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Over the years, tax and accounting �rms thrived during the boom times and made it
through tough, economic slumps based on a traditional business model: converting
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prospects into clients, retaining clients, offering value-added services, and staying
updated on the latest accounting and tax law.

Why, then, is it so dif�cult for a �rm to create and implement a succession plan?

As a concept, succession planning is simple. This “roadmap” is focused on who is
going to ascend to the managing partner position, usually through a vote by the
owners and shareholders of the �rm … in case the current person in charge retires or
can’t perform his or her job based on the circumstances. The plan also addresses �rm
ownership — how many owners there might be, the cost to become an owner and
details on how personnel are promoted through the ranks to these kinds of positions.

Although simple in nature, the dif�culty lies in creating the actual plan. A succession
plan requires the �rm to think beyond (dare I say, “out of the box?”) where it is today
to a time — perhaps �ve, 10 or even 20 years in the future — when it will be made up
of new specialties and services that may have not yet been invented. Most of all, the
�rm will be made up of different personalities with partners and managers who
might, at this writing, still be in elementary school. And beyond that, the
technologies and tools available will look very different.

Tenure isn’t always the default answer. For the head position, I’ve known partners
who have been with �rms for 20 or 30 years, yet would make terrible managing
partners because they are neither leaders nor visionaries. I’ve also known many
managers who would rather stay in their current position rather than take on
additional responsibilities. As preposterous as that might sound, we’ve all known tax
and accounting professional who felt this way.

I ask the question again: If a �rm can stay on top of its “business” at hand, why can’t
it tackle succession planning?

In my 24+ years of working with the accounting profession, I can tell you that I think
it’s a fear of mortality and the unknown, aka, we’re all going to die at some point.
Most of all, however, I think �rms are just plain lazy and somewhat sel�sh when it
comes to thinking about grooming and developing talent.

Think about it. If a partner, shareholder or owner has invested a signi�cant amount
of time in the same �rm, he or she is likely to be a “lifer,” never leaving and never
really interested in looking for another job. Their future is set, so as long as the �rm is
in business or even consolidated, the lifers will most likely be a �xture until well in
their 60s.
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The �rst rule of succession planning is committing to the cause.

Why should the lifers address succession planning when all they really care about is
their own retirement? For the good of the profession? So they can leave a legacy? So
the �rm will survive for the next 50 years?

If a manager in her 30s were to bring up the topic of succession, for example, what
would the partners think? A �rm that has not committed to succession planning may
think the manager is just out for their jobs — wanting to displace them and toss
them aside just to get ahead.

Paranoid partners? Really? Okay, you can see my point. A �rm must be fully
committed to succession planning in order for partners, owners and shareholders to
concentrate more on their business and less on long-term survival. The entire �rm
must be aware of this commitment, too, so that everyone, from assistants to the
highest level, knows the �rm’s mindset is to ensure it lasts for many years.

Here are two stories about succession planning, one from the volunteer side and one
involving a �rm.

The �rst story comes from my own communicator’s organization. When I was
regional director over 10 states, the Albuquerque Chapter folded because the chapter
had not done any succession planning. Zilch. There were a few committed members
running the chapter, but they eventually experienced burnout to the nth degree and
just could not continue operating the chapter. To my heartache, the largest city in
New Mexico could not support a chapter, when chapters much smaller (College
Station, Oklahoma City and even Tucson) survived quite well. Why did these smaller
chapters survive? They planned for the future.

Second story: I was at one of the major accounting association conferences attending
a session about �rm growth. In front of the entire room of about 30 other managing
partners and directors, one managing partner of a Top 100 �rm said his �rm did not
have a succession plan in place and, to the sounds of my audible gasp, he said he
really didn’t see the need for one.

I, the upstart I was, called him out on this. I said, “Why don’t you see the need for
one?” His reply: “Everything is �ne as it is; no need to address it at this time.”

It wasn’t �ne, actually, and the �rm did experience some frustration a few years later
when it had to do damage control.
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Beginning the process is the hardest part, so here are three recommendations:

1. Commit to succession planning and set a timeline for completing the plan. It can’t
be done overnight; a plan must be thoroughly thought-out and vetted by all decision
makers. Some �rms use their retreats to create plans, which leads to the second
point.

2. Review the plan no less than annually. In just a short time, you’ll have changes in
the �rm that will cause you to change the plan. If you do not address these, it will be
outdated and unusable should the time come for needing the plan to kick in.

3. Ask for input from all staff. This is a great way to create an inclusive environment
— demonstrating the �rm truly cares about the long-term well-being of its talent. I
guarantee that when you ask for input, you will receive valuable feedback that
usually alters the plan’s original vision. That’s a good thing.

If you don’t plan for the future, you will not survive. So get started, now. Your future
depends on it.

Scott H. Cytron, ABC, is president of Cytron and Company, known for helping companies
and organizations improve their bottom line through strategic public relations,
communications, marketing programs and top-notch client service. An accredited
consultant, Scott works with companies, organizations and individuals in professional
services (medical, legal, accounting, engineering), high-tech and B2B/B2C product/service
sales. Scott is author of CPA Practice Advisor’s MarketingWorks column and blogs for
CPATechViews.com. He can be contacted at scott.cytron@cpapracticeadvisor.com.

Accounting

CPA Practice Advisor is registered with the National Association of State Boards of Accountancy
(NASBA) as a sponsor of continuing professional education on the National Registry of CPE
Sponsors.

© 2024 Firmworks, LLC. All rights reserved

Hello. It looks like you’re using an ad blocker that may prevent our website from
working properly. To receive the best experience possible, please make sure any blockers
are switched off and refresh the page.

If you have any questions or need help you can email us

http://www.cytronandcompany.com/
http://www.cpatechviews.com/
mailto:scott.cytron@cpapracticeadvisor.com
https://www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/section/accounting/
mailto:info@cpapracticeadvisor.com

