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Professional Services is changing 
rapidly: with new data analytic 
capabilities, automation taking over 
many audit tasks, machine learning 
augmenting decision-making, and 
blockchain promising to streamline 
bookkeeping, the skillset of the 
accountant – and every employee in 
the Professional Services sector –  
will need to evolve.

The ICAEW Tech Faculty makes the 
following points in their paper ‘Big 
data and analytics: the impact on the 
accountancy profession’:

•	 The trend of big data is being 
propelled by enormous growth in 
computing power, new sources of 
data and the infrastructure to enable 
innovative knowledge creation

•	 Applying analytics to big data creates 
many opportunities for businesses to 
gain greater insight, predict future 
outcomes and automate non-routine 
tasks. It also provides opportunities for 
the accountancy profession to deliver 
greater value and to help businesses 
transform their decision-making in 
many different areas

•	 We need to ensure the use of big 
data and analytics is appropriate 
and subject to robust challenge, 
especially where predictive models are 
being relied upon. We also need new 
thinking about the ethics, governance 
and regulation of big data, to ensure 
sufficient transparency and to 
encourage confidence in its use

•	 Businesses require greater skills in 
data and statistics in specialist data 
disciplines, across a wide range of 
business functions that are using big 
data, and among accountants1 

BPP have reviewed data from 160+ 
research reports to inform our view of 
digitalisation and the future of work in 
the professional services sector. 

In this short paper we have summarised 
the main themes for accountants 
generally, auditors and advisory 
professionals specifically, and we look 
at methods of equipping employees with 
these skills. 

1. Data analytics for accountants

2. The digitalisation of audit

3. The impact of digitalisation on 
advisory professionals

4. The digitalisation of tax

5. How are Professional Services 
employers equipping their employees 
with these skills?

Data analytics for accountants 

Accounting is, fundamentally, a data-
driven business. As technology enables 
the faster and more accurate analysis of 
data the capabilities of the accountant 
will need to keep pace. 

Gartner has a useful method of 
articulating data analytics, explained 
in the chart below. Each stage of 
analytical insight relates to the 
accounting profession:

•	 Descriptive: describing the state of 
accounts or the items in an audit

•	 Diagnostic: drawing inferences from 
financial data, explaining why certain 
transactions or events took place

•	 Predictive: using financial data to 
extrapolate future events and help 
businesses predict developments

•	 Prescriptive: advising the business on 
actions they should take, based on the 
available financial information

As data and analytics advance, 
accountants are able to automate many 
of the descriptive and diagnostic tasks, 
which frees them to think about the 
predictive and prescriptive tasks.

Digitalisation, technology and  
skills in professional services

1 ICAEW, Big data and analytics: the impact on the 
accountancy profession

Prescriptive 
analytics

How can we  
make it happen?

Predictive 
analytics

What will  
happen?

Diagnostic 
analytics

Why did  
it happen?

Descriptive 
analytics

What  
happened?

Value

Difficulty


Information


Optimization

Hindsight

Insight

Foresight

Gartner's analytics maturity model

https://www.icaew.com/-/media/corporate/files/technical/information-technology/technology/big-data-and-analytics.ashx
https://www.icaew.com/-/media/corporate/files/technical/information-technology/technology/big-data-and-analytics.ashx
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The digitalisation of audit

Automation is changing audit rapidly: 
because many audit processes are good 
candidates for automation, the audit 
professional is spending an increasing 
amount of time thinking about the 
outputs and inputs of an audit, rather 
than doing the mundane cataloguing 
and calculation. 

In time, audits will cease to be about 
sampling data. Instead, auditors will 
be able to review every transaction in 
real-time, aided by advances in machine 
learning and blockchain. Auditors will need 
an understanding of these technologies. 

Machine learning is an effective method 
of applying pattern-recognition to 
overwhelmingly large datasets and 
identifying outliers. This means that 
audits can be complete, vetting every 
transaction, and a machine learning 
algorithm can identify the outliers – 
outliers than can then be investigated by 
a human auditor. 

Blockchain, by its very nature, creates 
an immutable chain of digitally verifiable 
transactions. This means that the process 
of checking and verifying transactions 
speeds up radically, saving the auditor 
time and work: a verification process that 
might formerly have taken weeks could, 
with blockchain, take hours.

As more and more elements of the audit 
process are automated, the skills of the 
auditor will need to change in two ways:

•	 Auditors will need to be able to work 
alongside this new technology, which 
means auditors must be familiar with 
machine learning, blockchain, robotic 
process automation (RPA) and new 
analytic methods

•	 Auditors will have more time to think 
about the implications of the results of 
their audit, and more time to invest in 
communicating those findings to the 
business. Auditors will therefore need 
greater communication skills and  
soft skills

The impact of digitalisation on advisory 
professionals

As businesses change, so do the skills 
required by their advisors. Digital 
technology leads to new business 
models, and as companies adapt their 
consultants must adapt too, acquiring 
expertise in the way digitalisation and 
new technology transforms business.

Sheffield Haworth conducted a survey 
of consultants and identified the ‘skills of 
2030’ as a mix of digital technical skills 
and soft skills:

•	 New technology

•	 Cyber security

•	 Innovation

•	 Self-promotion

•	 Cultural adaptation

•	 Empathy

There is a common argument that AI will 
replace the role of junior consultants, 
leaving consultancies with an ever-aging 
workforce and harming succession 
planning. Another possibility is that 
junior consultants will focus instead on 
optimising and managing the flow of 
data in AI system
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The digitalisation of tax

As tax becomes increasingly digital, 
tax professionals will need to be able 
to understand and make use of digital 
technologies to perform effectively. 

At the most basic level, digital tax means 
filing tax returns and financial data 
electronically.

As tax becomes more digitally mature, 
the elements of the tax assessment 
process that are facilitated by 
technology increase: governments 
could, perhaps, use bank statements or 
cross-check data submitted with other 
filings. Governments may eventually 
assess tax without the need for manually 
submitted forms from taxpayers.

As tax in the UK moves along this journey 
from basic electronic data submission 
to more advanced tax assessment, tax 
professionals need to be equipped with 
the skills to operate in this increasingly 
digital environment. 

There’s growing emphasis on improving 
the speed, integrity, and availability 
of tax data, which requires tax 
professionals to acquire increasing 
amounts of data-oriented skills. The 
ability to understand and exploit new 
technology and data analysis tools was, 
however, third highest on a list of skills 
deficiencies according to recent ACCA 
research.

Digitalisation of reporting, new 
technology, and the increasing volume 
of available data makes tax reporting 
in real-time possible… and it means tax 
professionals need the skill to analyse 
and report on data in real-time.

Large parts of the tax function involve 
repeatable tasks that are being 
automated, and therefore those working 
in the tax function need to know the 
principles of robotic process automation, 
machine learning, and AI. 

How are Professional Services 
employers equipping their employees 
with these skills?

Employers can address skills gaps in 
their organisations by ‘building’ that 
skill, ‘buying’ it in, ‘borrowing’ it from 
third parties, or automating the task and 
thereby ‘botting’ it. 

At BPP, we collect and analyse data from 
job adverts to give us an idea of the roles 
– and skills – employers are searching 
for. This data also tells us which groups 
of employers are investing particularly 
heavily in ‘buying’ certain capabilities. 

Big 4 firms are actively advertising for 
data, analyst, and software-related 
roles. In some firms, specialist teams 
are being created to support the 
digitalisation and technology effort 
across the firm. 

Our data suggests that mid-tier firms 
are not hiring new, dedicated roles 
related to data and software. Mid-tier 
firms are, instead, focusing on upskilling 
and retraining existing staff or in adding 
new dimensions to traditional roles. 

Buy



Borrow



Bot



Build 

user-friends

Developing skills internally, 
perhaps through an early 
talent programme that 
builds a ‘talent pipeline’ or  
a company-wide 
programme of training

Buying skills by hiring 
new staff who are already 
equipped with those 
capabilities

Borrowing skills by 
outsourcing tasks to  
third parties

Automating the task, 
thereby using a bot’s skills 
instead of a human’s skills
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As the role of the accountant 
evolves, UK accountants: future skills 
rankings we need to keep track of 
the future skills accountants need. 
To make sure we’re focusing on the 
right skills, we ran our own research 
project: this April we asked 150 UK 
accountants to predict which skills 
they would need further training on 
in the next decade.

At BPP we’ve conducted an original piece 
of market research on present skills 
and future skills. The objective of the 
project was to ask professionals in role 
to identify the skills they think people in 
their profession most need training on in 
the present, and to predict which skills 
are going to be a key training priority in 
the future.

In total, we collected responses from over 
1,500 professionals working in the UK, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, and Malaysia. 
Our project included accountants, and 
here we’re taking a look at the data we 
collected from UK accountants.

We asked the accountants to look at  
a list of over 30 skills and to answer  
two questions:

1. Which five skills do you think 
professionals most need further training 
on in the present?

2. Which five skills do you think 
professionals most need further training 
on in the future? (10 years’ time)

Future skills in professional services: 
new research from BPP

This ranking shows you the top 10 skills 
that UK accountants say they need 
further training on in the present.

The items at the top of the list aren’t a 
surprise: accountants will always, to a 
greater or lesser degree depending on 
their role, need expertise in tax, audit, 
advisory, and financial management.

The more interesting items from a skills 
perspective are slightly further down 
the list: professional ethics, the ability 
to analyse financial data in real-
time, and applying robotics, AI and 
automation are all skills that we see in 
other reports about the future of the 
accounting role. This research tells us 
that we should think about these skills 
from a training perspective.

# Skills Present

1 Tax 42%

2  Advisory and consultancy 38%

3  Audit 29%

4 Financial management 29%

5 Professional ethics 25%

6 Governance, risk and compliance 23%

7 Management accounting 20%

8 Strategy and innovation 18%

9 The capacity to analyse financial data in real-time 14%

10 Applying robotics, AI and automation to the financial process 13%

UK accountants: present skills rankings
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This table shows the top 10 skills 
that UK accountants say they need 
further training on in the future – more 
specifically, the next 10 years.

Applying robotics, AI and automation 
to the financial process is the #1 future 
skill UK accountants say they will need 
more training on.

We know, from our wider research, 
that robotics, AI and automation are 
excellent at increasing efficiency 
and speeding up the time it takes 
to conduct financial analysis. Many 
top-tier firms are already using these 
techniques to augment their work, so 
it’s interesting to see that accountants 
across many different types of firms 
also consider this skill to be a priority.

At #3 we have understanding 
emerging accounting tech, with 
natural language processing (NLP) 
and drone applications specifically 
cited as examples. NLP has the 
potential to accelerate document 
review processes and turn complex 
language-based data into something 
an algorithm can process, which 
means that the document-based 
(rather than spreadsheet-based) part 
of an accountant’s role could also be 
augmented. Drone applications are a 
relatively niche way of accelerating an 
audit when stock or assets need to be 
inspected: the drone can do so faster 
than a human alone.

Blockchain and distributed ledger 
technology does appear in the future 
skills list, but at a lower ranking – only #8.

This research gives us a greater insight 
into the skills accountants themselves 
say they will need in the future, and 
at BPP we’re actively working to build 
these sort of skills into our programmes.

If you’d like to hear more about BPP’s 
skills research then contact David 
Palmer, Market Intelligence Partner 
davidpalmer@bpp.com.

# Skills Future

1 Applying robotics, AI and automation to the financial process 25%

2 Tax 23%

3
Understanding of emerging accounting tech  
(e.g. natural language processing, drone applications)

20%

4 Audit 19%

5 Governance, risk and compliance 18%

6 Strategy and innovation 17%

7 The capacity to analyse financial data in real-time 17%

8 Applying distributed ledger technology to the financial process 16%

9 Advisory and consultancy 15%

10 Financial management 15%

UK accountants: future skills rankings

mailto:davidpalmer%40bpp.com?subject=
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At BPP we use our skills insight to 
create ‘skills matrices’ that list and 
describe every skill a professional 
needs. These matrices describe each 
skill at different ‘levels’, from entry-
level staff right up to Partners. 

On this page we have all of the key skills 
for an accountant, and we’ve grouped 
those skills into broad skills categories. 

This is our starting point when we 
design training: to examine the skills 
a role requires, to map which skills an 
organisation has in place, and which 
skills require further training. 

BPP’s accountant skills framework

DT

Data, digital 
and technology

RC

Regulatory 
compliance

Data analytics

DA

Risk 
management

RM

Innovation and 
creativity

IC

Business reporting

BR

Personal 
development

PD

Problem solving 
and decision 

making

PS

Ethics and 
professionalism

EP

Business 
acumen

BA

Business 
improvement

BI

Business strategy

BS

Cyber security

CS

L

Leadership

C

Communication

T

Teamwork

MD

Managing and 
developing 

people

R

Building 
relationships

E

Managing 
expectations

Accountant

Interpersonal skills

Risk, compliance and ethics skills

Data skills

Mindset skills

Business skills

Personal development skills

Key

An accountant’s skillset
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Some of the accountant skills are 
skills that many accountants do not 
presently have, or that they could do 
with developing further. Data analytics, 
for example, is something that many 
accountants could learn to do better 
and which would help them to work 
more efficiently. 

Here we have identified and described 
five ‘future-focused’ skills from our 
framework which, according to our 
research, many accountants would 
benefit from having. 

Future-focused skills for accountants

This skill is all about knowing which tools  
and technologies are appropriate for 

tackling the business objective at hand, and 
being able to use those tools properly. The 

specific tools and technologies required vary 
depending on the firm.

DT

Data, digital 
and technology

This skill is about being able to use statistical 
and analytical tools to identify trends and 
patterns in data, and report on the insight 

gleaned from the analytics. The type of 
analytics required depends on both the 

type of accountant in question (for example, 
auditors will specialise in pattern recognition 

and identifying outliers) and the firm.

DA

Data  
analytics

Nobody truly knows what skills professionals 
will need ten or twenty years from now,  
so professionals need the skill to acquire 

new skills: this skill is all about taking 
responsibility for personal development  

and learning strategies for acquiring  
skills independently. 

PD

Personal 
development

This skill is not only about identifying and 
solving obvious and immediate problems, 
but also about anticipating problems and 

addressing them before they arise.

PS

Problem solving & 
decision making

As businesses become more technologically 
complex and more reliant on data, 

opportunities for cyber crime and cyber 
security failures multiply. Accountants will 

need to understand cyber security protocol 
and how to identify and address breaches, 
both for their sake of their own firm and for 

their clients. 

CS

Cyber  
security
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Helping you understand the current 
and future capability needs in  
your business.

Capability+ is BPP’s unique capability 
diagnostic process that uses skills 
research and consultation with 
employers to describe the skills 
organisations need, review the levels of 
proficiency of those skills and focus your 
L&D strategy in the right areas. 

As a trusted partner and adviser to 
our clients, we develop and share our 
insights on how the external environment 
will impact your business, both now and 
in the future, establishing your specific 
training needs to plug your all-important 
skills gaps.

For more information on our Capability+ 
consultancy, visit: 
www.bpp.com/business/capability-plus

The benefits 

•	 Completely bespoke to your business 
and specific requirements 

•	 Keeping you up to date on industry 
trends and current skills gaps 

•	 Understand your current and future 
capability needs 

•	 Focus your training on the right areas 

•	 Ensure your employees have the 
skills they and you need to drive your 
business forward

•	 Building employee loyalty, retaining 
your existing talent and building your 
employer value proposition 

•	 Creating the right environment for 
data and technology expertise, 
attracting the strongest future talent

Capability+
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For more information about the  
way BPP works with employers to 
meet future skills requirements  
please contact: 

Emma O’Dell 
Director of Client Capability

 EmmaODell@bpp.com

David Palmer 
Market Intelligence Partner 

 david.palmer@bpp.com

7303

mailto:EmmaODell%40bpp.com?subject=
mailto:david.palmer%40bpp.com?subject=

