Adapt and thrive.
Accountants and finance professionals
are the center of economic stabilization.
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Looking back and moving forward
Accountants and finance professionals are at the center of stabilization, strategizing
and advising on business continuity efforts for their employers and clients. Companies
that adapt, including implementing or upgrading software, greatly increase their chance
of survival.
The graph on page 3 provides an at-a-glance view of challenges from the fourth quarter
of 2019 through 2020. The CPA Outlook Index is a broad-based indicator of the strength
of the U.S. business activity and economic direction, reflecting the views of AICPA
members who hold executive positions in public and private companies of all sizes
and across a spectrum of industries.
®

By the first quarter of 2021, many businesses have begun to see a recovery in their
revenues, and some CPA firms that focus on advisory services have grown during
this crisis.
Protecting cash and reducing expenses continues to be a top priority in the first and
second quarter of 2021. Organizations have mitigated risks by reducing spending and
stopping or delaying projects and investments.
Teleworking continues to influence strategic decisions about commercial real estate,
office supplies and technology investments and risk management, and scenario
planning will remain a crucial component of strategic planning.
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Figure 1: Top challenges facing organizations
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Market expectations
Public accounting
Due to the vast amount of information and
misinformation, many businesses grapple to navigate
the pandemic’s global and local impact. Clients need
guidance and advice about what the government
communicated in 2020, and what the new administration
is communicating. CPA firms continue to support
business continuity efforts and help their clients
interpret emerging government regulations.

The pandemic has minimally affected small- and
medium-sized CPA firms that focus on audit and
assurance, tax, and client accounting and advisory
services (CAS). Some CPA firms have begun to offer
flat-fee or free services on the Paycheck Protection
Program, business continuity and other advisory areas.

Presently, business continuity is uncertain, and many
businesses are struggling. Accountants play a crucial
role in economic recovery. CPA firms need the talent to
help them navigate the current economy and move into
a post-pandemic environment.

“Traditional” advisory is experiencing
the largest jump with 43% reporting
an increase in demand. Valuation,
forensics, personal financial planning
and IT are also strong and stable.

Advisory services are stable and growing
Accountants and finance professionals with advisory
experience — valuation, forensics, tax and personal
financial planning — are in high demand, and advisory
work is expected to surge in response to bankruptcies,
insurance claims and class action lawsuits.

Valuation, forensics, personal financial planning are
stable and new opportunities are emerging. Roles
and responsibilities are growing, and the accounting
profession is uniquely placed to lead changes in
business practices.

Trend

The revenue of smaller
U.S. CPA firms — those with revenue under $5 million
— has dropped. The profits have increased for firms
with annual revenue of over $500 million.

New opportunities include
assisting clients with:
• Financing and lending
• Business development skills
• Business automation
• Onshoring operations
• Reviewing client’s
business models

3

Market expectations

Management accounting
The CFO role is also expanding, and there is an
accelerating trend for CFOs to offer strategy as a key
business partner to the CEO. Additionally, the number
of functions reporting to the CFO is growing, including
corporate strategy and board engagement.
There is a great opportunity for management
accountants to be recognized as trusted advisers,
going beyond the traditional role of providing
accountancy work. Continue developing your project
and change management ability, and soft and technical
skills to drive the transition from being a number
cruncher to a strategist.

Financial reporting is evolving
As part of environmental, social and governance
(ESG) data, there is an increased focus on ethics
and responsibility beyond financials.
Organizations are increasingly paying attention to and
reporting on the triple bottom line: profit, people and
planet. Disclosing efforts to promote sustainability
and reduce greenhouse gas emissions is an increased
priority due to investors’ demands for transparency.
Accountants and finance professionals must be able
to advise businesses on the growing expectations of
corporate social responsibility.

The profession will be more technology-driven with
software completing calculations. Accountants and
finance professionals will be needed to analyze data
and interpret numbers.

Trend

Accountants’ roles and
responsibilities are growing as they are increasingly
being looked as trusted advisers.

Pro tip:
Shift your focus toward
“accountant as consultant.”
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The talent pipeline
The accounting profession will play a pivotal role in
economic recovery. Employers need staff that can help
navigate the new environment, including helping them
shift their business model. We will see organizational
changes as employers seek to retain or hire staff with the
necessary skill sets: business agility, scenario-planning,
technological acumen and business model redesign.
Large companies have developed a more agile
organizational structure regarding performance
management and key performance indicators (KPIs)
to create a culture where employees matter. Many
organizations are making every effort to retain staff to
ensure a solid recovery once the economy improves.

Accountants and finance professionals report never
being busier, as cash management work is critical and
new priorities emerge, including scenario-planning and
business continuity strategies.
Management accountants have an ideal vantage point,
as you can see the whole picture of business operations.
And the accounting profession, on a whole, is in a unique
position to lead change with business resiliency skills.
Accountants offer great value in the current climate as
we strive to move into a post-pandemic environment.

For finance teams, increasing efficiency is a top priority;
steps to achieve this goal include creating leaner teams
through restructuring, centralizing finance functions,
improving automation capabilities, and training
employees to cover a wider range of tasks and roles.

For your radar
According to the McKinsey Global Institute, the gig
economy could amount to $2.7 trillion annually by
2025. Researchers predict that more than half of
the U.S. and U.K. workforce will move into the gig
economy within the next five years.

In high demand are
finance professionals
who help clients with:
• Pricing strategies
• Cash-flow management
• Scenario-planning
• Governmental debt repayment
• Risk management
• Business-model planning
• Digital risk management
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Working in the cloud
Lockdowns forced physical places of work and
commerce to close, and organizations found themselves
pivoting their business model to digital operations,
engaging with customers online and moving critical
processes to the cloud.
Small firms that adopted online platforms to conduct
business are surviving, and many medium-sized CPA
firms report that telework will make that a permanent
aspect of their business operations.

Even before the crisis, accounting firms were increasingly
adopting automation and artificial intelligence (AI) for
basic accounting work. Improving automation capabilities
increases efficiency and centralizes finance functions. For
CPA firms, the increased investment in AI will lead some
firms to transition to a different fee structure.
The CPA digital age is our present, not our future.
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For information about obtaining permission to use this material other than for personal use, please email
mary.walter@aicpa-cima.com. All other rights are hereby expressly reserved. The information provided in this
publication is general and may not apply in a specific situation. Legal advice should always be sought before
taking any legal action based on the information provided. Although the information provided is believed to be
correct as of the publication date, be advised that this is a developing area. The Association, AICPA and CIMA
cannot accept responsibility for the consequences of its use for other purposes or other contexts.
The information and any opinions expressed in this material do not represent official pronouncements of or
®
®
on behalf of the AICPA, CIMA or the Association of International Certified Professional Accountants . This
material is offered with the understanding that it does not constitute legal, accounting or other professional
services or advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent
professional should be sought.
The information contained herein is provided to assist the reader in developing a general understanding of
the topics discussed but no attempt has been made to cover the subjects or issues exhaustively. While every
attempt to verify the timeliness and accuracy of the information herein as of the date of issuance has been
made, no guarantee is or can be given regarding the applicability of the information found within to any given
set of facts and circumstances.
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