 
That’s what small businesses are saying:  
a recent survey conducted by Sage in the UK 
and Ireland found more than nine-tenths of 
small businesses that use an accountant see 
them as an important part of their operations. 
However, half of the small businesses (52%) 
we spoke with say a lack of financial and tax 
planning proved to be a significant challenge 
to their business in the last 18 months.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, accountants 
were an anchor for small businesses. In fact, 
slightly over half of SMEs (53%) have become 
more reliant on their accountants because 
of the pandemic, making accountants 
the number one ‘go to service’ when small 
businesses are first starting out, before 
financial advisors (31%) or a mentor (18%). 

There’s a good reason for this. With new  
digital demands, small businesses must 
bridge the gap between old and new 
accountancy requirements. 

Digital services can get the job done fast,  
but without the human touch, businesses  
risk losing the sort of expertise, advice,  
and experience that software alone simply 
can’t provide. 

Read on to find out why 
accountants are the  
go-to advisor for many  
small businesses. 

Time-saving 
technology

The guidance of 
an accountant

To do this, they need the best of both worlds: 
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An array of new do-it-yourself digital accountancy tools have emerged in 
recent years. At the touch of a button, they let small business owners with 
little accountancy experience do the basics: billing, invoicing, banking, 
running payroll, and most of all, staying compliant. 

Digital accounting solutions can empower small businesses, helping 
them manage their finances more effectively. These packages are also 
useful for storing and sorting data securely, reporting and visibility,  
and speeding up repetitive jobs with the help of intelligent automation.    

But digital tools don’t remove the need for a human touch, particularly 
for businesses just starting out. We know that it can be lonely for owners 
of new small businesses — a hundred and one questions, and not a lot 
of help finding the answers! Our research shows that when asked what 
services they prioritise when starting up, getting an accountant on-side 
came out top.

It’s not difficult to see why small businesses look to accountants for 
support. They are excellent at what they do — real experts who contribute 
almost 7% to the UK economy. And let’s face it, entrepreneurs didn’t go 
into business to spend their time sorting out the books.

 

Getting the 
basics right

C H A P T E R  O N E

Far from it. Having access to expert advice means small businesses can focus 
on what really matters — their customers. 

Working in partnership with a business, an accountant can dive into its 
accounting software and see where opportunities are, surfacing strategic 
insight that’ll get it headed in the right direction.   

It’s a fact that advice and good counsel — even just having a knowledgeable 
person to talk things through with — is still an essential part of running a small 
business. And a clued-up accountant fits the bill perfectly, working with digital 
tools to deliver the best outcomes; research from Sage found that the majority 
of accountants (54%) provide clients with a faster service thanks to technology.

Steps to success:
1. Get ahead by getting in touch – 

speak to other business owners, 
and ask who they use to help 
manage the books.

2. Automate data entry – digital 
accountancy software is key to 
easing the admin burden.

3. You don’t have to do it all, and it 
doesn’t have to cost the earth.  
Work with an accountant sooner 
rather than later, shape the scope of 
work and build a solid relationship.

Leaving bookkeeping to the professionals 
is not a luxury for businesses that don’t 
have the time or expertise for crunching 
the numbers.
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Small businesses have dozens of financial obligations to 
consider, but taxes and compliance must be the most daunting. 
Reams of information to be gathered, income calculated, 
expenses tallied, deductions made, not to mention making  
sure they have enough left in the bank to pay the team,  
and themselves each month! And now, with MTD for VAT well 
under way and MTD for Income Tax Self-Assessment looming, 
there’s an entirely new process to get to grips with.  

By going digital, the government hopes to simplify the tax 
process, helping small businesses get things right the first 
time round. HMRC wants to make the UK taxation system more 
effective and efficient. Although research from Sage found 
that 2 in 5 accountants (42%) still store some records in filing 
cabinets, the upcoming changes mean paper-based tax  
returns will be a thing of the past.

Unincorporated businesses and landlords with a total income  
of over £10,000 will no longer be filing their taxes manually,  
but instead updating a digital tax account regularly  
throughout the year. 

While the goal is to reduce mistakes and speed the tax process 
up, there’s going to be a pretty steep learning curve for small 
businesses just starting out. They’ll need to make sure strict 
requirements are met; with the threat of hefty penalties should 
the numbers not add up. That is why professional accountancy 
support is so important. 

The HMRC’s own guidelines say businesses should get the help 
of an accountant if they’re worried about MTD compliance — a 
point supported by the results of our survey.  

Taking on Tax
C H A P T E R  T W O

Sage customer: Split Screen Coffee
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Almost all (92%) accountants said they expected an 
increase in demand as the new system comes into force, 
with nearly three-quarters (72%) claiming that they were 
already receiving MTD-related enquiries. 

This shouldn’t come as much of a surprise. New digital 
tools make it easy for small businesses to do the simpler 
stuff on their own — things like billing, invoicing, and 
payroll — but they still need a seasoned professional  
to check their homework. One small arithmetic mistake 
might not seem like a big deal, but it could be the 
difference between an accurate tax return and one that’s 
at risk of rejection. So, if it’s peace of mind that you’re 
after, a professional accountant can’t be beaten.

And that’s not all — small businesses can call on an 
accountant for so much more. Almost two-thirds (62%) 
seek professional accountancy assistance for tax 
planning, according to our survey, with a little over half 
(51%) calling in support to ensure they’re only paying 
what’s necessary.

When it comes to rationalising and providing advice, 
humans beat computers hands down. A living,  
breathing accountant has genuine insight and business 
acumen — not to mention a grasp of the finer points  
of tax law. Digital systems can help ease the workload, 
and they’re a handy place to lay out data for  
closer inspection. 

Steps to success:
1. Stop hoarding paper receipts – snap  

them with your phone, share them on  
your accounting software and store  
them digitally. 

2. Make tax relevant for your business –  
do this by choosing the right structure 
(sole trader, partnership, or limited liability 
company). This will establish the right 
foundations, and a good accountant  
can advise on this.

But if that analysis is to result in 
a smaller tax bill, one that draws 
on all the nuanced financial 
options and reliefs open to a 
business, a trained, impartial 
human eye is needed.
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For a small business to operate, it needs to nail the 
fundamentals and get its taxes right – two areas in which an 
accountant can really help. But what if the business doesn’t 
want just to function, but to thrive? Can an accountant grease 
the wheels of expansion? 

The answer is yes. With apps and automated systems sorting 
out the basics, small businesses are free to explore the  
deeper business advice services that accountants can offer.  
Beyond number crunching, today’s accounting professional  
has more and more to offer in the realm of strategy and  
business development.

An accountant can take a step back and fully appreciate a 
company’s goals, understanding where it wants to go, and how  
it intends to get there. Why? Because a clear-headed accountant 
trades in hard facts, whereas a business owner is much more 
likely to approach a tricky decision with emotion. Yes, there’s 
almost always more to a business dilemma than the figures — 
but it’s crucial that the heart doesn’t rule the head and a  
balance is found. And for that, the impartial input of a  
trained accountant is paramount. 

Building your business
C H A P T E R  T H R E E
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With a plan sorted, an accountant can build a 
relationship with the small business owner, investing in 
their journey. And when complications inevitably crop 
up, and decisions need to be made, they’re on-hand to 
support. Importantly, an accountant’s advice can also 
consider the business’ values and vision, helping them 
weather most storms.

Our survey found that small businesses understand the 
importance of accountants to business development.  

 

That was more than those who would first seek an 
investor (31%), secure a government grant (31%),  
speak with a management consultant (30%),  
or secure a bank loan (29%). 

Despite this, the consultancy services offered by 
accountants are sometimes overlooked, with small 
businesses missing out on advice when making the  
big business decisions — assistance that could  
help them make the right choices and give them  
a competitive edge. 

Step to success:
1. Keep your accountant in the loop – 

accountants work best when they are 
informed. 

2. Use your accountant as a sounding board 
- they can advise and make the path to 
achieving your goals smoother.

When considering how best to 
grow, 44% of small businesses 
said they would consult with 
an accountant. 
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Keeping on top of accountancy requirements can be a real 
pain for small businesses, so the arrival of do-it-yourself digital 
services is something to be welcomed. They can speed up time-
consuming tasks, allowing small businesses to focus on their 
customers, their people, products, and profit. But technology 
alone isn’t a replacement for professional accountants. 

Count on 
Accountants

In the face of economic 
disruption, businesses should be 
seeking the best of both worlds: 
an accountant working hand in 
glove with their client’s digital 
bookkeeping setup. 

Whether it’s getting to grips with the basics 
when starting out.

Approaching tax returns with confidence.

Or taking things to the next level.

Strike the right balance, and a business can enjoy the productivity 
boost promised by technology, without losing the insight and 
knowledge of an experienced accountant.

The value of that expertise can’t be overstated. 

The specialist research team at Portland Communications conducted two online 
surveys of small business decision makers and accountants across the UK and 
Ireland in August 2021.

Sample breakdown: 

• 421 Small Businesses: This includes decision makers in businesses employing 
fewer than 250 people. 

• 411 Accountants: This includes senior decision makers in businesses which 
provide accountancy services.

Methodology
A B O U T  T H E  R E S E A R C H

I S  I T  T I M E  T O  S P E A K  
T O  Y O U R  A C C O U N T A N T ?

Institute of Chartered Accountants  
in England and Wales (ICAEW)  
icaew.com/about-icaew/find-a-chartered-accountant

The Association of Accounting Technicians (AAT)  
aat.org.uk/licensed-members/directory

Association of Chartered Certified Accountants (ACCA) 
accaglobal.com/an/en/member/find-an-accountant/ 
find-firm.html?isocountry=GB
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Don’t have one?  
Start your search today:

Sage customer:  
Khumalo & Mabuya 
Chattered Accountants
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