EUROPEAN FEDERATION
OF ACCOUNTANTS AND AUDITORS
FOR SMES

Building a Strong Brand Identity for
Small- and Medium-Sized

Accountancy Practices




BUILDING A STRONG BRAND IDENTITY FOR SMALL- AND MEDIUM-SIZED ACCOUNTANCY PRACTICES @ EUROPEAN FEDERATION

OF ACCOUNTANTS AND AUDITORS

FOR SMES

While it is generally perceived that the accountancy profession is facing various challenges in attracting and retaining
talent, new strategies and opportunities have emerged to address these issues.

We must transform these challenges into opportunities and communicate the importance of accounting in driving the
economy and its crucial role in shaping a fairer, more sustainable, and inclusive future. Small- and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) represent more than 99% of all businesses in Europe, and SMPs are very close to SMEs, indeed
small- and medium-sized accountancy practices (SMPs) are themselves SMEs, highlighting their significance in the
economic landscape.

SMPs also have opportunities by virtue of their size: it can be an advantage distinguishing them from larger firms, such
as corporate culture, work-life balance, and professional development prospects.

EFAA for SMEs has conducted a survey of its SMPs to gather their points of view on this topic. Their perspectives are
presented in this paper. In summary, SMPs surveyed reported challenges in finding a work-life balance, navigating
career choices and expectations, attaining financial rewards, embracing digitalisation, building capacity on sustainability
matters, and attracting, retaining, and upskilling talent.

SMP respondents said that although the accountancy profession seems to be less attractive today than a decade ago, it is
still a highly attractive profession. Significantly, SMP respondents highlighted the potential to enhance the profession's
appeal by building a strong brand identity.

EFAA believes that digitalisation and sustainability are the key to enhancing the attractiveness of the accountancy
profession, especially of SMPs. In this respect, and as the trusted advisors of their SME clients, SMPs can be a driver of
change and facilitate the dual transition, sustainable and digital, of SMEs. Promoting this role has the potential to help
respond to new challenges and improve the perception of the profession by the younger generation, who often prefer
working for organizations that have a purpose and are innovative.

EFAA’s activities focus on promoting the essential role SMPs play in society and the economy, particularly as the trusted
advisors to their SME clients. We actively advocate for this role with as key stakeholders, both at the global and EU levels,
as well as with other organizations focusing on SMEs, such as Early Warning Europe (EWE) and SMEunited. Additionally, we
promote the exchange of best practices and experiences among EFAA member organizations.

Promoting the role and importance of the accountancy profession with the younger generation is only part of the solution
to making the profession, and in particular working in SMPs, attractive. While we accept that the accountancy profession
needs to adapt, we also believe that regulation should be better aligned to the needs of SMEs and of their trusted
advisors, SMPs.

"Most respondents find the profession attractive or highly attractive. Furthermore,
compared with other professions, our perception is that the accountancy profession
is more attractive than the average. ”
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IS WORKING IN AN SMP ATTRACTIVE?

STRENGTHS

¢

Continuous training and
development.

Role of SMPs serving their local
communities.

Opportunity to lead and be an
entrepreneur.

Learning to deal simultaneously
with many issues.

Impact of helping other
businesses and making a
difference.

Part of a dynamic and influential
profession.

Play a central role in all business
decision-making.

Ability to speak the language of
business enables one to achieve
leadership roles.

Emergence of interesting new
areas for applying accountants”
skills and expertise, such as
sustainability, anti-money
laundering (AML), data analysis,
artificial intelligence (Al), or
digitalisation, among others.

Work as part of a team and with
clients.

Opportunity to travel and meet
new people.

Protect the public interest and
make a positive impact (for
example, through sustainability
advisory, fighting economic crime
or AML).

Career progression is as much
about personal and professional
development and growth as it is
about job titles and pay scales.

® & & o o

The power of a strong brand for
our profession.

Make a meaningful difference to
clients.

The broader role of professional
accountancy organisations (PAOs)
in positively positioning the
accountancy profession and its
significance.

Coordinating existing initiatives
and resources developed by
PAOs.

Making the profession appealing
as a career choice.

Highlighting the benefits of joining
a smaller firm.

Creative use of new technologies.
Opportunity for hybrid working.
Mentoring.

Work-life balance.

Educate and train in emerging
areas such as sustainability, AML,
and Al.

Stress the importance of
adaptability and need for
continuous life-long learning.
High workload in spring and
summer due to tax filings and
audits.

Improve opportunities to achieve

competitive remuneration linked to
productivity and talent.
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HOW TO BUILD A STRONG SMP BRAND
IDENTITY

# SMPs have great potential, but to realize this, we need to build a strong brand identity. Our brand identity is based
on key attributes, and our messages must align with these. SMPs can become the primary driver of social
responsibility and ethics across the SME sector.

o7 PAOs need to create and be responsible for a positive narrative of the accountancy profession. SMPs are proud of
their profession, one of the most trusted professions in the world, and rely on their PAO to promote their role and

importance.
X Stress the central role that SMPs play in the sustainable transition of the EU economy and society and how they are
leveraging new technologies like Al.
s Capture the attention of students at a young age and foster close relationships with educational institutions.
s Encourage SMPs to enhance the equity, diversity, and inclusivity of their practice, as well as the opportunity to
develop a wide range of skills.
e Rethink the certification exams and required qualifications, adapting them to the current situation (for example,
increased use of new technologies, offer work experience as a way of earning while you learn).
7
] Expand the membership of PAOs to encompass all types of accountants (all sectors, all sizes of employing
organization, etc.).
4 PAOs must engage with regulators to ensure fair regulation.
A Promote the role of SMPs as the trusted advisor of their SME clients. SMPs can be a driver of change and facilitate
2 the dual transition, sustainable and digital, of SMEs. This can improve the perception of the profession among the
younger generation.
4 Promote the exchange of information, insights, and ideas between EFAA member organizations and other PAOs (as
we are doing with this survey report).
s Emphasize a better work life balance, which helps mental health, and greater empowerment inherent in working in

smaller organizations compared with larger firms.
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TO ENHANCE RECRUITMENT AND
RETENTION SMES SHOULD EMPHASIZE:

ﬂﬁ Promoting a positive organisational culture

G Providing continuous learning and development
/- opportunities

.3&3 Fostering diversity and inclusion within the profession

B Embracing sustainability reporting as a unique talent
acquisition opportunity

[:i Bridging the technology gap

Source: ACCA (2024) “Attract, engage, retain: Insights and recommendations for audit talent success"
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SURVEY - KEY FINDINGS

EFAA for SMEs has conducted a survey among its member organizations focused on gathering insights from SMPs
regarding the challenges the accountancy profession is currently facing. The following study collected insights from over
850 professionals from 22 countries and various sectors of the accountancy profession. Survey respondents were asked
about their opinions on the attractiveness of the accountancy profession, their perceptions of trends in its attractiveness,
and suggestions for enhancing its appeal, among others.

O

10%

19%

= Spain Belgium

= Portugal = Non-EU European countries
= Non-European countries = Slovenia

= Poland Romania

u Other EU countries

European Federation of Accountants and Auditors for SMEs — International Non-Profit Organisation
Rue Jacques de Lalaing 4 | B-1040 Brussels | EU Transparency Register Number: 002077217226-17 | Enterprise number: 0524.824.834



BUILDING A STRONG BRAND IDENTITY FOR SMALL-AND MEDIUM-SIZED ACCO NCY PRACTICES @E“WHN FEDERATION
OF ACCOUNTANTS AND AUDITORS

FOR SMES

= Partner = Director =~ Manager = Other

Partners are the most common position, followed by directors and managers.

= Bookkeeping = Tax preparation and planning
= Auditing and assurance Advisory services
Other

Bookkeeping was the most common type of service, followed by tax preparation and planning, auditing and assurance,
and advisory services. 7
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= Highly attractive = Attractive = Neutral = Unattractive - Highly unattractive

Most respondents find the profession attractive or highly attractive. Furthermore, compared with other professions, our
perception is that the accountancy profession is more attractive than the average.
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(NUMBER OF PARTNERS AND STAFF)

I S

0% 50% 100%

m Highly attractive mAttractive = Neutral Unattractive Highly unattractive

Larger firms with 21 or more partners and staff perceive the profession as more attractive. In comparison, smaller firms with
fewer than 20 employees tend to have a more neutral or negative perception, but consistently above 50%.

Advisory services

Auditing and assurance

Bookkeeping

Tax preparation and planning

Other

0% 50% 100%
mHighly attractive mAttractive m=Neutral Unattractive Highly unattractive

Tax preparation and planning services see the profession as more attractive. Meanwhile bookkeeping services find it
relatively less attractive, due mainly to administrative burdens and regulatory changes. This serves as further justification
for urging the authorities to adopt "smart regulation" or the "think small first" approach to policy making and regulation.
We at EFAA — as evidenced in our recent 2024 European Parliamentary Election manifesto here) - have been calling for this
for some time, not out of personal interest but for public interest. 3
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0% 50% 100%

mHighly attractive mAttractive = Neutral Unattractive = Highly unattractive

Directors are more likely to perceive the profession as highly attractive, while managers and partners tend to view the
profession less attractive. Only 45% of partners find the profession attractive.

21 or more employees

= Highly attractive + attractive = Neutral - Highly unattractive + unattractive

Directors are more likely to perceive the profession as highly attractive, while managers and partners tend to view the profes-

sion as “only” attractive.
10
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Tax preparation and planning

= Highly attractive + aftractive = Neutral Highly unattractive + unattractive

Director

= Highly attractive + attractive = Neutral Highly unattractive + unattractive

Directors working in the largest practices, offering tax preparation and planning services, find the profession most attractive.

11
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16%

= Large extent = Little extent = Neutral Some extent Not at all

Most respondents indicated a desire to enhance the profession's attractiveness.

= Trusted advisor of their SME clients = Agile and reliable services

= Local knowledge and experience Cost-effective services
Other

The most emphasized characteristic is their role as trusted advisors to SME clients, followed by providing agile and reliable
services, local knowledge, and cost-effectiveness. The focus on agility highlights the need for adaptability in meeting diverse

SME client needs, while the emphasis on trust underscores the importance of building strong client relationships based on
reliability, integrity, and expertise.
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EFAA is committed to proactively speaking with key stakeholders at the EU and global levels, advocating for the essential
role that SMPs play in the economy and society as the trusted advisors of SMEs.

Furthermore, EFAA will continue to promote the exchange of best practices and knowledge among our members and
other PAOs on how to build a strong SMP brand identity.

Moreover, EFAA stresses the need to develop soft skills such as leadership, critical thinking, and relationship building, as
well as technical skills in sustainability and new technologies. SMPs must share best practices and experiences with
academics, other professionals, and students while embracing lifelong learning.

Despite the challenges the accountancy profession faces in attracting and retaining talent, EFAA recommends that the
profession demonstrate the positive impact and purpose of being an accountant, not least by repeatedly stressing the
role of SMPs as trusted advisors. Practitioners are often the best ambassadors for the accountancy profession. The
profession must embrace topics important to society, such as digitalisation and sustainability. This will increase the
attraction for younger generations.

Additionally, we must coordinate national brand promotion activities, demonstrate the potential of SMPs, and broaden
our influence by encouraging our member organizations to adopt and promote EFAA positions at the national level.

Finally, according to the studies and results obtained, in comparison with other professions, we are the ones who keep
the "glass half full" in these times of global change. So, the opportunities to strengthen ourselves and act accordingly are
real, and we must take advantage of them. The profession that does so will be the winning one.
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