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A recent Aberdeen Group survey reported that 
fewer than half of firms surveyed felt they had 
enough staff to meet client needs. And even 
more troubling is that their clients agreed. 
More than a quarter of clients cited talent 
management and succession planning as a 
key concern for their relationship with their 
accounting firm1. 

Staff retention problems clearly hurt firms’ 
ability to operate effectively. Multiple studies 
have shown that replacing employees is an 
expensive endeavor. Employee turnover 
costs firms much more than just the replaced 
employee’s salary. It results in lost efficiency, 
lost time and even lost business. So how do 
firms combat this issue? It starts from even 
before day 1 of an employee’s tenure with your 
firm, and extends to almost every corner of 
your operations. Your firm’s technology and 
processes, including onboarding procedures, 
are critical to solving the staffing problem. 

I Want to Love Working for You … Engage Me!
A firm’s culture encompasses many things, 
but employee engagement is one of the 
most important factors driving successful 
businesses. Firms with engaged employees 
don’t just have an easier time attracting and 
retaining staff; they also have more satisfied 
clients and higher profits. According to a 2016 
Gallup research paper, companies that have 
the highest employee engagement experience 
10% better customer satisfaction and loyalty 
ratings. These firms also recognized 21% 
higher profitability and 59% less turnover2 
It’s clear that firms need to take a hard 
look at employee engagement if they want 
to succeed.

Engagement starts early, in the interviewing 
process. (Yes, it’s hard to believe, but it truly 
does start at the beginning.) If you don’t 
engage the talent then — have something to 
say they want to hear — then they’re on to the 
next firm down the street. In fact, going even 
further back than that, your website and your 
twitter feed (or lack thereof) says a lot about 
your firm’s engagement with staff and clients.

Technology is a big, often unspoken part of 
your culture, but it should be communicated to 
your employees early and often. Don’t forget 
that first impressions count. If your website 
looks like it just stepped out of 1997 and your 
last tweet was in 2014, the day after your firm 
joined twitter, a new grad or up‑and‑coming 
manager will quickly look elsewhere. 

During the interview process, discuss your 
firm’s technology as an enabler to other 
attributes of your firm culture, in particular, 
those that focus on work/life balance and the 
ability to “work from anywhere.” These are 
considerations that will set your firm apart and 
show potential staff that they will not be just a 
cog in your firm’s machine. 

After the interview, engage employees 
from day one by providing a technology 
infrastructure that sets them up for success. 
Employees are more engaged when they 
are helping clients, as opposed to churning 
through busywork or inefficient chores. From 
the start, make sure you give your staff the 
tools they need to get the job done. If your 
employees are spending too much time 
struggling with technology challenges, they 
won’t have an opportunity to feel a connection 
to the work itself. 

It’s more important than ever to hold on to your best staff. Not only is it 
difficult to grow a firm that is consistently under‑staffed, but when existing 
staff leave for greener pastures, they often leave your clients anxious. (And 
that’s if your clients don’t follow them out the door.) Your clients develop 
relationships and rapport with your staff. If your staff leaves, you need to be 
concerned that clients will as well. 

1   Wolters Kluwer, Game Plan for the Future: Are You and Your Clients in Sync?, http://CCHGroup.com/TrendsSurvey2016
2   The Relationship Between Engagement at Work and Organizational Outcomes, http://www.gallup.com/services/191558/q12‑meta‑analysis‑

ninth‑edition‑2016.aspx
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Onboarding — I Just Started … Set Me Up 
for Success
A great onboarding program is vital to 
retaining key staff. It doesn’t just set the stage 
for employee success from the beginning, but 
it also demonstrates that the firm is invested 
in their performance. Helping staff understand 
the processes and procedures of their day to 
day jobs is only the most basic function of 
an onboarding process. It should also help 
new staff get to know the firm culture and 
start to understand your expectations for the 
mindsets and motivations they will bring to 
the job.

Does your firm have an onboarding process? If 
not, you work for one of the 22% of companies 
that have no formal onboarding process.3 Look 
at the key onboarding facts in the sidebar on 
this page. If you are going to win the talent 
battle, you need an onboarding process.

Once you have an onboarding plan in place, 
you need to track it. If you use a project 
management solution like CCH Axcess™ 
Workstream, you might track onboarding as a 
project, having the onboarding tasks appear in 
the My Assignments section of all employees 
responsible for onboarding, as well as the new 
employee’s dashboard. Store key documents 
in a secure section of CCH Axcess™ Document 
for collaboration as well. You can even use 
CCH® Client Axcess to share key documents 
prior to the new employee’s start date, 
including paperwork that needs to be signed 
and returned to the firm. This will help the 
employee live in the tools they will use early 
and often, even before they start using the 
program for work.

A successful onboarding program should start 
from day one or even prior to day one. Make 
sure your program focuses on communicating 
what the employee’s responsibilities are. (Of 
course, if responsibilities change, be clear and 
transparent in communication about changes.) 
Let your staff know what success looks like 

at your firm. And lastly, provide constructive 
feedback throughout. An estimated $37 
billion is spent each year in the U.S. and U.K. 
to keep unproductive employees who don’t 
understand the job.4 Don’t contribute to 
this money pit! Make sure your expectations 
are clear. 

Keep in touch with new employees often in 
their first 90 days. Statistics show that the 
most significance percentage of employee 
loss occurs in the first 90 days after hire. 
Making touchpoints and check‑ins a part of 
the onboarding process is critical. Use this 
opportunity to solicit feedback from new 
employees to determine how you can improve 
the process. The fresh eyes of these new 
hires and their experiences in prior jobs will 
help you cultivate an ever more impressive 
onboarding strategy.

3 Technology Can Save Onboarding from Itself, https://hbr.org/2015/03/technology‑can‑save‑onboarding‑from‑itself
4   The Onboarding Statistics You Need to Know [infographic], http://www.urbanbound.com/blog/onboarding‑infographic‑statistics
5   An Onboarding Checklist for Success [infographic], http://blog.octanner.com/editor‑picks/an‑onboarding‑checklist‑for‑success‑infographic
6   Why Employee Onboarding Matters, http://www.recruitingdivision.com/employee‑onboarding‑matters/

Key Onboarding Facts

• 69% of employees are more likely to stay with 
a company for three years if they experienced 
great onboarding.5 

• Up to 20% of employee turnover happens in the 
first 45 days.3

• New employees who went through a structured 
onboarding program were 58% more likely to be 
with the organization after three years.6

• Organizations with standard onboarding process 
experience 50% greater new hire retention.4
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You’ve Set Me Up for Success… Trust Me, 
Let Me Fly Free
Once your staff are headed in the right 
direction, it’s time to step back and let them 
succeed. This can be difficult for managers 
who don’t leave anything to chance. But if 
your onboarding process has done its job, 
this is not as risky as you might fear. Even 
better, empowering your staff to take charge 
of their work doesn’t just help them be more 
engaged. It also can free up managers to work 
on higher‑value projects.

There are several ways to give your staff more 
control over the work they do. First, let staff 
self‑assign work instead of asking what to 
work on next. Pools in CCH Axcess Workstream 
are a great way to facilitate this while still 
providing guidance and some control over 
the process. When your staff can confidently 
choose which project they should work on 
next, they don’t have to interrupt their day or 
their manager’s day to ask for direction.

Another way to help staff take charge of 
their own work is to allow them to see 
what happens to the work after it leaves 
their hands. It’s important for new staff 
in particular to have an appreciation and 
understanding of the entire workflow for a 
project. Views and Route Sheets in CCH Axcess 
Workstream make it convenient for staff to 
get a look at the larger picture for a list of 
projects or a deeper dive into a single project. 
This helps them better understand exactly 
what it takes to get the work done, and more 
importantly, the impact to other steps, and 
other staff, further into the process if they do 
not meet deadlines.

Part of making the most of your staff is 
to recognize and develop their strengths. 
Consider the concept of strengths‑based 
management. This methodology focuses 
on exploiting strength and mitigating 
weaknesses. Strengths‑based management 
results in 3–7% higher customer engagement, 
6–16% less turnover and 14–29% higher 
profit.7 The focus is on strengths, and 
what the employee does well. It doesn’t 
ignore weaknesses, rather it recognizes the 
extraordinary cost and futility of attempting 
to turn a weakness into a strength.

In particular, employees whose strength is 
Adaptability move easily from task to task and 
project to project. Accepting change comes 
easy for them, so you should place them 
somewhere that plays to that strength. Newer 
staff, who aren’t sure if they want to specialize 
(industry or type of work), especially crave 
variety. Divide work up in various ways — 
smaller vs. complex projects, tax vs. A&A vs. 
consulting work 

On the other hand, people who excel at 
Discipline often don’t like change. They prefer 
discipline and structure. You will lose these 
people if you force them to change often. 
Ten‑year managers specializing in Tax will 
not be happy if you move them to working on 
A&A projects unexpectedly. Neither of these 
types of employees is better or worse. In fact, 
most firms would do well to have a variety of 
strengths and weaknesses.

7   The Relationship Between Strengths‑Based Employee Development and Organizational Outcomes, http://www.gallup.com/services/193394/
relationship‑strengths‑based‑employee‑development‑organizational‑outcomes.aspx
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Maintaining Accountability — Who’s 
Accountable for My Work? That Would be Me.
Setting expectations and goals should start 
before the employee even walks in the 
door. Firms need to set and agree on goals/
expectations and monitor them regularly. 
Giving staff the ability to monitor their 
own performance and progress is ideal. Be 
flexible to change course when needed if 
the expectations become unrealistic due to 
circumstances beyond the employee’s control. 

Remember, what gets measured gets done. 
Think about the metrics you measure to. Are 
these metrics really valuable, or do you look at 
them because you’ve always looked at them? 
Just because someone gives you a report with 
these metrics doesn’t mean these are the best 
metrics to measure. Do you actually get value 
from them? Consider changing the key metrics 
you track. For example, transition from 
monitoring realization to cycle time as a KPI. 
Don’t inadvertently encourage bad behavior 
by measuring the wrong KPIs.

Managers need to have tools that enable 
them to take action wherever needed. When 
a manager sees a metric out of line with 
expectations, there needs to be an avenue for 
very quick response. Since managers are more 
and more accountable for the quality of the 
end product, timeliness of service and overall 
client satisfaction, they need to be able to see 
their book of business and take action quickly, 
not wasting time or effort on a wild goose 
chase to find and solve the problem.

Accounting work tends to be highly time 
sensitive. Deadlines are set and delays can be 
costly. Managers need to make sure projects 
are completed on time. In fact, according to 
a recent Aberdeen survey, 37% of clients say 
that timeliness of service is a top factor when 
selecting an accounting firm. On top of that, 
34% cited quality of services.8 

Partners and firm administrators need to 
keep an eye on the status of all the projects 
moving through the firm for various reasons. 
Managers need to see a smaller slice of the 
project pie, often based on type of work, form, 

office or entity. Using CCH Axcess Workstream 
and the dashboard Project Status KPIs helps 
managers identify bottlenecks instead of 
being one. Monitoring the flow of projects 
through the firm also helps ensure that 
enough staff — with the right skills — will be 
available when needed.

Managers are also responsible to make sure 
nothing falls through the cracks. Pools in 
CCH Axcess Workstream help in monitoring 
unassigned work and moving things along that 
may have been sitting for too long. It’s not 
enough to know about a problem — managers 
need a tool to help solve the problem. That’s 
why pools also provide quick action, providing 
the ability to self‑assign or for managers to 
assign work out to staff. The information then 
shows on the staff’s My Assignments pane.

Managers need to be able to build client 
relationships and keep lines of communication 
open. To do this, the managers need to 
work efficiently and eliminate unnecessary 
tasks so they can focus on building rapport 
with clients. Client satisfaction will improve 
dramatically when managers are able to 
promptly and properly address questions and 
concerns. Electronic route sheets, with links 
to related documents and tax returns, provide 
managers the information they need to serve 
clients better. If you’re looking to attract great 
managers, offering tools like this makes your 
firm a very attractive new home.

8   Wolters Kluwer, Game Plan for the Future: Are You and Your Clients in Sync?, http://CCHGroup.com/TrendsSurvey2016
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Staffing, Technology and Firm Growth
Firms that struggle with staffing challenges 
know instinctively that these issues prevent 
them from achieving growth targets. While 
great technology can contribute to a great 
firm culture that attracts the best and 
brightest staff, it can also mitigate staffing 
shortages by helping the employees you have 
work more efficiently. Studies have shown 
that high‑growth firms are 45% more likely 
to have a workflow and project management 
system, compared to firms that don’t have an 
integrated system (see below). These firms are 
able to achieve high growth in part due to the 
fact that they are especially efficient, and able 
to do more with less. 

The tone starts at the top of the firm. When 
partners understand that integrated solutions 
are critical to the firm’s ability to join these 
high growth firms, they are better able to 
retain staff and consistently impress and 
provide value to clients.

Firms with Integrated Solutions Embrace 
Automation

Workflow and project management

25%

50%

0%

Source: Aberdeen Group, August 201 6 
Percentage of Respondents, n=331

23%
Firms with 

point solutions

42%
Firms with 
integrated 
solutions
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