
2020innovation.com

Being an Effective 
Manager
David Norris FCA



Training 
Consultancy 
Compliance
for Accountants

Websites
Social Media
Tech-Talk
File Reviews
Property Sector
Branded Products

www.2020innovation.com

2020 Innovation Training Limited     

TS4 Pinewood Business Park  Coleshill Road  Birmingham  B37 7HG

Tel. +44 (0) 121 314 2020  info@2020innovation.com

www.2020innovation.com



Being an effective manager 

May 2024  1 

 

CONTENTS 

INTRODUCTION ........................................................................................................ 3 

Key manager responsibilities - What do you think? ................................................ 3 

Key manager skills - What do you think? ................................................................ 4 

PLANNING ................................................................................................................. 5 

Agree the scope of the work with the client ............................................................. 5 

Billing ...................................................................................................................... 6 

Budgeting ................................................................................................................ 7 

Recording the work done ........................................................................................ 8 

Timing is critical ...................................................................................................... 8 

Don’t start too early .............................................................................................. 8 

Fit in with the client’s schedule ............................................................................ 9 

DELEGATION AND DEVELOPMENT ...................................................................... 10 

Effective delegation ............................................................................................... 10 

The difference between delegation and abdication ............................................... 10 

How people learn .................................................................................................. 11 

Why people learn .................................................................................................. 11 

Incentives .......................................................................................................... 11 

Encouragement ................................................................................................. 12 

Praise and feedback .......................................................................................... 12 

Recognition and reward ..................................................................................... 13 

When it goes wrong .............................................................................................. 13 

When it works! ...................................................................................................... 13 

Delegation tips ...................................................................................................... 13 

Know What to Delegate ..................................................................................... 13 

Define the Desired Outcome ............................................................................. 14 

Provide the Right Resources and Level of Authority.......................................... 14 

Establish a Clear Communication Channel ....................................................... 14 

Deliver (and Ask For) Feedback ........................................................................ 14 

Developing the team ............................................................................................. 15 

PRINCIPLES OF REVIEW ....................................................................................... 16 

Speeding up the completion process .................................................................... 16 

Delegation ............................................................................................................. 17 



Being an effective manager 

May 2024  2 

TIME MANAGEMENT .............................................................................................. 18 

Time management techniques .............................................................................. 18 

Prepare for meetings ......................................................................................... 18 

Plan effectively – the power of 3 ........................................................................ 18 

Don’t allow time wasting interruptions ................................................................ 19 

Planning ahead .................................................................................................. 20 

Paper handling and e-mails ............................................................................... 20 

Be assertive – learn to say no! .......................................................................... 20 

Prioritising and diagnosing the need .................................................................. 21 

Don’t be a scapegoat or let others be yours ...................................................... 21 

DEALING WITH STRESS IN THE OFFICE ............................................................. 22 

Sources of stress .................................................................................................. 22 

Symptoms of stress .............................................................................................. 23 

Managing staff who are suffering from stress ....................................................... 24 

Plan to avoid stress ............................................................................................... 25 

DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE ..................................................................... 27 

Sickness / Missing work ........................................................................................ 27 

Bad attitude ........................................................................................................... 27 

Dealing constructively with lack of achievement ................................................ 27 

Giving constructive criticism .................................................................................. 28 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................ 29 

 

  



Being an effective manager 

May 2024  3 

INTRODUCTION 

For many, they start their accountancy career by performing basic technical tasks 
under close supervision, and then - due to their increased technical knowledge – end 
up promoted to the role of manager. While this role is defined differently from firm to 
firm, it generally involves taking responsibility for a range of tasks, which can go way 
beyond technical knowledge. 

In your firm, what responsibilities does the role of manager bring with it? 

Key manager responsibilities - What do you think? 

Technical  Personal 

1. 

 

 

 

1. 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

2. 

3. 

 

 

 

 

3. 

Clients / Commercial 

1. 

 

 

2. 

3. 

 

 

4. 

This course will consider the personal, technical and commercial skills a manager 
needs. 
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Key manager skills - What do you think? 

As noted above, a manager has to have a range of skills, thinking about your own firm 
and experiences, what skills do you think a manager should possess: 

Technical Personal 

1. 

 

 

 

 

1. 

 

 

2. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. 

3. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. 

Clearly for any manager, good technical skills are important. However, it is clear that 
other skills are needed in order for the manager to balance the needs of the firm, the 
client and the technical regulations. 

We will look at a number of areas below. 
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PLANNING 

Everyone agrees that planning is an essential part of auditing. It is also, believe it or 
not, a key part of non-audit accounts production. So why is it that it is not done at all 
for a lot of non-audit work? Why do so many firms treat it as an irrelevant form-filling 
exercise that needs to be completed before the real work can begin? 

When looking at efficiency it is worth repeating the oft-quoted saying: “failing to plan 
is planning to fail”. When you look at the firms that do make money on accounts and 
audits, they all use planning to focus on the risk areas, eliminate unnecessary work 
and tailor what remains to meet the assignment objectives in the most cost-effective 
way. 

An AICPA survey identified a number of aspects that the successful firms employed 
to improve their efficiency by a range of 2% to 25%, including: 

• Reviewing the previous year’s working papers to familiarise themselves with 
key issues and to identify possible past inefficiencies in their own work and in 
their client’s systems and possible improvements.   

• Meeting with the clients to discuss the assignment and identify precisely who 
does what.  

• Wherever available, obtain an electronic version of the client’s trial balance, and 
possibly a complete audit trail / back-up of the firm’s accounting system and 
import it into / restore it to the firm’s software. 

• Review planning decisions with the firm’s staff and encourage suggestions from 
them for improvements. Indeed, as part of the review process, all staff should 
be encouraged to forward suggestions for improvements in the systems and 
procedures, efficiency gains that could be achieved, and so on. These should 
then be considered as part of the following year’s assignment planning.  

The survey noted that not all successful firms had lengthy efficiency planning 
processes. Indeed, some simply reviewed last year’s file to identify what could have 
been done more efficiently. A less formal approach tended to be adopted by smaller 
firms with fewer but more experienced staff. The larger firms with the more traditional 
pyramid structure tended to adopt a more formal approach to planning.   

Agree the scope of the work with the client 

It seems to be one of life’s ironies that accountants, as financial advisors to their 
clients, are amongst the worst in the world at tackling money issues. 

Imagine you’ve gone out to a pub and ordered and paid for your meal, and then decide 
that you did want a dessert after all. Would they give it to you for free, or charge extra? 
What about joining your local golf club, with a weekday membership. If you later 
decided to play on a Saturday, would you get that for free? Or you buy a standard 
class travel card for your journey to work for the month, but one morning meet a 
business colleague who travels first class and decide to join him for the journey. Do 



Being an effective manager 

May 2024  6 

you think the guard would waive the fare increase, because you are a regular and 
valued traveller? 

Almost none of us would expect to get any of the above for free, and yet so many 
accountants believe that clients will (and sometimes do) get upset if we were to try 
and charge for extra work. Why is this? 

Probably the biggest single reason is our failure to set out clearly and unambiguously 
precisely what is and isn’t involved. 

Before you started an assignment, the client asked for a quote, and used quotes from 
other firms to maintain the fee at last year’s level. He agreed to ensure that the bank 
was fully reconciled, and that routine accounts issues like the posting of depreciation 
would be dealt with. 

• When you arrive, you realise that although the bank has been reconciled, they 
haven’t posted items on the statement not in the bank account. Do you adjust 
your fee? 

• Depreciation has not been processed. “But you’ve always done that before,” 
says the bookkeeper. “I assumed you’d be doing it again this year. It only takes 
you an hour.” Do you do it? Do you charge? 

• The client asks you to analyse motor expenses in more detail than before, to 
help him control cost. Again, do you do it? Do you charge? 

Most businesses (and some accountants) charge their clients for extras, or set an all-
inclusive fee at a level where they make profits on those who use it to the full, and 
super-profits on those who don’t. There is no inherent contradiction between a 
commercial pricing policy and providing good client care. 

To counteract these issues accountants must agree the scope of their work with 
clients. 

If the accountant encounters problems, such as the records not being ready or 
promised work not being done, discuss it with the client BEFORE you spend the time. 
If the client agrees to you doing the work for a revised fee, it is difficult for him to argue 
later. Conversely, if you try to spend the client’s money for him without discussing it, 
don’t be surprised if he gets upset when you present him with the increased fee. 

Billing 

Whenever possible the firm should adopt event billing. This is simply moving away 
from annual, quarterly or even monthly billing and charging for specific events. 

In practice management work with firms, the method and timing of bills is often 
considered. Client surveys demonstrate that the key issues that clients have with 
accountants’ fees are: 

• They often have difficulty relating the fee to the work done. This is particularly 
the case where the firm simply sends an annual fee note. In the client’s mind, 
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this year’s fee should be no more than last year’s, plus a little for inflation. A 
large increase because you have done a lot of extra work is at best a shock to 
the client, and at worse a significant write-off for the client. 

• They are far more willing to pay for something where they can see the value 
and the work required. Understanding is the key issue. Explaining what is 
required in order to carry out the audit can help. Offering to reduce the fee if 
they present the records and information in a more structured way also helps. 
Even if they choose not to take the reduction, they are at least aware that you 
made the offer, and are in less of a position to complain about the fee. 

Adopting event billing should ensure that one-off work is not included in the brought 
forward costing for the client. In this way, ‘artificial’ and yet very real write-offs can be 
avoided. 

Budgeting 

Take budgets seriously. Budgets are not there just to punish those who spend too long 
on an assignment. They are an integral part of planning and controlling the work. 

Budgets should be as detailed as possible (depending on the size of the job) so that it 
is clear how long key tasks should take. It is often helpful to put in key deadlines / 
budget points together so that the team is aware how long it should take to get to that 
point. For example, how helpful is this: 

Accounts prep budget 

Principle 1 hour @ £200 

Manager 5 hours @ £100 

Junior 20 hours @ £50 

If that job fails to make a make the recurred recovery, there is little chance it can be 
traced back to what went wrong. Perhaps budgets for larger jobs should be based on 
tasks (or even sections). For example: 

Set up file, import TB into our system 

Review bank and credit balances to ensure they agree to statements 

Review TB for unusual movements 

Review motor expenses, repairs, sundries and highlight unusual items 

Etc etc 

Could we then start to assign people and budgets to this? 

The progress of jobs should be tracked against budget. Internal completion targets 
should be set for work to be finalised and billed. Managers should be responsible for 
tracking the performance of staff against these target deadlines. 
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Budgets should be set up on the following lines: 

• The cost of the job should be allocated approximately, for example, a split of 
15% for planning, 65% for the fieldwork / processing and 20% for the 
completion. 

• The budget should be openly discussed with those who will be doing the work. 
If they don’t believe it is possible, they will not accept it as a valid means of 
monitoring the work. Budgets are not a waste of time, but unrealistic budgets 
are! 

• A well-prepared budget often allows an experienced manager to spot time 
saving opportunities, provided it is prepared in enough detail. 

• Internal completion dates should be set and monitored. 

• Target time for review should be set. 

• Actual against budget must be recorded as it is incurred (not at the end of the 
week) and reviewed. 

• As soon as significant variations from the budget are identified, corrective action 
should be taken. This may mean a change in the approach, or discussion with 
the client. Neither option is available if the time is spent before the variation is 
noticed. 

This does not have to be a cause of tension for a team, research has shown that 
individuals are happiest when they have targets of some kind. Indeed, if targets are 
not set, individuals will set their own. They may not be the appropriate targets, such 
as determining success by the thickness of the file, the number of errors found (is 
none, or lots, the ‘good score’?), or the time spent on the job (surely the more hours I 
spend the harder I must be working?). If these measurement systems aren’t what you 
want, give your staff one that you do want! 

Recording the work done 

1. Before preparing a working paper, consider what information you are trying to 
convey and how it might be done best. 

2. Every working paper should have its purpose as the heading. What is it trying to 
achieve? What objective does it support? 

3. If the team are at all confused about the purpose of a schedule, then the culture 
should be one where they can just ask. 

Timing is critical 

Don’t start too early 

Firstly, you should not start the assignment too soon. Unless you are under an 
extremely tight reporting deadline you should wait until the client has completed all of 
the necessary work and provided you with the appropriate analysis and information. 
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Starting too early simply prevents the client from getting on with completing his or her 
work. This results in delays, or the need for you to do some of the client’s work for 
them. This clearly reduces the efficiency of the work and will either increase the fee or 
reduces the recovery rate.  

If the client is putting you under a tight reporting deadline it is valid to question whether 
the deadline is a real one, or self-imposed. So, for example does the private company 
really have to have the AGM within three months of the year-end? Does the bank really 
need the accounts by the end of the month? If you can quantify the effect of an early 
reporting deadline to the client, you can then give the client the choice. Faced with an 
increased fee for early reporting, or a reduced fee for a slightly later deadline, you will 
be amazed how many clients suddenly decide that the deadline is movable after all.   

Fit in with the client’s schedule 

Before planning your timetable, find out what the client’s timetable is. When will they 
be working on the year-end accounts? When will they have all the books and records 
ready? What other internal deadlines do they have? So, for example are they busy 
producing monthly accounts, working on the ledgers to get statements out, preparing 
board reports etc., and if so, when? Will the bank want any information?  
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DELEGATION AND DEVELOPMENT 

Effective delegation 

As you become a manager and perhaps as your clients get bigger, you lose the ability 
and desire to be involved in every step of the process, and therefore, there is a need 
to delegate. This does not only make the assignment more efficient but it can help 
develop skills in other team members who have to learn to think for themselves but 
also allows the manager to keep an eye on the big picture.  

The difference between delegation and abdication 

When you delegate a task you still retain overall responsibility for that task. If it fails, it 
is still your fault. Of course, we never encourage a blame culture; but the above 
statement is to ensure that you don’t blame anyone else. 

Abdication is delegation that ignores that principle. When someone abdicates a task 
they pass it to someone else, and try to pass the responsibility along with it. Abdication 
often has the following characteristics: 

• They pass it across far too late (i.e. when it is obvious that they can’t meet the 
deadline). 

• They make no attempt to provide clear, concise instructions of what is required 
(after all, it’s obvious, isn’t it?). 

• They don’t check that the person to whom they delegated the work understood 
it properly (until it comes back wrong). 

• They forget to mention that there is a deadline (until it is passed). 

• They don’t check on its progress until the deadline is missed (and then 
complain about unreliable staff). 

• They don’t delegate the appropriate authority as well, so the person might be 
prevented by others from achieving the task set. 

• They don’t put it in context (in terms of what else the person is doing at the 
moment, whether this takes priority and, if he or she is responsible to others 
as well, whether they agree with your assessment of priorities!). 

• They criticise the person after the event. 

Conversely, a well-delegated task often has the following characteristics: 

• It is passed to the person it good time. 

• Any deadline is made clear at the start. 

• The person’s other commitments are considered and, if necessary, some of 
that person’s tasks are delegated (with the approval of others if needed) to free 
him or her. 

• The scope of the task is explained clearly and concisely. 

• The person’s understanding is confirmed (e.g. explain to me in your own words 
what I need you to do). 

• Authority is delegated alongside the task, so that it may be completed. For 
example, he or she has the authority to involve others if necessary. 
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• Progress is checked periodically to ensure that the person is confident that the 
work can be done to your satisfaction within the deadline. 

• The firm has a culture whereby the person can ask questions without feeling a 
failure for not being able to cope. 

• They give praise where it is due and, where needed, constructive criticism to 
help the person perform better in the future. 

 “The best minute I spend is the one I invest in people” (One Minute Manager) 

The first time you delegate a task to another member of staff it will take longer than 
completing the task yourself. However, the more familiar junior staff become with the 
tasks through practice, the more time will become available to you to complete more 
interesting work.   

Effective delegation means that review points on jobs will fall which in turn leads to 
improved recovery in the future. 

One of the points you need to consider is how you will make sufficient time to explain 
new work to other staff. You will need to include this when planning any assignment. 

You must also ensure you delegate work that they are capable of completing, rather 
than the parts of the assignment which you do not like. Clearly, a new trainee could 
not be expected to complete the planning on the assignment or the tax for a client, as 
this would not be within their current capabilities. 

How people learn  

People learn best when  

• They understand the context of the work they are doing 

• The task is broken down into digestible chunks and 

• They have sufficient time to practise. 

Why people learn  

People learn when they have an incentive to do so, and when they receive 
encouragement and praise for their efforts. 

Incentives 

When delegating to others, it can be difficult to provide incentives to encourage them 
to develop their skills. The best you could aim for would be to motivate someone to 
want to learn. 

Herzberg established the incentives that motivate people to work and encourage job 
satisfaction. You can use these motivators to encourage someone to learn a particular 
skill as part of their accountancy training. Think about the motivators over which you 
have control when teaching a person a new skill. 
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The motivators that lead to job satisfaction are: 

Achievement Specific successes, such as the successful completion of a job, 
solutions to problems, vindication and seeing the results of your 
work. 

Recognition Any act of recognition, be it notice or praise. A distinction can be 
made between situations where concrete rewards are given along 
with the acts of recognition and those, where they are not. 

Possibility of 
growth 

Changes in job situation where the possibilities for professional 
growth increase. As well as new vistas opened up by promotion, 
they include increased opportunities in the existing situation for 
learning and practising new skills or acquiring new professional 
knowledge. 

Advancement Actual changes that enhance position or status at work. 

Responsibility Being given real responsibility matched with the necessary 
authority to discharge it properly. 

The work itself The actual doing of the job, or phases of it. 

 

Encouragement 

In order to maintain motivation, you need to find something positive and praise it.   

Make sure you work in a friendly atmosphere, where people are not terrified of getting 
something wrong. 

When someone first begins a task you will need to supervise quite closely. As he or 
she progresses it is still important to set aside times in the day when you can review 
the work, encourage him or her and provide further feedback. 

Praise and feedback 

As you can see from the above table, praise and recognition play a part in motivating 
someone to work.  Praise will normally come at the end of learning a task. 

Try and point out what the trainee has achieved and compliment him or her on it. 

Think about the review process in your office and decide how you can offer 
encouragement when you are reviewing a person’s work, and how you can encourage 
the people working for you. You will need to point out the extra work that will be 
required to finish the project, but try and use this as a learning experience. 
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Recognition and reward 

Recognition and reward are important at this stage. This would not include financial 
reward but acknowledgement of achievement. 

The easiest form of recognition is a simple, sincere “thank you”, with eye contact and 
a smile.  

For particular projects, and depending on the circumstances, you may feel that team 
drinks all round on Friday lunch time would be a good idea. Alternatively, for an 
individual, a box of chocolates or a bottle of wine would be appropriate, with a small 
card explaining what you’re thanking them for. These forms of recognition and reward 
will do wonders for your team’s morale, self-esteem and commitment.  

When it goes wrong 

Despite your best efforts, your colleagues are only human and your clients are too – 
so things may still go wrong.  

Tempting as it is to shout, scream, tell your staff they are all idiots and vow never to 
delegate again, that won’t achieve more than a temporary relief of feelings. Instead, 
take time to: 

• Breathe (deeply!) 

• Present the performance issue in an accurate, factual way  

• Brainstorm solutions with the whole team (even if it’s just one other person) 

• Work with the whole team (even if it’s just one other person) to pick the solution, 
thus giving them ownership of that solution 

• Ask “What have we learned from this?” and take that lesson forward.  

When it works! 

Try to catch your colleagues doing it right (!) so that you have an opportunity to 
recognise their achievement as soon as possible.  

• As soon as you can, tell them that they’re doing a good job. 

• Sincerely congratulate them. 

• As specifically as you can, point out where they’ve done particularly well. 

• Personal reactions are best (e.g. “I am delighted you’ve beaten the budget.”). 

• Positive words or phrases work best (e.g. “I am delighted” beats “I am 
surprised”). 

• Proactive praise will surprise and reward your team (e.g. commenting 
positively half-way through the assignment, instead of leaving them guessing). 

Delegation tips 

Know What to Delegate 

Not every task can or should be delegated. For example, the riskier more judgmental 
areas may need to be dealt with by the manger or engagement principal as that is 
quicker. That is not to say a manger or senior might not come with the principal as a 
mentoring process, but the principal should perhaps lead it. 
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Certainly, gathering data and basic testing should be able to be successfully 
delegated, but making a judgment on the quality of information, sufficiency of checking 
and accounting treatment may need to be at least be agreed with the principal. 

Define the Desired Outcome 

Simply dumping work onto someone else’s plate isn’t delegating. The tasks you hand 
off should come with proper context and success criteria.  

However, if the individual does not understand, there should always be a culture that 
they can ask rather than plough on and waste time. So before anyone starts working 
on a piece of work, they should fully understand the purpose and be able to “self-
assess” whether they will meet that objective.  

Provide the Right Resources and Level of Authority 

If the person you’re delegating work to needs specific training, resources, or authority 
to complete the assigned project, it’s your role as a manager to provide all three (even 
if the actual training is provided by someone else).  

This is why in many firms they are starting to formalise some kind of “competency 
record” so they can ensure teams are assigned to clients and systems where they 
have the appropriate knowledge. If there are gaps in knowledge then this can be 
addressed, either with formal training or shadowing / mentoring as part of current 
assignments.  

Establish a Clear Communication Channel 

A good manager will instil a culture in the team that problems should be tackled with 
prompt and open consultation, including engagement with the client ASAP. 

Failure to encourage this kind of culture can lead to files being completed to a poor 
standard with lots of outstanding queries up-legated to the manager / principal and 
then dumped in the review pile at a late stage in the process.  There is a need to trust 
the team and want them to complete basic tasks and deal with basic problems, but 
there must also be an understanding that if an issue is going to require manager or 
principal input, slow the assignment down, or cause deadlines to be missed, then the 
manager must be available to step in and help. Even on more complex or challenging 
matters, a good manager will encourage their teams to have formed an initial view on 
an issue so this can be discussed and deliberated proactively and efficiently. 

This point of “stepping in” may be different for different teams and / or different clients 
and the manager would certainly want to develop teams so they handle more over 
time, but there must not be so much fear of troubling the manager that the team ignore 
a problem or fudge an answer. 

Deliver (and Ask For) Feedback 

In addition to monitoring progress, you should also deliver feedback to your employees 
after the tasks you’ve delegated are complete. 

To ensure you’re delegating effectively, you’ll also want to ask your team for any 
feedback that they can give you. Ask your employees if you provided clear instructions 
and determine if there’s anything you can do to better delegate in the future. 
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Developing the team 

There should be an ongoing desire for a manager to want to mentor and develop their 
staff to ensure that they improve. In some firms we see nothing but technical training 
being offered to staff, however that rarely produces a good team with the skills we are 
discussing in this session. Talent nurturing across all levels is a key for long term 
success of any firm.   

So it is not just about correcting the work of staff, but helping them to understand why 
and how decisions are made, showing them how difficult meetings are conducted and 
how issues are communicated. While it might be a little inconvenient in the short term, 
managers should be thinking how wider team members can be included in key 
meetings and take part in deciding on key issues. 
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PRINCIPLES OF REVIEW 

Have you ever tried taking a spoon of sugar out of your tea or coffee after someone 
has added it without asking you first? It’s somewhat difficult, isn’t it? 

Similarly, have you ever tried reclaiming the hours lost when one of your members of 
staff has carried out a pointless task? It is just as impossible!  

The key to good reviewing is good planning and good training. All staff must be aware 
of the following golden rules: 

• If in doubt, ask! 

• If you hit problems, ask! 

• If a task that you are performing seems to be taking too long, ask! 

Of course, instilling this approach into your staff takes commitment on your part. You 
must not leave all of your reviewing until the end of the assignment. The timing of your 
reviews is critical. With larger assignments you must schedule time for prompt reviews 
throughout the job.  

Ask yourselves a question. If your junior has just spent two days on the fixed asset 
section before you find out that all his work was a complete waste of time, whose fault 
is it? Is it his fault for not asking, or your fault for not checking? Of course, the answer 
is both. But in terms of culpability, the manager must take much more of the 
responsibility for this wasted time.  

In the past we have had queries from managers on the use of the firm’s 
documentation. They have criticised the system because a junior has spent several 
days on the bank section and was still nowhere near finishing it. Their conclusion was 
that the system must be at fault. The whole point was: ‘why did it take three days 
before the senior or manager realised that there was a problem’?  

Speeding up the completion process 

Have you ever wondered why it takes so long to wrap up a job?  

• In the same way as you should tackle the high risk and material areas first when 
undertaking the assignment, so you should concentrate on these in your review. 
There is no need to start the review at the first page of the file and systematically 
work through every page. Give the lion’s share of the review time to the 
important issues.  

• When you come to producing review notes, don’t produce pages and pages of 
notes that are probably technically correct but of little real relevance. If you are 
not focussed on key important issues, then don’t expect your staff to be either. 

• Avoid ping-pong review notes. If a point is contentious, it is often far easier to 
discuss it face to face or over the phone than to start sending notes and 
responses back and forth. Think of the e-mail conversations that sometimes go 
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on, getting more and more irate or pedantic, with people shooting replies and 
comments from the hip. If a point is contentious then talk about it and record 
your conclusions. 

• If you cannot write legibly, learn to type! 

• Review notes do not have to be negative. As accountants, we always seem to 
operate on the ‘leave alone rebuke’ system. In other words, if you do a great 
job I tell you nothing, but boy, watch out if you drop a clanger on my job! 

• We must also record details of inefficient work on the points-forward schedule, 
so that we can amend next year’s plan. If you are reviewing a file and it contains 
inefficient or ineffective work that was not in the plan, but still done, then you 
might want to invite the member of staff responsible to discuss the work! 

• Set up standard working papers or templates (whether manual or 
computerised) to ensure that the emphasis is placed on the key points. 

• Don’t clog up the main file with copies of the client’s documents. If these are 
needed or might be useful, then file them on a separate file and cross-reference 
them from the main file. Our aim is to reduce the bulk on the file as much as 
possible. Each document on the file should be clear, concise and, above all, 
relevant. 

• If you produce review notes that require additional work to be undertaken, set 
priorities, set budgets and set deadlines for finishing the work. Make sure that 
your staff continue to record the time taken properly.  

Delegation 

The partners and managers should review critically the work they are doing to see if 
any areas could be delegated to the staff. Efficient use of the leverage available in the 
practice through the staff structure can have a significant impact on the profitability. 

Delegated work is to be reviewed by staff with appropriate experience.  Generally, this 
will be by someone more senior to the staff member who performed the work. 

The objectives of reviewing are to ensure that: 

• work has been performed in accordance with the work programme / 
planning / firm’s standard procedures, achieving the objectives; 

• key matters have been raised for further consideration; 

• appropriate consultations have taken place and the resulting conclusions 
have been properly documented; and 

• the work performed, results and conclusions are documented, supporting 
the work. 
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TIME MANAGEMENT 

In professional practices it is not uncommon to find that much of the day controls you, 
rather than the other way around. Clients may ring up with urgent requests that make 
you change your plan for the day completely. A member of staff might be ill with an 
urgent deadline looming. Whatever the reason, we rarely have complete control of the 
day. 

The key to time management is making the most of the time that you can control. 
There are a number of techniques that you can use to help you. 

Imagine a glass and fill it with stones. Is it full? Now add some smaller pebbles. They 
fit between the spaces left by the stones. Is the glass full? Now add some sand. The 
sand fills up the remaining spaces. 

We can use this approach in time management. Schedule the main jobs in first. If you 
fill the glass with sand or pebbles you will never fit the stones in. Use the gaps between 
these main jobs to fit in the other tasks. Don’t underestimate the power of five minutes. 
There are many small tasks you can deal with in just five minutes. 

Split your work between urgent and not urgent, and important and unimportant tasks. 

 Important Unimportant 

Urgent Do it now, and take 
whatever time is needed 

Delegate, or do quickly. 

Not urgent Development issue: 
schedule time 

Why bother!? 

If it is important and urgent, do it immediately, and spend whatever time it requires. 
Ideally, we should never get into this position – it’s more like firefighting than time 
management! 

The main aim is to free up time to focus on the important issues that are not urgent.  

Time management techniques  

Prepare for meetings 

Set a start and finish time for the meeting; set an agenda; and allocate a period of time 
for each item on the agenda. Circulate the agenda prior to the meeting. This will ensure 
that you know what is to be discussed; will allow you time to prepare your approach; 
and will allow a chairman to control the time spent on each item.  

Nominate a chairman who is effective at controlling the meeting and who will ensure 
that the agenda and its timescale are adhered to. This is not necessarily the most 
senior person at the meeting. 

Involve the minimum number of people: the more people there are, the more points of 
view there are to be heard. 

Plan effectively – the power of 3 

Merely preparing a daily ‘to do’ list will not mean that your time is spent more efficiently.  

Focus – does your ‘to do’ list look more like a wish list? How many jobs have been on 
the list for some time and, if you are honest with yourself, will always be pushed further 
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down the list and never done? How many of them are reminders rather than tasks you 
plan to accomplish that day? How many could be delegated? 

Discipline – preparing a daily list in the morning when you arrive at work is only an 
excuse to waste another quarter of an hour and put off starting your day.  

It is more effective to plan the week as a whole; then take time each day to focus the 
plan more tightly. Importance has to do with results, so think about what results you 
want to achieve by the end of the week. This will help you avoid what is urgent but not 
important. By using the unit of the week, instead of the day, you can take a longer view 
of your tasks and priorities.  

Then you can break the week down into daily lists, selecting just 3 important tasks to 
achieve each day. The tasks may not be complete in and of themselves. They may be 
key steps towards completing a complicated project. But by selecting only 3 to achieve 
each day, you make the week’s list more manageable; you prioritise more effectively 
between important and urgent; you regain a measure of control over where your time 
is spent; and you reduce complex projects to more manageable proportions.   

Review and edit the list in the evening, just before you go home. As well as allowing 
you to complete your timesheet more accurately, this exercise also:  

• allows you to reflect on what you have achieved during the day, so you are 
less likely to go home worrying about what you haven’t done;  

• helps you prepare subconsciously for the next day whilst you are at home and 
sleeping, enabling you to make an early start in the morning;  

• means that, if something has happened that affects the priorities set out for the 
rest of the week, you can reschedule the week, rather than panicking about 
what has to be squeezed into the next day.  

Don’t just list the tasks: budget realistically for the time each should take and allocate 
priorities to each job you intend to tackle. Ensure that you leave unplanned time to 
deal with interruptions and crises and be realistic about the amount of controllable time 
you are likely to have each day. If the interruptions and crises don’t occur that day, 
there will always be plenty to fill the unexpected bonus time! 

Get to know when you work best and do the most important or most difficult things 
then. Treat each job as if it were a meeting and put it in the diary. 

Don’t allow time wasting interruptions 

Interruptions from colleagues can disrupt your day and play havoc with your carefully 
prepared plan. However, there are obvious benefits to always being accessible. Think 
about whether you actually enjoy and encourage interruptions as a means of delaying 
difficult tasks! Discipline… 

Also, consider getting away from your desk for important, urgent work, so that staff 
wandering past your desk cannot interrupt you. Alternatively, use a traffic light system 
to discourage interruptions. Consider making appointments to meet staff later. 
Furthermore, going to their desk will make it easier to get away! As a final resort, if 
people do linger by your desk, keep the spare chair covered with books. Only move 
them for scheduled meetings.  

Be more ruthless and learn the art of shortening impromptu meetings by politely 
getting to the point and discouraging time wasters. If you’re desperate, make everyone 
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stand during the meeting. This is a proven way of getting through the agenda in 
considerably less time.  

Planning ahead 

Make sure you plan ahead by: 

• Entering all scheduled tasks in your diary and sticking to it. 

• Making use of monthly/yearly planners. 

• Using a computerised diary/reminder system such as Outlook. 

Paper handling and e-mails 

Each day we are faced with a steady stream of documents landing on our desk or 
arriving by email: letters, memos, reports, message slips, journals and files. The ‘in-
box’ is crammed; the ‘in-tray’ is always overflowing; and the desk cluttered with paper. 

The solution is to deal with each email or item of paper as soon as feasible after it has 
landed. Do this by making one of the following decisions: 

• act on it; 

• pass it on to someone else; 

• file it; or 

• throw it away. 

The golden rule is to handle each piece of paper only once (tip 51). Most of us open 
the email, or look at the letter or file etc. and then close it / put it back on the desk to 
be dealt with later. This means that next time we pick it up we have to read it again 
and the work is duplicated.  

The use of e-mail reduces the need for so much paper in the office, it does not 
necessarily save time and, in some cases, may mean that even more time is wasted. 
As the information can be sent at the touch of a button, there is a tendency to send 
copies of documents to more people than you would have previously. The number of 
e-mails you receive is therefore increasing and you need a system for differentiating 
between those that are important and those that are irrelevant or junk. 

Discipline yourself to open e-mails at set times each day (tip 45), and only look at your 
inbox at those times. Opening emails as they arrive is very disruptive and time wasting. 
If your computer “pings” at you when an email arrives – turn down the sound or change 
your settings! If there is no other way, turn Outlook off completely until you reach the 
time in your day allocated to checking your in-box. If you have to resort to this measure, 
but are fearful of missing something really important, set your Out of Office assistant 
to say that you are not looking at your emails until 12 o’clock. If something really can’t 
wait until that time, please call etc. 

Be assertive – learn to say no! 

Most people have difficulty in saying no when asked to carry out additional tasks. We 
are anxious to please and fear our career progression may be affected if we refuse. 
However, by saying “yes” we are likely to achieve neither of the above. Rather than 
impressing colleagues and gaining their respect, we may earn a reputation for being 
a “soft touch”. Instead of our career progressing, it actually slides because we take on 
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too much and do nothing excellently. And it is disastrous for maintaining focus, 
discipline and achieving more in less time.  

Learning to say “no” politely and graciously requires an assertive approach. If this is 
an issue for you, we recommend “Assertiveness for Managers” by Terry Gillen. 

A quick guide to saying “no” successfully: 

• invest a little time in finding out the reasons for the request; 

• with that information, offer alternatives; 

• explain concisely why you are unable to take on the additional work; 

• be pleasant but firm.  

If we cannot say “no”, what is our “yes” worth? And remember every ‘yes’ is a ‘no’ to 
something else. 

Prioritising and diagnosing the need 

It is very easy to fill our time with low priority tasks but this does not mean that we are 
using our time effectively. To be effective you must be doing the right things. This 
means distinguishing between those tasks that are urgent and those that are 
important. Don’t leave important tasks until they become urgent.  

Priorities can be set by valuing tasks in terms of time and benefits, and making the 
choice yourself. This gives you more control than waiting for the choice to be made for 
you by the pressure of events.  

Most people prioritise most effectively in the week before they go on holiday. Learn to 
treat every week in this way! 

Don’t be a scapegoat or let others be yours 

Apportioning blame is usually a retrograde step. It is also a great waste of time. Learn 
to accept that mistakes have been made and how to move forward positively from 
them, taking steps to ensure that they are not repeated. Asking “What have I/we 
learned from this?” is more valuable and constructive than “Whose fault was it?” 

A successful person is not someone who has never made a mistake. That’s just luck. 
Recognising that success comes from making mistakes and learning from them is a 
key skill in delegating effectively. 
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DEALING WITH STRESS IN THE OFFICE 

Stress is “the adverse reaction people have to excessive pressure or other types of 
demands placed on them.” (Health & Safety Executive definition) 

A certain amount of stress, or pressure, is beneficial, pushing us to achieve more than 
we thought ourselves capable of. It becomes a problem when there is too much of the 
wrong kind of stress, some of it springing from factors over which we have no control. 

The wrong kind of stress can reduce performance by up to 70%. It is a major factor 
when it comes to taking unauthorised sick leave. The average stress-related absence 
from work is 29 working days. In total, over 13 million working days are lost in the UK 
every year because of stress related illness, at an estimated cost to employers of £3.7 
billion.  

If not dealt with in a timely and effective manner, the overall effect on staff morale, 
productivity, and profitability is significant.  

Very often, though, unless you have excellent rapport with your colleagues and they 
feel they can come to you in confidence to discuss what’s troubling them, you only 
become aware of the problem when it is already quite far advanced, and therefore 
much more difficult to address. 

Step one, therefore, is to build and manage your team in such a way that they can, 
without fear or favour, turn to you for support and guidance when things are getting 
too much.  

• Can they tell you about a dying relative or a difficulty at home without fear of 
gossip flying round the office?  

• If their mortgage payments have shot up, or their partner is facing redundancy, 
are you the kind of manager to whom they can entrust this very personal 
information?  

• If, despite training, they are struggling in a new role, do you have the skills to 
mentor them to rise to the challenge? 

• Are you sufficiently observant to become aware of any conflict between 
different members of your team?  

Sources of stress 

Negative stress, the kind that drains staff of energy and diverts their focus away from 
work, can arise as a result of events at home or changes at work.  

The sources are various, and the lists below are not definitive. 

Personal lives  

• sickness (other people’s)  

• bereavement  

• relationship problems 

• money worries  

• childcare issues 
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At work  

• struggling to complete tasks (lack of ability or poor training) 

• unrealistic deadlines 

• competing deadlines 

• boredom 

• unremitting long hours 

• travel conditions 

• bullying / harassment 

• office politics 

• environment (noise, lighting, air quality) 

The same circumstances will affect people differently. What would be deeply stressful 
for one person will spur another on and stimulate their creativity, time management 
and enjoyment of life.  

For example, how do you react to: 

• Christmas 

• Going on holiday 

• A long journey to a new destination 

• First day in a new job 

• A disagreement with a colleague 

The next step is to recognise that what stimulates one member of the team will evoke 
negative stress in another. Knowing your team well will enable you to work with 
individuals in such a way that any new demands placed on them will result in a good 
performance and increased job satisfaction. 

Then you need to be aware of how stress can manifest itself in someone’s behaviour. 
If the problem lies outside the workplace, many people will try to keep it to themselves, 
adding to the struggle to perform well when their mind is elsewhere, and colleagues 
(in ignorance) are failing to give them the support they need.  

Symptoms of stress 

Physical 

• Headaches (caused by tension in neck and shoulders) 

• Tiredness / lack of energy 

• Pins and needles in the fingers 

• Chest pains 

• Rapid weight gain or loss 

• Frequent colds or other, minor, infections 
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Emotional 

• Irritable 

• Unsmiling 

• Mood swings (from gloomy to hyper) 

• Loss of confidence 

• Loss of concentration (or “rabbit in headlight” syndrome) 

• Inability to control temper 

Behavioural 

• Unsociable 

• Poor time management 

• Forgetful or “head in the sand” complex 

• Drinking to relax 

• Low productivity (in extreme cases, hiding work) 

• Poor quality work 

Managing staff who are suffering from stress 

Whilst you are unlikely to be aware of physical symptoms in someone else, you should 
be alert for any changes in emotional or behavioural activity. Remember that it is easier 
to deal with any issue whilst it is still fairly minor, so step in quickly.  

Find the earliest possible opportunity to speak privately to the individual concerned. 

• Reassure them that you are concerned for their wellbeing and ask how things 
are going. 

• Listen carefully to their response, observing tone of voice and body language 
as they speak. 

• Be alert to any hidden messages 

• Suggest a plan of action that will help them cope 

Any action you suggest will depend on the source of the stress. If it lies in their personal 
life, there is very little or nothing you can do. However, just knowing that you are aware 
of the situation may be of immense help to the person concerned. 

If the source of stress is work related, then (depending on what it is) you should take 
steps to address it.  

• the individual may benefit from a specific training course (e.g. assertiveness 
training or time management);  

• another individual in the team may need a programme of training and 
mentoring to improve their behaviour;  

• disciplinary measures may need to be invoked.  

Whatever it is, the earlier the matter is uncovered and addressed, the more quickly it 
will be resolved.  
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Plan to avoid stress 

As a general approach, you should take steps to minimise the impact of work 
generated, negative stress. This includes you, as well as your team thinking about 
what causes you stress at work, and what steps you could take to reduce its impact. 

Are there periods when staff have to work long hours to meet deadlines, or does your 
office suffer from a “long hours culture”? 

If the former, how do you compensate your team for the extra effort they’ve made? 

If the latter, how can you ensure that the team gets the work done within normal office 
hours (say 8.45am to 5.45pm)?  

Do you encourage all staff to take a proper lunch break? Do you lead by example? 

You should also encourage all your staff to take active steps to minimise stress by 
having a balanced life style, with regular exercise and a good diet.  

Exercise  

• Boosts circulation and the release of oxygen and endo-morphines into the body 

• Improves sleep 

• Reduces tension in muscle groups 

• Improves concentration and stamina 

A healthy diet 

• Boosts the body’s defence mechanisms 

• Counteracts vitamin depletion (caused by stress) 

• Includes  

o Breakfast 

o Lots of fresh fruit and vegetables (some firms buy fruit for the team to enjoy 
each week) 

A passion for something outside work is also a good idea, as it gives the individual a 
sense of proportion and a wider perspective on life. 

Take a break 

The breaks in your day are vital to your wellbeing, your health and your efficiency. 
Make sure you take them! But think about what you do with them.  

• High levels of caffeine and sugar will aggravate stress symptoms, so try to 
reduce them. Try herbal tea or water for a change, or switch to decaff.  

• If you can, do something completely different in your lunch break: get away 
from the office, do something you enjoy or which is related to your home life.  

• Can you organise team drinks or a team “community day” to get out of the 
office and help a local charity group? 

• If you can fit in some exercise, all the better. 

Have a giggle 

The best release for stress is laughter. A good laugh will: 
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• Lower blood pressure 

• Give you a psychological boost 

• Lower your heart rate 

• Increase your circulation 

It’s best to laugh at yourself, making you appear approachable and confident; and that 
way you offend no one! 

“The one important thing I have learned over the years is the difference between taking 
one’s work seriously and taking oneself seriously. The first is imperative and the 
second is disastrous.” - Dame Margot Fonteyn 
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DEALING WITH DIFFICULT PEOPLE 

This section will try to deal with some of the issues you may come across when dealing 
with people. Whilst we might wish for everyone to see things our way, and be friendly, 
helpful competent and effective, sadly that is not always the case. Sometime issues 
arise that need to be tackled. 

The difficulty with issues of discipline or conflict is that we all see the large problems 
when they occur, but we tend to overlook lesser problems whilst they are developing. 
When such minor matters are overlooked, they can grow until they become a major 
issue. Only then do we tackle them. 

When dealing with any such issues it is important to remember the following: 

• Avoid emotional responses. 

• Pay attention to what is being said. 

• Control your responses. 

• Try to analyse the cause of any hostility. 

• Make sure you get back to the unfinished business. 

• Don’t let any discussion or meeting end on a bad note. 

When you manage people you will invariably come across instances where you will 
have to deal with difficult people. You need to be ready for these situations and decide 
how you will deal with the different sorts of situation that are likely to occur. 

Sickness / Missing work 

Generally, the issue here is where people have taken numerous sick days, often when 
you feel they are not genuinely ill. This is more commonly known as ‘taking a sickie’. 
It amounts to a discipline issue that needs to be resolved. 

As manager you will need to get to the real reason for taking time off work.  Sometimes, 
what people are calling sickness may well have other reasons that they may be 
embarrassed to discuss. 

Before you can decide whether or not discipline is appropriate, you need to establish 
the office policy and how people have been treated in the past in a similar situation. 

Bad attitude 

The important point to remember when dealing with anybody’s attitude is always to 
criticise the person’s behaviour and not the person. 

Focus on the impact that the individual’s behaviour has on the others in the office, the 
firm, the clients and ultimately on himself. 

Dealing constructively with lack of achievement 

How can we deal with the issue of a person not achieving or progressing as well as 
you think they should, or they expect they should? This is a difficult area to approach, 
because people can become very defensive, despite good intentions. 

They may well already feel disappointed in themselves, so you need to find 
constructive ways to help them. You need to make your staff feel safe in admitting 
failure, and look for positive alternatives. 



Being an effective manager 

May 2024  28 

Try questions such as: 

• How well do you think you have progressed? 

• Have you done as well as your expected? 

• What stopped you from meeting your own expectations? 

• What would help you to meet them now? 

Having listened to the responses you will then need to endorse any progress towards 
meeting the individual’s expectations (and your expectations for him or her) and give 
further suggestions to improvements. 

You will also need to consider whether there are any circumstances in your firm that 
may have led to him or her failing to achieve targets.  

You also need to identify some means of getting him / her to take hold of the situation 
for themselves, so that they feel empowered rather than victimised. Ask them what 
they can do to help themselves improve their performance. 

It’s more difficult if you are dealing with a member of your team who thinks they are 
doing well in all areas, perhaps even believe they are exceeding expectations, whilst 
you feel there is a lack of achievement.  

We need to understand why there is a difference of opinion on someone’s progress, 
then resolve the difference without causing undue conflict.  

Has the individual concerned fully understood the standards expected of them? You 
can explore this by asking them to define what they think they were being asked to do, 
and how they know they have achieved what is necessary. This could be phrased in 
terms of completion time, quality of work (e.g. review points on a file), budget targets 
etc. 

When setting goals for the future, check they have has fully understood what is 
expected of them in terms of those same parameters. This is where SMART objectives 
are invaluable, because you can discuss objectively whether or not the goals are 
Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Results oriented and Timed.  

You can also challenge any such staff to progress themselves. For example, “What 
areas of your work would you like to develop further?” will give an opportunity to take 
their agenda forward a little.  

Giving constructive criticism 

If you have to criticise anybody for whatever reason, you need to ensure that this is 
given in a constructive way. 

• Use a step by step approach. 

• Introduce the topic. 

• Make your criticism specific. 

• Get a response to the criticism. 

• Ask for suggestions about changes. 

• Summarise and clarify the suggestions. 
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Dealing with criticism in a positive way allows feelings of trust and goodwill between 
individuals to be maintained. As a manager, you are aiming for performance 
improvement when dealing with criticism. People who leave the conversation or 
meeting feeling there is help and support from their manager, and not hostility, are 
more likely to improve. 

Conclusion 

When dealing with people the aim of management is to motivate your staff, encourage 
them to talk about any problems they are experiencing, and work with the individuals 
to set appropriate goals for the future.  

Good communication is usually the key to dealing with people well, using a 
combination of the words that are used; the tone of your voice; listening skills and body 
language. Good communication will enable you to ask a variety of different questions 
to get the best out of the employee, particularly when difficult issues have to be 
addressed. 

Make it as “impersonal” as possible and do make sure you document what was said 
and when, with clear targets and timescales – if things become a disciplinary issue 
you will be grateful for the notes made. 
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