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Whitepaper details

To gather the data for this whitepaper, we conducted an online survey of owner 
managed businesses between 10 November and 16 December 2016. The findings 
within this whitepaper represent the views of professional practices respondents  
– primarily chief executives, managing directors or partners.
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Foreword

Owner managed businesses (OMBs) 
operating in the professional practices 
sector play a vital role in the UK economy.
 
Our latest annual OMB report finds that 
despite economic uncertainty during 2016, 
many professional practices performed 
better than expected, and looking ahead, 
many have expressed confidence in the 
general outlook and in meeting revenue 
and profit targets for 2017.
 
In order to achieve their growth ambitions 
during 2017, professional practice OMBs 
are focusing on expanding their domestic 
customer base, investing in new 
technology, developing new products and 
services and, perhaps most importantly, 
investing in developing their people.
 

Key concerns have arisen, most notably in 
relation to a continued shortage of skilled 
staff, in addition to a continued frustration 
around the ability of shareholder-directors 
and partners in firms to extract profits 
from their practices.
 
This report aims to highlight the key  
risks, concerns and opportunities that 
professional practices face when pursuing 
growth in 2017, and we hope that you find 
this report both useful and informative.
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Confidence in 2017

Professional practices are among the more 
confident OMBs when it comes to their 
expectations for 2017. Three-quarters expect 
to meet revenue targets and 66% are 
confident about meeting profit targets 
– compared to 69% and 62% of all OMBs we 
surveyed. Professional practices are slightly 
less confident about the general outlook 
(61%), but again they are more optimistic 
than OMBs across all sectors (59%).

Overall confidence among professional 
practices (calculated as the average of the 
three specific confidence measures) has 
fallen from last year, however (down to 67% 
from 79%) – but again this remains higher 
than among OMBs generally (63%). 

The general confidence and optimism feeds 
through into expectations for the year ahead: 
56% of the professional practices we 
surveyed expect their business to perform 
better in 2017 than last year (slightly lagging 
the 59% of OMBs overall). The slightly 
dampened optimism about improved 
performance in 2017 may reflect the fact that 
professional practices performed relatively 
well last year: 43% say their business 
performed better in 2016 than expected 
(compared to 40% of all OMBs).  
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Strategies for 2017

The most popular strategy being pursued by 
professional practices in 2017 is expansion  
of the UK customer base (65% being certain  
or very likely to do so, well ahead of the 51%  
of OMBs overall). The strong focus on UK 
customers reflects the fact that 70% of the 
professional practices we surveyed generate 
no export income. 

Professional practices are also relatively 
strongly committed to investing in staff 
training, with 55% intending to do so this year 
(compared to 44% of OMBs overall). Their high 
investment in staff training reflects the 
people-focused nature of the sector, and the 
fact that many professional practices (42%) 
are concerned about their ability to attract and 
retain skilled staff. 

Just under a half (46%) of professional 
practices intend to develop new products and 
services (a larger percentage than in our 
overall survey – 40%). Similarly, 41% of 

professional practices are certain or very likely 
to launch new products and services (though 
this is noticeably down on last year’s survey, 
when 57% planned to do so). Improving and 
refreshing products and services is one 
response to the threat OMBs perceive from 
domestic competition. 

Professional practices are more committed 
to investment in new technology and IT in 
2017 than OMBs generally (39% as compared 
to 31% of all OMBs). Professional practices 
are also relatively interested in succession 
planning (36% intending to do so, compared 
to 29% of all OMBs). This may reflect the fact 
that 88% of the professional practices 
surveyed have at least one partner aged  
50 or over.

Interest in group consolidation has dropped 
sharply – from 25% last year to 3% – reflecting 
the relatively high levels of optimism and 
confidence about future business prospects.
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Concerns in 2017

Professional practices are concerned about 
the wider economic environment and its 
impact: 78% are concerned about the strength 
of the UK economy and 67% are concerned 
about the impact of Brexit. Threats from 
competitors also prey on OMBs’ minds: half of 
the professional practices surveyed are 
worried about domestic competition. On each 
of these three matters professional practices 
are more likely to be concerned than OMBs in 
general (the overall survey results being 68%, 
62% and 40% respectively).

When asked to focus on business-related 
concerns, professional practices are most 
worried about their ability to extract profits 
from the business (identified by 45% 
compared to 38% of all OMBs surveyed). 

Many professional practices (42%) are also 
concerned about a shortage of skilled staff, 
with 21% believing that leaving the European 
Union will negatively affect their ability to 
attract and retain skilled staff.   

Keeping up with technological change is also 
a concern for many professional practices 
(identified by 38% – well up on the 24% of all 
OMBs that identified this issue), as is sector 
regulation (35%). Many professional practices 
(27%) are also concerned about cyber security 
and data privacy, recognising the damage that 
breaches can do to business reputations. 

The vast majority of professional practices 
(71%) do not agree with the UK leaving the 
European Union – a higher percentage than 
among OMBs generally (56%). However, only 
41% of those unhappy with the Brexit result 
had actually felt any negative impact on their 
business at the time of our survey (10 
November to 16 December 2016) and 52% 
had felt no impact. Although 32% of 
professional practices surveyed thought the 
UK’s departure from the EU would make UK 
OMBs less attractive to investors, 17% thought 
they would become more attractive.  
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Case study:  
Ridouts Professional Services plc

London-based Ridouts Professional Services 
plc is a niche practice of health and social care 
lawyers with around 15 staff. Managing 
Director Paul Ridout is confident about the 
outlook for his business. “We are in a growing 
niche sector of legal work,” he says. “We have 
grown exponentially, so from a business point 
of view I am extremely upbeat.” Further growth 
is anticipated. “I am looking to expand 
headcount and possibly to bolt on some 
specialisations that dovetail with ours, like 
employment law,” Ridout says.

One of the strengths of the business is its high 
quality staff. “We pick up talented paralegals 
and grow them into trainees and assistant 
solicitors – and the first one is now a senior 
associate,” Ridout says. “We have nurtured 
some really good lawyers.”  

The business is now in a strong position. “We 
have had challenges around non-payment and 
late payment, but that is beginning to go away 
because the quality of our clients – and the 
quality of our reputation and ability to attract 
clients who are serious players – has 
improved,” Ridout says.

Although he has been frustrated by the limited 
support available from the clearing banks, 
Ridout has been able to raise business finance 
from other lenders. This can be expensive, 
however. “It means your operational profits are 
cut down by more savage interest charges 
than you would expect in a normal 
environment,” he says. “The worry is that, if 
one is constantly driven to fix with short-term 
borrowing the needs that should be managed 
by a more mature financial and working 
capital relationship, that is a potential threat 
that could destabilise any business.”

www.ridout-law.com
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Our solutions

36% of professional practice OMBs are very likely or certain 
to review their succession plans 
We know the importance that OMBs place on protecting the future of 
their business, so we work with you to find the best solution that meets 
your unique requirements. This may include making a long-term business 
plan, contemplating merger or acquisition, or simply refinancing retired 
partner capital.      

46% of professional practice OMBs are very likely or certain 
to develop new products or services 
If businesses are investing in new technologies and innovation, then they 
may qualify for R&D tax relief. We have extensive experience in assisting 
companies identify qualifying projects and have successfully helped 
them claim over £200 million in R&D tax relief.

42% of professional practice OMBs view a shortage of 
skilled staff as a business concern  
There are a range of tax approved share schemes that will allow 
you to incentivise your employees, and ensure they are rewarded for 
contributing to the success of your business. 

Our team can help you decide which option is best for your business, 
assist in the design process and advise on all aspects of valuations, tax 
implications and employment and capital gains tax treatment. 



Moore Stephens in the UK 
Moore Stephens is the UK’s 9th largest 

independent accounting and consulting 

network, comprising over 1,300 partners and 

staff in 34 locations.

Our objective is simple: to be viewed by 

clients as the first point-of-contact for all their 

financial, advisory and compliance needs. We 

achieve this by providing sensible advice and 

tailored solutions to help clients achieve their 

commercial and personal goals.

Clients have access to a range of core and 

specialist services including audit and tax 

compliance, business and personal tax, trust 

and estate planning, wealth management, IT 

consultancy, governance and risk, business 

support and outsourcing, corporate finance, 

corporate recovery and forensic accounting.

Our success stems from our industry focus, 

which enables us to provide an innovative and 

personal service to our clients in our niche 

markets. Specialist sectors include charities & 

not-for-profit, education, energy & mining, 

family offices, financial services, healthcare, 

hotels & leisure, insurance, pensions, 

professional practices, public sector, real 

estate, shipping, social housing, sports and 

technology & media.

Contact information
If you would like further information on any item within this 
report please contact us.

www.moorestephens.co.uk/south

Moore Stephens (South) are members of Moore Stephens International Limited, a worldwide network of independent firms. MSIL 
and its member firms are legally distinct and separate entities. Moore Stephens (South) LLP and Moore Stephens (Guildford) LLP are 
registered to carry out audit work in the UK and Ireland and regulated for a range of investment business activities by the Institute of 
Chartered Accountants in England and Wales. DPS35451 March 2017

About Moore Stephens
Moore Stephens is a top ten 
accounting and advisory network, 
with offices throughout the UK and 
member firms across the globe.

Our clients range from individuals 
and entrepreneurs, to large 
organisations and complex 
international businesses. We 
partner with them, support their 
aspirations and contribute to their 
success. In-depth understanding of 
our clients allows us to deliver 
focused accounting and advisory 
solutions, both locally and globally.

Clients have access to bespoke 
services and solutions, including 
audit and assurance, business 
support and outsourcing, payroll 
and employers’ support, business 
and personal tax, governance and 
risk, corporate finance, forensic 
accounting, wealth management, 
IT consultancy, and restructuring 
and insolvency.

Our success stems from our 
industry focus, which enables us to 
provide an innovative and personal 
service to our clients in a range  
of sectors.

Moore Stephens globally 
Moore Stephens International is  
a top ten global accountancy and 
consulting network, headquartered 
in London. With fees of over 
US$2.74 billion and offices in 108 
countries, clients have access to the 
resources and capabilities to meet 
their global needs.

By combining local expertise and 
experience with the breadth of  
our UK and worldwide networks, 
clients can be confident that, 
whatever their requirement, Moore 
Stephens provides the right 
solution to their local, national  
and international needs.

Chichester  

Andrew Henshaw 

T: 01243 531600
andrew.henshaw@moorestephens.com

Guildford 

Chris Goodwin 

T: 01483 538881
chris.goodwin@moorestephens.com

Isle of Wight 

Sue Lucas 

T: 01983 825000
sue.lucas@moorestephens.com

Salisbury 

Andrew Coldwell 

T: 01722 335182
andrew.coldwell@moorestephens.com

Southampton 

Stuart Datlen 

T: 023 8033 0116
stuart.datlen@moorestephens.com


