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It is highly likely that the traditional professional services industry will be 
radically different in ten years’ time. The professional services sector spans 
industries including auditing, accounting, tax advisory, legal, insurance and 
consulting. It makes use of the expertise of its employees and bills clients for 
the services rendered. 

Introduction

Evolving client demands and employee expectations, as well 
as rapid technology developments and other external factors 
are going to shape the nature of the jobs and skills that are 
required in the future. Fundamentally, such factors, in tandem 
with technological leaps, might even challenge the very nature 
of the ‘practical expertise’ that professionals deliver. Given the 
sensitive nature of client data and increasing personal data 
regulation, building trust and rapport are critical for business 
relationships going forward.

The global professional services market reached a value 
of nearly £4,322 billion in 2018, having grown steadily at 
a compound growth rate of 7.4% since 2014. While the 
professional services sector is a huge employer in the UK 
economy, there are many parts of this sector that have 
experienced reduced productivity growth. 

One of the key reasons for this is the limited use of technology 
and portable devices in routine work, as many processes are 
still being done manually, or on paper. 

One of the greatest challenges we face in the sector is the 
expanding pressure on profit margins. This pressure is not 
just rooted in the rising cost of people (which is the key asset 
for any professional services business); but also includes the 
pricing struggles as clients demand more value for money  
from their purchased services in the face of increasing  
market competition.

By enlisting Auditel’s professional help, with extensive 
knowledge and experience in this industry sector, we can 
highlight the positives and negatives you may not have realised 
before. Our network’s specialist independent expertise can aid 
you to bridge this uncertainty gap through our deep insights 
and industry knowledge. We can aid you in exploring how best 
to meet your business challenges and innovation requirements, 
whilst ensuring you achieve the very best value for money.

The global 
professional services 
market reached a 
value of nearly £4,322 
billion in 2018, having 
grown steadily at a 
compound growth rate 
of 7.4% since 2014.

One of the greatest challenges we face 
in the business services sector is the 
expanding pressure on profit margins. 
This pressure is not just rooted in the 
rising cost of people; the sector is 
also facing pricing struggles as clients 
demand more value for money from 
their purchased services.
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In comparison to other sectors, the professional services 
industry as a whole has emerged as a strong adopter of digital 
tools and trends. Professional services firms have undergone 
digital transformation much quicker than other sectors, 
most probably as a result of their client-focused nature. This, 
however, is not found universally across the sector as there 
are many sub-verticals which still follow more traditional and 
dated process management strategies. One of the biggest 
challenges for more traditionally minded service firms, is 
integrating the digitally native mindset of the younger client 
base and expanding on it from there. The process of digitising 
professional business services is not only going to demand 
providing customers with digital tools, but also will also require 
leveraging expertise with modern platforms, to enhance the 
internal stakeholder experience too.

Fundamentally, a considerable amount of the value of 
digitisation within any industry is the enhanced ability to 
capture useful data. Access to real-time data is going to further 
progress the advisory approach from reactive problem solving, 
towards more of a preventative stance, as potential problems 
are able to be identified earlier within the process. Within the 
professional services industry, performance tracking rooted in 
comprehensive analytics that is connected to real-time data 
touchpoints, will provide an accurate assessment of project and 
personnel impact, as well as the return on investment for both. 

Another important point to consider is that technology 
developments are both a possible threat to the professional 
services industry, as well as an enabler to reinvent the way 
business is being done. Over time, artificial intelligence and 
machine learning will be applied more and more to back-office 
tasks, processes and decision making in many areas. 

It’s difficult to differentiate yourself when everyone is using 
the same technological tools, but all firms need to be more 
disciplined about how they technologically strategise, as their 
services will require updated pricing and delivery models. 

Market Trends: Digital Disruption

AUTOMATION

A continuous trend that we are seeing in professional services 
is the evolution from pure craftsmanship to standardisation, 
and then systematisation. 

Technology itself is evolving and changing how client data can 
be utilised. Historically, innovation pace within professional 
services has been at times slow on the uptake. However, 
this view is changing as more organisations are beginning to 
leverage automation, with the aim of simplifying complex tasks 
- saving time and delivering high service quality. 

Moving forward it is highly likely that technology developments 
will further speed up this process and could completely change 
the game. One big side-effect of technology commoditisation, 
further automation and more services, is that there will be 
more highly-specialised firms in services that cannot be 
commoditised or automated.

Automation is both a substitute and complement for low-level 
services. One way that some firms combat commoditisation 
(as done by the Big 4 services firm Ernst & Young), is to heavily 
invest in analytical tools and other autonomous solutions. By 
doing this, employees can focus on analysing and making sure 
everything is materially correct, as all the tedious work is taken 
out of the equation. 

While artificial intelligence cannot fully replace human 
judgment, it’s worth noting that judgment is a response to 
pattern deviation – something that algorithms are better than 
us at recognising. Companies augmenting their services with 
automation are going to find it easier to understand the root 
causes of problems and correct unfavourable outcomes. 

Back-end services automation is becoming hugely important for 
organisations to remove paper-driven processes. Professional 
service companies such as accounting and legal services 
are automating back-end processes to match their front-end 
services. Automation enables companies to reduce operational 
costs and provides more time for client requests. 

Over time, artificial 
intelligence and 
machine learning will 
be applied more and 
more to back-office 
tasks, processes and 
decision making in 
many areas. 

It’s difficult to 
differentiate yourself 
when everyone is using 
the same technological 
tools, but all firms 
need to be more 
disciplined about how 
they technologically 
strategise, as their 
services will require 
updated pricing and 
delivery models. 

Companies 
augmenting their 
services with 
automation are 
going to find it 
easier to understand 
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correct unfavourable 
outcomes.
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Market Trends: Digital Disruption

CYBERSECURITY AND DATA PROTECTION

The migration to a digital age is coupled with potential dangers, 
as all networked technology is susceptible to cybersecurity 
threats. This is the reality of a progressively digitised world, 
where many institutions are beginning to up their security in 
the wake of repeated hacks and data leaks. With regulatory 
agencies enforcing stricter requirements for many sectors, 
including financial services, organisations are going to have to 
review and strengthen their process controls to include digital 
platforms within the set security guidelines.

PROFESSIONAL SERVICES IN THE CLOUD

Cloud computing allows for real-time communication and 
collaboration, which has increased the viability of having a 
distributed workforce. Location is no longer the tie that it used 
to be. Professional business services firms leveraging the 
benefits of cloud software stand to gain improved flexibility in 
managing remote and contingent employees, as well as being 
able to alleviate time costs from traveling; such as commuting 
and working within differing time zones. This will also produce 
a better working environment for employees, as they no longer 
feel they are tied to the office and can increase their own  
client engagement.

SOCIAL MEDIA ADOPTION

Professional services firms have widely started utilising social 
media platforms for finding and engaging clients online, 
marketing services, and monitoring competitors. 

An enhanced social media presence aids professional services 
firms in improving their brand awareness, increasing their 
client base, improving client satisfaction and deepening their 
client relationships. The rapidly increasing usage of social 
media makes it vital for professional services firms to harness 
its power in order to achieve their firms’ overall goals. The 
increasing use of new technological communication methods 
will further increase firms’ market reach and offer opportunities 
to connect with clients globally.

VIRTUAL FIRMS 

Rapid technological changes, greater pressure to reduce costs, 
and more smartphone usage is making the concept of virtual 
firms increasingly attractive to many players in the industry. 

In the future, more professional firms will go virtual and have far 
fewer permanent offices. Through hiring contract employees, 
placing the entire infrastructure in the cloud, and utilising far 
fewer physical offices, professional services firms can reduce 
costs and increase revenue. Professional services firms 
must adapt to technological change and should be ready to 
take major steps in this direction, to take on new business 
challenges and maximise growth opportunities.

An enhanced social 
media presence aids 
professional services 
firms in improving 
their brand awareness, 
increasing their client 
base, improving client 
satisfaction and 
deepening their client 
relationships. In the future, more 

professional firms 
are going to go virtual 
and have far fewer 
permanent offices. 
Through hiring 
contract employees, 
placing the entire 
infrastructure in the 
cloud, and utilising far 
fewer physical offices, 
professional services 
firms can reduce costs 
and increase revenue. 
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Industry Trends

VALUE ORIENTED

Traditionally, professional services firms have billed an hourly 
rate for the completion of a project or piece of work. In-line 
with increasing wages, increased competition and pressure 
from customers to decrease pricing, we are seeing some 
firms moving towards value-oriented billing. Value-oriented 
billing is easy to apply in the professional services industry 
given that the value of some services is easily calculated. It 
is expected that we will see more professional services firms 
shift to value-based pricing, at least for some services, as they 
try to become viewed as “trusted advisors” rather than just as 
service providers paid by the hour. This shift offers professional 
services firms the opportunity to increase their revenues, 
transaction rates, customer numbers and profitability. Expect 
a rise in the number of fixed-bid, milestone, and value-based 
pricing engagements in the coming years, and ensure that you 
have the tools in place to understand how to deal with them.

FORECASTING

Forecasting is quickly making its way to centre stage for 
services organisations. Firms aiming to optimise their 
profitability should expect to forecast everything they can; from 
customer engagements, resource utilisation, skill requirements, 
performance trends, and undoubtedly even more as time 
progresses. With advanced forecasting, businesses can 
reference historical data, optimise the present circumstances 
and more effectively plan for the future, thus ensuring 
profitability for both hourly and fixed-bid projects.

PROVIDING A HIGHLY TAILORED CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

In today’s customer-driven climate, the professional services 
sector is finding that each client expects personalised 
contracts, services, processes and more. Competitive services 
firms are obligated to adapt to each client’s workflow, resulting 
in little to no standardisation within their own ranks. Without 
operating a centralised system, this arrangement can quickly 
become unsustainable. To deliver a customer experience that 
is unique, firms should look for technology solutions that are 
able to manage organisational processes as they navigate the 
different workflows for each client.

MODULARISATION 

Many services are now being split into several individual 
components and sold independently rather than grouped 
together. More and more clients are preferring to pick and 
choose service elements that they can do in-house and then 
delegate the rest to outside service providers. This approach is 
called modularisation of services. Modularisation is especially 
appealing when a single service firm would not be able to 
manage the complexity of a big project and therefore is willing 
to approach a few firms to collaborate together rather than go 
it alone. Alternatively, the client may want to break down the 
project into various small components that can be allocated to 
specialised professional firms. Going forward, the strategy for 
professional services firms should be to develop specialisations 
to enable them to cater to this trend. These professional firms 
should also be looking for opportunities to joint venture and 
work in collaboration with other professional services providers 
to work on single projects.

GLOBALISATION 

Today, irrelevant of business size, everyone is looking to 
attract the best-in-class talent available and many have begun 
utilising resources spread globally. Similarly, opportunities 
for broadening their customer base are adding to the drive 
in globalisation. The reasons for this are multi-faceted: the 
requirement for specialised skills, clients requesting work 
completed in certain locations, increased availability, and 
reduced costs to name but a few. There’s an emerging market 
of boutique specialists that clients are turning to for short-term 
projects. As services become commoditised, regulations will 
be lifted to extend the reach of professional services contracts. 
Location is no longer the priority, so long as the right mix of 
labour, technology and management are in place.

Expanding literal, as well as figurative boundaries can, however, 
be a mixed blessing – while a distributed organisation clears 
the way for new exciting opportunities, it also results in 
the dispersion of both the workforce and global customer 
engagements. The expectation remains that professional 
services firms should support their client base and deliver 
their services from anywhere worldwide, for the best value. 
Solutions with unified platforms allow services organisations 
to effectively manage global customers and project resource 
metrics with more confidence. 

Value-oriented billing 
is easy to apply in the 
professional services 
industry given that the 
value of some services 
is easily calculated.

To deliver a customer 
experience that is 
unique, firms should 
look for technology 
solutions that are 
able to manage 
organisational 
processes as you 
navigate the different 
workflows for each 
client.

More and more clients 
are preferring to pick 
and choose service 
elements that they 
can do in house and 
then delegate the rest 
to outside service 
providers.

The expectation 
remains that 
professional services 
firms should support 
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deliver their services 
from anywhere 
worldwide, for the  
best value. 
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Industry Trends Human Capital

AGILITY

As well as expansion into other geographies, we are seeing 
professional services firms expanding their service remits. It is 
becoming more common for professional service companies to 
broaden their service offerings in response to their customers’ 
progressively varied needs and demands, for example; 
accountancy firms are increasingly offering legal services 
to their clients. To step up to this challenge, firms should 
employ an increasingly diverse pool of skilled people, and 
potentiality utilise a partner ecosystem. These talent pools and 
partners must to be spread across multiple areas of authority. 
It is also crucial that they are utilised in a targeted manner 
across different client engagements, within multiple markets. 
Such operational complexity means firms need the systems, 
processes and in-house skills, to respond in a fluid manner to 
evolving business and client needs.

RISE IN SKILLS SHORTAGE

As more niche services appear, there is a corresponding 
increase in skills shortages. Medium-sized enterprises 
especially are facing the challenge of staffing compliance-
based services with the appropriate skills, and are facing 
increasing competition to recruit and retain their key staff. In 
2018, it was found that professional services organisations 
in the UK are spending an extra £230 billion to overcome the 
shortage following Brexit. 

While on one side there’s the issue of losing out on key skills,  
on the flip side, there are cost overruns associated with 
assigning low-skilled resources to high-level work, or vice 
versa. This is why it’s crucial that the right people for the jobs 
are found. With the use of effective resource management 
software it is easier to manage when, and where, you’re most at 
risk of running low on crucial resources for a particular project. 
When probability estimates are formulated for projects, you not 
only know the likelihood of how much it is to convert to actual 
work, but will also be able to estimate the type and quantity 
of employees required. From there, you are able to carry out 
the appropriate resourcing treatment, such as reshuffling or 
retraining existing resources, or potentially planning your hiring 
cycle more effectively.

COLLABORATIVE EXECUTION

Closely related to agility, another trend that we are seeing 
at a project level is more collaborative working, enabled by 
technology. The modern workplace is made up of people who 
work remotely, often in various office locations and/or on the 
move. Technology driven advancement enables project teams, 
made up of various stakeholders across different geographies, 
to more effectively communicate. Many professional services 
firms must deliver services using a mix of their own internal 
resources as well as externally from their clients. 

To effectively face the above challenges, professional services 
organisations need to embrace and respond to these trends. 
This requires adopting increasingly integrated technology 
solutions to bring together, optimise and enable skilled talent. 
Without adopting such practices, many firms risk being  
left behind.

MORE WORKFORCE-FOCUSSED

With more firms diversifying their revenue streams, the 
necessity for an on-demand workforce that moulds to the type 
of services and products to be created will increase.  
For example, accounting firms are moving more into full-time 
consulting, which means the need for workers with more 
diverse skills.

Soon the workforce composition will include freelancers, 
contractors, part-timers and temporary workers, working 
alongside full-time workers. This is hugely beneficial for 
businesses that wish to cut costs without compromising on 
quality. For one, your payroll is limited to the project timeline 
and value of service. Furthermore, you receive different work 
perspectives, which help professional services to harness the 
best strategic ideas. Business leaders must learn to manage 
the expectations of the workforce of the future if they are to 
cultivate a culture that attracts top talent.

Firms need the 
systems, processes 
and the in-house skills 
to respond in a fluid 
manner to evolving 
business and client 
needs.

Another trend that 
we are seeing at a 
project level is more 
collaborative working 
enabled by technology. 
The modern workplace 
is made up of people 
who work remotely, 
often in various office 
locations and/or on 
the move.
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Human Capital

DIVERSIFICATION OF TALENT

The growing use of automation tools and new processes has 
resulted in a greater focus on hiring people who have a breadth 
of skills. Aside from core job knowledge - such as accounting 
or legal acumen - prospects in the field are also expected to be 
building skillsets in IT, analytical tools, business processes, and 
practical consulting in order to be successful in the industry. 
Having such high expectations of prospects has resulted in a 
shortage of top talent. Firms who are able to show that they 
have specialised expertise are going to be the most successful 
in hiring top talent.

CLIMATE CHANGE

Corporate leaders are becoming more concerned about the 
challenges facing our planet and its inhabitants. Professional 
services organisations increasingly want to play a part in 
tackling climate change, especially as some of their clients 
require them to have credibility in this area as a condition of 
doing business with them. Many are now convinced they must 
fundamentally change how their companies operate in order 
to be sustainably effective. Climate change, water shortages, 
decreasing biodiversity, unequal distribution of wealth and 
economic opportunity, social unrest, and cyber-attacks are 
among the acknowledged threats to the sustainability of 
businesses.

Whilst there are some forward-thinking organisations that have 
spearheaded excellent environmental and social initiatives, 
it is clear that global sustainability cannot be achieved one 
company at a time. All corporations must learn to think in terms 
of how the global social, economic, and environmental systems 
operate as a whole.

DETERMINE TALENT STRATEGY 

Firms’ talent strategies will be crucial in dealing with future 
challenges, as their core models for the use and source of talent 
evolve. As geographic borders will fade as a result of emerging 
technologies, firms need to increasingly tap into their internal 
and external mobile talent spread across different markets and 
regions. Furthermore, the trend of both partners in a family 
having a professional career is set to continue. This is going 
to force firms to offer more ‘work-life integrations’ because 
recruiting and retaining talent will become more competitive. 
Overall, future firms will most likely comprise of three different 
talent pools:

• Partners and leaders that influence firm culture.

• Traditional and permanent employees who are the primary 
fee earners. They need to be attracted, retained and 
developed in the conventional way, whilst taking into account 
the new circumstances for more diverse skills.

• Non-traditional staff and external resources, such as; 
project managers, sales and marketing executives, data and 
technology experts, as well as external fee earners. This 
staff group can be utilised through contractor models or 
partnership arrangements and require alternative incentives 
and training structures.

Firms who are able to 
show that they have 
specialised expertise 
are going to be the 
most successful in 
hiring top talent.

As geographic borders 
are going to fade as 
a result of emerging 
technologies, firms 
need to increasingly 
tap into their internal 
and external mobile 
talent spread across 
different markets and 
regions.
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Professional services are one of the biggest employers in 
today’s workforce. As such, industry disruptions impact both 
work, and the way it gets done. 

Ensuring that products and services are tailored to fulfil the 
changing need of clients, whilst staying up to date with the 
latest trends, will let you know how the market is evolving.  
It significantly reduces uncertainties and allows you to 
capitalise on the revenue that profitable prospects bring in. In 
this regard, technology plays a pivotal role in the professional 
services firms’ ability to compete, and remain relevant, in 
the market. The more able you are to adapt to technological 
advances, such as automation, the easier it is to mitigate the 
risks associated with constraints within projects. 

There is not a single, standard solution to these challenges. 
However, as a professional services sector executive, now is 
the time to re-examine your organisation’s portfolio through 
the lens of the new conditions that currently face us. The 
risks of making such decisions can be significantly reduced if 
organisations ensure that they have a truthful comprehension of 
their current business standpoint, and a 360-degree view of the 
challenges that are confronting them. Once this strategic high 
ground has been achieved, decisions regarding the investments 
required for growth and productivity become significantly less 
stressful. 

Auditel have worked with many professional services 
organisations over the years and have a deep understanding of 
the sector’s challenges and needs, due to our extensive network 
of experts. 

By engaging Auditel at the right time, our independent external 
help (that works alongside your existing leading operational 
teams) can level the playing field and strengthen your 
competitive advantage, whilst ensuring you achieve the very 
best value for money. 

https://www.saviom.com/blog/5-professional-services-trends-watch/

https://www.blog.consultants500.com/professional-services-in-general/the-future-of-the-professional-services-industry/
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https://www.replicon.com/blog/professional-services-trends-to-look-out-for-in-2019/

https://www.swktech.com/13-digitization-trends-in-the-professional-service-industry/

https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20190701005419/en/2019-Global-Professional-Services-Market---Worth

https://www.wrike.com/blog/professional-services-trends-to-look-out-for-in-2020/
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https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/pages/business-and-professional-services/articles/business-services-outlook.html
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