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Succession 
Planning 
Both Sides Now

T
he need for succession and transition 
planning for tax and accounting practi-
tioners and their firms has been growing 
each year for the last ten years or so. 
Part of this drive is, of course, the result 
of an aging practitioner base.  Another 
influence is the changing dynamics 

of clients—particularly their need for more sophisticated 
assistance in business and tax planning, and issues related 
to their own succession. Finally, as heads of firms start to 
examine their succession, they’re realizing that the demo-
graphics and interests of the talent coming up the career 
ladder will determine what the landscape of the firm will be 
once they’re no longer on the scene.

For every tax professional seeking to retire or transition 
his or her business, there are other professionals in the firm 
looking to build a business. While each group is charting a 
different course—one to move out of the business and the 
other to build one—the ultimate goal is for both to have a 
financially sound and operationally healthy business. To 
make this goal a reality, both groups need to participate in 
developing scenarios or alternatives for the firm’s benefit, 
their mutual benefit, and their individual success.

There are many options to consider. The retiring or exit-
ing professional can decide to start another business, stay 
on as a technical resource, work for a client, and so on. The 
up-and-coming professionals, too, have options: going into 
industry, starting their own firms, creating a whole new 
kind of business, exploring government work, or taking on 
the leadership of the firm.  With everyone’s choices expand-
ing, determining the right direction is becoming more com-
plex. And in today’s competitive business climate, there is 
not much margin for error.

Knowing that transitions are inevitable and choices 
abound, the one essential ingredient to the future well-being 
of the firm is empowering younger team members to assume 
new responsibilities. Arming them with the resources, skills, 
and abilities to help take the firm to its next level of develop-
ment and success helps everyone, regardless of the options 
they choose, because a strong business is key for exiting pro-
fessionals as well as for the new leaders.

Firm First: the New Family

Because of the individualized nature of professional 
services, it’s easy to see clients as our friends. And why 
shouldn’t we? For us as transitioning professionals, it can 
seem as if our clients have been with us forever. We’ve seen 
them through many cycles of their lives, up and down; 
through chaos and abundance. Saying good-bye to them can 
be a trauma all its own.  

In many ways, our clients become our family, so transi-
tioning them can be bittersweet and confusing. This family-
like view of the client relationship creates a “practice”-
driven firm in which partners have “their” clients. This view 
diminishes the ability to see the firm as a culture in its own 
right, populated by a team of fellow professionals support-
ing and servicing a complex and broad base of clients. It’s 
often called the “silo approach” to working with clients. It 
can work well, and actually has worked for decades. But 
in today’s more dynamic world, the “silo approach” has its 
limitations, especially when it comes to succession and tran-
sition.

This team vs. silo perspective is at the heart of the chal-
lenges a firm faces during leadership transition. Discussions 
about integrating clients into the firm as a practitioner tran-
sitions out can be the catalyst for changing from a silo to a 
team. These discussions can create a whole new landscape 
for the firm. The clients, the firm, and all of its team mem-
bers can become the new family—the family from within. 
With a strong service team for clients, the retention rate will 
increase, helping to give the new leaders a revenue stream 
that they can rely on and helping them feel more comfortable 
in their investment. And wouldn’t exiting professionals want 
to know that clients they helped bring into the firm and 
worked with for years will be in good and capable hands?

With the “firm as family” mindset, all team members 
have a better chance of being engaged, bonded to the firm, 
and supportive of the client and firm’s well-being. This model 
moves away from the insulating and isolating focus of “my 
clients” to an “our clients” philosophy. More to the point, 
succession, exit, or transition planning become an integral 
part of the firm’s planning process not an isolated phenome-
non that kicks in only when someone decides to retire or exit.

By Mark H. Fowler
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sUCCessiON PlaNNiNG: a New DeFiNitiON

What professionals today often refer to as succession 
planning is really simply exit planning or exit strategy: 
the process of ensuring that they have the wherewithal to 
survive and thrive in their new life after exiting the busi-
ness. But succession planning is really about the firm’s 
well-being and success. Exit planning, which is about the 
retiring person’s well-being, is one part of that.

Succession planning can be challenging because it 
entails addressing multiple issues simultaneously. As men-
tioned, it’s about an individual gradually stepping back 
from involvement into retirement and having adequate 
funds to do so. But it’s also about the business having the 
right talent to step in. It’s about cultivating team members 
coming up through the ranks who know how to manage 
and who know that their career investment in the firm is 
going to be worthwhile. 

True succession planning is about developing a business 
that has the ability to continue to grow and thrive despite 
ups and downs, and developing team members whose lives 
are supported in facilitating that process. 

the siX imPeratiVes OF sUCCessiON PlaNNiNG

Let’s look at what a succession planning process might 
look like over a hypothetical 20-year span, starting with 
year one as the firm’s first year of business. The graphic 
below shows the six major imperatives needed to create a 
solid business platform, enabling personnel to come and 
go without major trauma to the firm. Systematic focus on 
these six critical activities makes succession and exit plan-
ning most achievable.  [see chart below]

As you can see, succession planning is an ongoing pro-
cess that allows firms to grow and their team members to 
transition successfully—and that’s what helps make exit 
planning a reality.

maJOr aCtiVities OF the sUCCessiON PlaNNiNG PrOCess

Let’s take a closer look at the important action points 
that add up to successful succession planning:

Additional training of individual talent and other team 
members in all areas of client history and general informa-
tion, unique client characteristics and needs, and skills and 
technical information that will be required.
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Development of a working relationship between clients 
and team members—not just those with direct responsi-
bilities to clients, but support personnel as well.

Timely, orderly transfer of any administrative duties the 
exiting professional, partner, manager, principal, or other 
key team members, may have.

Development of a much more robust administrative 
platform to begin to handle more duties that were previ-
ously handled by partners or other revenue generating pro-
fessionals.  For example, it’s not unusual to shift personnel 
from office manager position to firm administrator or 
from firm administrator to COO in order to more effec-
tively handle the needs of the whole firm.

Enhancement of the sales and marketing skills of all 
team members, including the creation of a business devel-
opment process within the firm to help assure continued 
growth, new clients, and expanded revenue bases for exist-
ing clients.

Increased communications and interactions within 
the firm as well as outside it. In this way, the firm will be 
reaching out more to its team members as well as to its 
clients and referral sources.

These action points will help to grow the firm, increase 
the firm’s viability, and enhance the team environment, 
while also establishing a sound platform for the exit or 
retirement of key professionals.

OwNershiP traNsFer

Whether a partner/owner is retiring, the firm is down-
sizing, or the business is being sold, merged, or allied with 
another firm, ownership transfer is going to occur. There 
are a number of buyers to consider:

1. The firm itself: The company can purchase the 
shares of the exiting owner.

2. The other partners and partners-to-be: These indi-
viduals can purchase ownership shares.

3. The external strategic buyer: This buyer is look-
ing for locations, talent, niches, and technology to 
enhance their business.

4. The external revenue-oriented buyer: The singular 
focus of this buyer may be on adding revenue. This 
type of sale often means rapid cost-cutting and 
very short transition periods.

No matter who the buyer is, new owners have their own 
goals and objectives, which can include:

• enhanced profitability
• expanded client base
• additional services
• appreciative clients
• quality team members.

• an expanded career and ownership
• increased value
One of the best ways to transmit one’s legacy after 

retiring is to sell to the team members, partners, and part-
ners-to-be. In this scenario, understanding how addressing 
the needs of both sides of the firm—the “family” inside 
and the family member who is exiting—is crucial in mak-
ing the future of the firm more successful. Successful suc-
cession means creating a more attractive and profitable 
environment for everyone, not just the retiring or exiting 
professionals. With “firm as family” in mind, everyone has 
a better chance of finding ways to bridge the needs and 
wants of both sides, improving the chances of a win for 
all—including the clients.

warmiNG UP iN the BUll PeN*
In baseball, the bull pen is the area where relief pitch-

ers warm up before entering a game. Well, in a firm, the 
partners-to-be—managers, senior managers, and rising 
managers—are warming up to move to their next level of 
responsibility.

As partners-to-be, the talent in a firm has a unique 
view and interest in what is happening to the firm. They 
want to succeed, they want to know what success is going 
to look like, and they want to know what they need to do 
to make their success and the success of their team a real-
ity. In professional sports, the team concept is essential. 
The best players know that in order to truly succeed as a 
player, the team has to win, not just the player. They know 
that collaboration and the well-being of the team comes 
first. 

The concerns of owners and players alike should always 
be: 

• Do we have the right players?
• Do we have the best composition of skills and talents?
• What have we put in place to make this team win for 

everyone? 

The players in the bull pen may have their own ques-
tions that can make or break their participation and the 
team’s success. Here are just a few of questions team mem-
bers reflect on while they’re warming up, wondering how 
they’ll get from bull pen to pitcher’s mound and what it 
will be like to have skin in the game:

• What do I have to do to become a partner? 
• Where am I going to get the skills to be able to be a 

partner?  
• What does being a partner mean?
• How much can I make as a partner?
• What criteria most I pass to be a partner?
• What is it going to cost?
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• What will be my return on investment?
• How will the partners help me to become a partner?
• Will they warm up with me, or will I get thrown into 

the game unprepared?
• What will happen if one or more of the partners is hurt 

or dies?
• What does a Partnership Agreement mean to me?
• What does a succession plan mean to me, and what are 

my responsibilities as part of that? 

Existing partners’ questions actually dovetail with those of 
the players and may include: 

How well are we doing at warming up our players for 
today and for the future? 

How do we help our new players become the stars they 
need to be in order for everyone to win?

There are two avenues for getting partners’ and players’ 
questions answered. The first is to reach out to profession-
als who have the experience make these changes work. The 
second is to get into the bull pen and begin warming up with 
your players. Engage them, come alongside them, and be the 
mentors they need you to be. Help them so that everyone is 
on the same page and they know how to take the field when 
their time comes. 

CONVersatiON aND DialOGUe as ChaNGe aGeNts**
You might be wondering just what you’ll say and do in 

that bull pen, and how to answer the many questions we’ve 
been talking about. It’s clear that this process requires team-
work, continuing interaction and integrity—this is not a 
unilateral process and not a time when maverick action is 
effective. Everyone’s needs, desires, goals, and abilities must 
be addressed so that everything can work and everyone can 
win.  

It sounds daunting, but two critical abilities you already 
have—conversation and dialogue—are the glue that will 
make this process work. As Larry Bossidy, Chairman of 
Honeywell International, writes in his book Execution:

“You cannot have an execution culture without 
robust dialogue—one that brings reality to the sur-
face through openness, candor and informality. 

Robust dialogue makes an organization effective in 
gathering information, understanding the information 
and reshaping it to produce decisions.”
Few projects are more execution-oriented than a suc-

cession/transition/exit program. Procedures need to unfold 
smoothly (or problems need to be promptly identified and 
handled), people need to be on board, and things need to get 
done according to plan. Starting your dialogues early and 
often with clients, team members, referral sources, and out-
side professionals will make the difference.

In addition, the quality of these interactions is essential. 
Taking the time—even though you might not think you have 
it—for productive dialogue that gets everyone on the same 
page is the basis for high-quality results. Our associate, Bar-
bara Gaughen-Muller, President of the Tri-Counties chapter 
of the United Nations Association (UNA) and the widow of 
Robert Muller, former Assistant Secretary of the UN, tells 
how, in her UN work, she learned this saying from her Afri-
can colleagues: “Palabras first.” It means that before start-
ing formal discussions or even circulating agendas about 
an issue, there would first be talking—simply conversation. 
So before starting heavy negotiations or difficult conversa-
tions, it might be wise to first build and maintain a bridge 
of understanding, trust, and collaboration through honest 
conversation. It’s important to lay a foundation of openness 
so that everyone can then put their issues on the table and 
understand what they’re committing to, what they’re respon-
sible for, and what their reward will be.

Whether you’re a sole practitioner, a partner, or a long-
term senior manager/principal in a larger firm, succession 
planning and exit strategy are integral activities that deserve 
the same level of support and focus you would give your 
most important projects. Your future and the future of what 
you and your colleagues have built depend on it.

(*)—Excerpted and adapted from “A View From the Bull Pen” by Mark 
H. Fowler, The Business Gazette©, the monthly electronic newsletter of 
Stowe Management Corporation, August 27, 2012.

(**)—Excerpted and adapted from “Succession Planning: Laying the 
Foundation for the Future” by Mark H. Fowler, CA CPA Buzz, and publi-
cation of the CA CPA Society, December 4, 2012.
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