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Survey details
To gather the data for this report, we conducted an online survey of OMBs
between 1 November 2017 and 12 January 2018. We analysed 653 responses
drawn from across all sectors throughout the UK. Respondents were senior
leaders within their businesses – primarily founders and owners, chief executives
and managing directors, or other high-level directors. We also conducted in-depth
interviews with the leaders of a number of OMBs to learn more about their
experiences of 2017, their expectations for and concerns about 2018, and the
strategies they aim to apply in their businesses.

Foreword
First the good news: owner managed
businesses (OMBs) in the professional
practice sector are upbeat about their
prospects for 2018. The large majority are
confident not only about the general
outlook, but also about their ability to hit
revenue and profit targets for the year. This
optimism comes on the back of last year’s
performance, with many professional
practice OMBs returning results that
exceeded expectations.
This isn’t to say that OMBs in the
professional practice sector have rosetinted spectacles. The vast majority are
worried about the strength of the UK
economy, including the impact of Brexit
and a potential fall in investment in the UK.
Many are also concerned about domestic
competition, while a substantial proportion
are finding it difficult to recruit and retain
the skilled staff they require.

Professional practices are taking action to
address the challenges they face, however.
A core strategy is to invest in staff by
developing their skills – training up internal
teams to fill skills gaps. Investment in
technology and IT systems is also taking
place, as OMBs seek to translate
advancements in technology into business
opportunities. This is encouraging:
regardless of the economic climate,
combining the power of people and
technology is a sound strategy for
improving business performance across
the professional practice landscape.
Mark Lamb
Head of OMB
mark.lamb@moorestephens.com
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Confidence in 2018

60%

are confident about
the general outlook

72%

are confident about
hitting profit targets

75%

are confident about hitting
revenue targets

43%

performed better than
expected against
revenue and profits
targets in 2017

Professional practice OMBs are relatively

The levels of confidence about 2018 are built

optimistic about their prospects in 2018, with

on relatively good performance by professional

60% expressing confidence about the general

practices in 2017: 43% of professional practice

outlook (exactly matching the result for OMBs

OMBs say their business performed better than

generally). They are even more confident about

expected against revenue and profit targets last

meeting revenue targets (75%, compared to

year (compared to 40% of OMBs overall). Only

71% of OMBs overall) and particularly about

13% performed worse than expected in 2017

meeting profit targets (72%, compared to 64%

(compared to 17% of all OMBs).

of OMBs overall). These findings follow a
similar pattern to our 2017 results, when

The relative confidence expressed by OMBs in

professional practice OMBs were again slightly

the professional practice sector feeds through

more optimistic than OMBs generally.

into their ambitions for 2018. Many are looking
for growth and aiming to develop or maintain
high quality services through investing in their
businesses, while also keeping a close eye
on costs.
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Aspirations for 2018
“Continue to develop a highly skilled, high value service using the best
and most appropriate technology … In so doing, seek to flatten costs and
maximise profit.”
“To assist and guide my clients through the anticipated troubled waters
by driving greater efficiencies and high level effectiveness within their
businesses. Continue to invest in staff. Proactively explore expansion through
merger with other like-minded firms to reduce exposure within the specific
market sector.”
“Maintain turnover and profit despite slowdown and skills shortage.”
“To grow and diversify revenues, and underpin profitability.”
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Strategies in 2018
Investing in staff training

53%

51%

Investment in
technology or IT

Develop new products
or services

Succession planning

Launch new products or services

34%

29%

4

Expanding UK customer base

29%
27%
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The top two strategies that professional

Further, clients will have an expectation that

practice OMBs expect to implement in 2018

their professional services providers will be

are investing in staff training (53%) and

up-to-speed with technology and innovation.”

expanding their UK customer base (51%). In
these aims professional practices closely

OMBs working in the professional practice

align with the results for OMBs generally

sector are slightly more likely than OMBs

(51% and 50% respectively). Last year these

generally to undertake some succession

two strategies also topped the rankings, but

planning in 2018: 29% intend to do so

in reverse order. We consider the training

(compared to 24% overall). However, they are

priorities of professional practices later in

less likely to develop new products or

this paper.

services (29%, compared to 38% overall) or to
launch new products or services (27%,

Professional practices are also investing to

compared to 37% overall).

some extent in new technology or IT systems
(34% plan to do so in 2018, compared to 33%

Professional practice OMBs and OMBs

of all OMBs). Encouragingly, 73% of

generally show similar levels of interest in

professional practice OMBs view

reducing costs and overheads: 22% of

advancements in technology such as

professional practices plan to do this in 2018

automation, artificial intelligence (AI) and

(a similar result to the 24% of OMBs overall).

machine learning as an opportunity (24%

This reflects the need for OMBs in all sectors

seeing an immediate opportunity, 49% a

to keep driving for efficiencies in order to

medium to long-term opportunity). One

sustain or increase profitability.

respondent who sees technology as a
medium to long-term opportunity believes
that, although professional services will
always need to be delivered in a bespoke way,
“IT and AI will do away with methods of
working which are inefficient. It’s a mistake to
think of these things as threats, as we can all
work better and IT/AI etc can facilitate that.
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Concerns in 2018

82%

concerned about the
strength of the UK
economy

worried about
domestic
competition

41%

39%

concerned
about a shortage
of skilled staff

33%

concerned about cyber
attacks or data breaches

33%

concerned about
raising interest rates

6

45%

concerned about
the impact
of Brexit

33%

concerned about
extracting profits

31%

worried about
keeping pace with
and/or adopting new
technologies
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The biggest concern for OMBs in the

OMBs in the professional practice sector are

professional practice sector in 2018 is the

less worried than OMBs generally about the

strength of the UK economy: 82% of

impact of Brexit negotiations on business

professional practices are worried about this

(39%, compared to 51% overall). We look at

(slightly above the 78% of OMBs generally).

the Brexit factor in more detail later.

This was also their most significant concern
last year. Comments made by OMB

Professional practice OMBs are slightly more

respondents indicate that many are concerned

concerned than many OMBs about the threat

about the impact of Brexit on the economy,

of cyber attack or data breach (33%,

particularly in terms of reducing investment.

compared to 29% overall). This reflects the
importance of data management and analysis

Professional practice OMBs are also relatively

for many professional practices. Almost a

more concerned than OMBs generally about

third (31%) of professional practice OMBs are

domestic competition (45% of professional

worried about keeping up with and/or

practice OMBs, compared to 39% overall).

adopting new technologies (compared with

They express other macro-economic concerns

27% overall).

as well, for example, about the risk of rising
interest rates (33%) and the strength of the

OMBs in the professional practice sector are

global economy (29%).

also relatively concerned about extracting
profits from the business (33%, compared to

When asked about their business-focused

27% overall). Over a quarter (27%) are worried

concerns for 2018, professional practice

about regulation in the sector (matching the

OMBs are most worried about a shortage of

overall result), and 27% are concerned about

skilled staff (41% – the same result as for

complying with the EU General Data

OMBs generally). Finding and retaining talent

Protection Regulation, slightly ahead of the

is a constant challenge for all businesses, and

result for all OMBs (24%) – again an indication

professional practices are no exception.

of the importance of data to the professional
practice sector.
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Brexit: the professional practice view
As already identified, 39% of OMBs in the

American customers in Britain as a result.

professional practice sector are worried about

In addition, 18% of professional practice

the impact of Brexit negotiations on business.

OMBs (the same result as for all OMBs)

Over half (53%) don’t think the government is

are concerned about a loss of EU grants

taking the concerns of SMEs into account in

and subsidies.

their negotiations with the EU (slightly above
the overall survey result of 49%). Another 40%

In free text, professional practice respondents

think the government considers SME

refer to “Brexit uncertainty putting investment

concerns occasionally (as do 44% of all

on hold”, “a slowdown of new project

OMBs surveyed).

enquiries”, “an unwillingness to invest in
discretionary training and staff development”

Over a third (36%) of professional practice

and “the effect of Brexit on people’s general

OMBs are worried about the introduction of

buying power and their finances”. One OMB

tariffs after the UK leaves the EU (closely

had noticed a “steep fall in investment, both in

aligned to the 38% of OMBs across all OMBs).

keeping staff up to date with new technologies

Given that professional practices are less

and processes and with capital investment in

likely to be directly affected by tariffs than

a wider sense as firms bank the cash and wait

some other sectors, this result suggests that

to see what happens”.

firms are concerned about the impact on their
clients (and so indirectly on themselves) as

However, some professional practice

well as the potential impact on the UK

respondents are more positive as 39% have

economy as a whole.

no specific concerns about Brexit. One noted:
“I believe by our nature, UK micro businesses

Professional practices have other Brexit-

and SMEs are highly flexible and adaptable.

related concerns too. Over a quarter (27%) of

Brexit will cause some initial pain, but we will

professional practice OMBs are concerned

adapt and I believe be stronger.” Another

about a shortage of EU labour after Brexit

expressed the view that leaving the EU was

(compared to 30% of all OMBs). One in five

“a good thing”, but was concerned about a

OMBs in the professional practice sector

potentially the “divorce settlement” being too

(20%) are concerned about a loss of European

high due to poor government negotiation.

customers (compared to 23% of OMBs
overall). One respondent was concerned about
businesses moving to Ireland and a loss of

8
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Do you think the Government is taking
into account the concerns of small
and medium size businesses in their
negotiations with the EU?

40%

Yes, they are
listening to us

7%

Occasionally

53%
No, they do not
listen to our
concerns

What aspect of leaving the EU concerns you most?

39%

36%
27%
20%

18%
8%

Introduction of
tariffs

Shortage of EU
labour

Loss of European Loss of EU grants
and subsidies
customers

No aspect
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Bridging the skills gap
The skills gap is a theme that arises

A similar proportion of professional practice

frequently in discussions and research with

OMBs (38%) see the need for investment in

OMBs. Professional practices are taking

developing soft skills (such as negotiation,

action to tackle this issue, primarily through

communication and time management)

internal development plans: 60% plan to

(compared to 34% nationally), 37% see the

address any skills gap by developing internal

need for leadership and management skills

teams through training in 2018 (closely

(compared to 43% of all OMBs) and 33%

aligned to the 61% of OMBs across all

highlight investment in technical skills (e.g.

sectors).

financial, HR, accounting or legal) (compared
to 30% of all OMBs). One firm commented:

In addition, 47% of professional practice

“Continuous improvement and training in

OMBs will be actively recruiting to fill skills

technical and soft skills is always required for

gaps (compared to 45% of OMBs overall).

every member of staff.” Around a fifth (21%)

Only 10% of professional practices (compared

of professional practice OMBs see the need

to 13% of all OMBs) plan to use funds from

for the development of commercial

the Apprenticeship Levy, although 14% intend

awareness (slightly lower than the 27% result

to create apprenticeships (almost exactly the

for all OMBs) and 15% for securing quality

same result as for OMBs nationally).

accreditations (e.g. ISO9001, ISO14001)
(compared to 13% nationally).

In terms of training, professional practice
OMBs see most need to develop digital skills

Professional practices provide training and

in their business: 56% feel the need for

support to talent at all levels of their business:

investment in this skill area, somewhat above

67% train junior or entry level staff (compared

the 48% of OMBs nationally.

to 68% nationally) and 60% train middle
management (56% nationally). However,

Many professional practice respondents

professional practices are particularly likely to

(40%) also see the need to invest in

invest in their senior leadership team (72%

developing sales and marketing skills, though

doing so, compared to 54% of OMBs overall).

this is relatively less important than it is for
OMBs nationally (45% of whom see the need
for improved sales and marketing skills).
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Areas of training or development requiring investment:

Digital skills

Sales and
marketing skills

Leadership and
management skills
Soft skills (e.g.
negotiation,
communication,
time management)

56%
48%
40%
45%
37%
43%
38%
34%

Technical skills
(e.g. financial, HR,
accounting or legal)

33%
30%

Commercial
awareness

21%
27%

Securing quality
accreditations (e.g.
ISO9001, ISO14001)

15%
13%

Professional practice OMBs

OMBs nationally
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HNW Architects: diversifying
for a resilient future
In business for 26 years, Chichester-based

The firm has grown organically, with a

HNW Architects employs around 48 people

particular “growth spurt” in the last 18

and is currently working on projects across

months. Brown is “particularly optimistic”

the South coast, London and the South East.

about 2018, largely due to recent internal

The firm has a particular focus on the

leadership changes and the development

education and commercial sectors, as well as

of close client relationships. “Some very

housing (affordable homes and private

interesting opportunities have appeared on

developments).

our doorstep,” Brown says. “We are raring
to go.”

“We take a level of comfort from diversity,”
says director Mike Brown. “When the Brexit

Taking full advantage will require further

vote happened, the commercial sector

recruitment to achieve maximum capacity of

stopped overnight as people took stock. It’s

the firm’s premises. However, recruitment is

taken six to nine months to get going again.

the firm’s “biggest headache”, Brown says.

But because we are active in multiple sectors,

HNW recruits architecture students, qualified

we have a Plan B.” Nevertheless, Brexit is a

architects and architectural technologists.

concern because of the uncertainty over the

“We are constantly looking for talent,” Brown

impact on the UK economy: if the commercial

says. “We have gone from being all UK

sector stopped building again, this would

citizens to now having Spanish, Norwegian,

increase competition in education. For this

Romanian and Bulgarian staff. We are

reason, the firm makes sure it retains its

interested in people who fit in as a personality.

broad client base. “We look at jobs and fee-bid

So if we are looking for an architect but find a

in a particular way to continuously replenish

technologist with a great personality, we will

and refresh our portfolio,” Brown says.

shuffle the pack to accommodate them.”
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As a professional firm, continuing
professional development and training are
considered highly important. So is adopting
new technology. “We operate in a creative
sector where, virtual and augmented reality
are developing new standards,” Brown says.
“In a highly competitive market, we recognise
the necessity of the seamless integration of
cutting-edge technology and the continuing
success of our business – we consider it
essential that we remain at the forefront of
IT innovation.”

Mike Brown
Director
HNW Architects

www.hnw.co.uk

Our solutions
82% of Professional practice OMBs view the strength of the UK
economy in 2018 to be their largest external concern, with 39%
explicitly highlighting Brexit as the primary issue
As the details around the terms of the UK’s exit from the EU become known, it’s
vital that OMBs discuss the scenarios that might impact their business and take
stock of the risks and opportunities that the future might bring.
Our team can support you to advise on efficient structures to manage
commercial and tax risks, and provide assurance that your business has a robust
strategy in place.

41% of Professional practice OMBs view a shortage of skilled
staff as a key business concern
The ability to attract and retain key team members is a key contributing factor to
the success of your business – so understanding the range of tax approved share
schemes that can help provide an incentive for the right people contributing to
your business commercial objectives.
Our team can support you to review and understand the options available to you,
and assist in the design process – advising on all aspects of valuations, tax
implications, employment and capital gains tax treatment.

33% of Professional practice OMBs have concerns regarding
extracting profits from the business
Having worked hard to grow your business, its right that you are rewarded
financially for your success. Our team will support you to better understand the
range of options available to you to protect or invest your wealth.
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73% of Professional practice OMBs view advancements in
technology to be an opportunity for their business, with only
2% perceiving it as an immediate threat
Why not invest in an accounting solution that automates and optimises the way
your business operates? Our Business Outsourcing team can implement and
utilise end-to-end accounting solutions that streamline your back office activities.
They have helped Professional practice businesses to create joined up systems
and processes, enabling seamless operations from start to finish, as well as
providing an efficient back office finance function to allow their clients to focus on
the day to day running of their business.

39% of OMBs are concerned about the impact of Brexit
negotiations on their business
As the details around the terms of the UK’s exit from the EU become known, it’s
vital that OMBs discuss the scenarios that might impact their business and take
stock of the risks and opportunities that the future might bring. Our team can
support you to advise on efficient structures to manage commercial and tax risks,
and provide assurance that your business has a robust strategy in place.

The owner managed business view in 2018: Professional practice sector
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About Moore Stephens
We
help Stephens
you thrive inin
a the UK
Moore
changing world.

Moore Stephens is the UK’s 9th largest
independent accounting and consulting
We provide all the support and
network, comprising over 1,300 partners and
guidance
you need to deal with
staff in 34 locations.

new risks and opportunities. We
ensure
easyis access
right
Our
objective
simple: toto
bethe
viewed
by
clients
as the
point-of-contact
all their
people,
sofirst
decisions
can beformade
financial,
and compliance
quickly advisory
and confidently.
A needs. We
achieve this by providing sensible advice and
consistent team will partner with
tailored solutions to help clients achieve their
you
to support your aspirations and
commercial and personal goals.
contribute to your success.
Clients have access to a range of core and
You’ll
access
to audit
a range
of
specialisthave
services
including
and tax
core
services,
including
audit,
compliance,
business
and personal
tax, trust
and estate planning,
management,
accounting,
tax, wealth
risk and
systems IT
consultancy,
andfinance,
risk, business
assurance,governance
corporate
support and outsourcing, corporate finance,
restructuring and insolvency, wealth
corporate recovery and forensic accounting.

management and disputes analysis.
As
Top 10
accounting
and focus,
Our a
success
stems
from our industry
which
enables
us to provide
an innovative
advisory
network
we support
a and
personal
service to
clients in ourand
niche
broad range
ofour
individuals
markets.
Specialist
sectors
include
charities
entrepreneurs, large organisations&
not-for-profit, education, energy & mining,
and complex international
family offices, financial services, healthcare,
businesses.
hotels & leisure, insurance, pensions,
professional practices, public sector, real
If your business and personal
estate, shipping, social housing, sports and
interactions
need to expand, we’ll
technology & media.

help make it happen – coordinating
advice from a network of offices
throughout the UK and in more
than 100 countries.

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

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

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 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. DPS40157 April 2018

