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ABSTRACT 

As the struggle to attract, engage and develop talent in knowledge intensive firms increases, 

this paper sought to uncover succession-planning strategies professional services firms may 

employ to attract Chartered Accountants to partnership. Designed as an organizational action 

research study, this investigation elicited the perspectives of Chartered Accountants using a 

survey and interviews. Chartered Accountants at all stages of their career development at 

Collins Barrow Calgary LLP were targeted, including newly designated professionals, 

Managers, Senior Managers and Partners.  The study found that although the role of partner is 

unclear to research participants, autonomy, compensation and an established firm infrastructure 

are enticing.  Study recommendations included the creation of a compelling vision to educate 

and engage prospective partners, communicating attractants and barriers to advancement to 

partner and enhancing existing partnership talent development programs. This organizational 

action research project was designed in full compliance with Royal Roads University’s (RRU) 

(2007) Research Ethics Policy. 
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CHAPTER ONE: FOCUS AND FRAMING 

Professional service firms comprised of more than one professional “first appeared in 

the [United States] just prior to the American Civil War (1861–1865)” (Hazard, 2011, pp. 37-

39).  Early examples of professional associations and business organizations can also be found 

in Scotland in the early 1800’s (Lee, 2006). What most firms have in common is that they have 

been male dominated, particularly at the partner level, for a long time.  “Even in 2004, surveys 

show that only a small percentage of women achieve partner status at Big Five accounting 

firms and just over 10 percent of women become partners in the top 250 law firms in the 

United States” (Accounting Firms Offer Lessons to Law, 2006).  

I have worked in the professional services sector for eleven years and have been 

employed by global, national and mid-sized firms in the accounting, architectural and 

engineering domains. At the time this research was conducted I was and continue to be, the 

Director of Human Resources at a mid-market, Calgary accounting firm, Collins Barrow 

Calgary LLP (Collins Barrow). I report to the Managing Partner and I also indirectly report to 

every partner in the firm. The firm employs approximately one hundred people and 

approximately forty percent are Chartered Accountants. As a member of the firm’s leadership 

team, I play an active role in recruiting experienced Chartered Accountants to ownership 

opportunities at the firm. These individuals have been called direct admit partner prospects, 

and they have been typically employed as principals, associate partners or senior managers at 

other firms. I am also involved with supporting the development of our people to partnership. 

In recent years it had become increasingly difficult to attract new partners both internally and 
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externally and the firm was in need of solutions to rectify this issue. Hence the inspiration for 

this research.  

Over the years, my experience in recruiting partners has mirrored that of research 

findings. Specifically, firms faced challenges in recruiting new partners and partnerships often 

lack diversity.  For example, “surveys of those entering PSFs [professional service firms] 

indicate that less than 20 percent express a desire to become a partner or managing director 

within a firm” (Stumpf, 2002, p. 115). Further, women and minorities were under-represented 

in executive and leadership positions in firms.  

Women comprise almost 50 percent of the workforce [in the United States] . . . 
[and] according to Pew Research . . . are rated higher than men in every area of 
leadership measured, except decisiveness . . . and companies with higher numbers of 
women at senior levels also have better organizational and financial performance 
according to McKinsey’s ‘Women Matter’ studies. (Stroope & Haggemen, 2011, p. 51) 

Because “there is some evidence from the business literature and experimental 

economics that a culturally diverse team may outperform a homogenous team at problem 

solving or ideas-generation” (Lee & Nathan, 2010, p. 57) and given that professional service 

firms sell knowledge, expertise and services, there was and continues to be talk about how we 

need to recruit talent “to increase “‘cognitive diversity [and leverage] the ‘wisdom of crowds’, 

complementary skills and [exploit] a wider pool of talent” (Lee & Nathan, 2010, p. 57). Yet 

professional service firms struggle to attract talent. 

The purpose of this inquiry was to explore how Collins Barrow can positively impact 

Chartered Accountant succession planning strategies in the firm. The action research inquiry 

question was: “What succession planning strategies can accounting professional services firms 

adopt to attract Chartered Accountants to partnership?” Sub-questions included:  
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What is the role of a partner at Collins Barrow?  

What do Chartered Accountants understand about the partnership selection process?   

What are the attractants to partnership at Collins Barrow?  

What are the barriers to advancement to partnership at Collins Barrow? and, 

What implications do the findings have for the accounting professional services sector? 

Significance of the Inquiry 

At Collins Barrow, partners are the owners of the firm. They are responsible for 

practice development, practice management and staff recruitment and development (Collins 

Barrow, 2011). To facilitate growth, increase profitability, address upcoming partner 

retirements, and remain competitive in the marketplace, more partners were required. In the 

last few years, Collins Barrow has faced seven critical succession planning challenges.  Three 

were addressed by recruiting direct admit partners from outside the organization and four 

partnership positions were vacant.  Two partnership positions had been vacant for a few years. 

Because it takes a minimum of eight to twelve years to develop the skills and expertise 

necessary to practice at the partnership level at Collins Barrow, this was a long-term issue that 

could have impacted the future viability and sustainability of the firm. This inquiry sought to 

better understand what succession planning strategies accounting firms such as Collins Barrow 

can employ to attract internal partnership candidates who are Chartered Accountants, because 

failure to address these issues may have lead to: (1) inhibited firm growth and/or shrinkage;  

(2) outsourcing of local work; or, (3) an undesirable upstream merger.  Thus resolution of these 

issues was critical to Collins Barrow’s long-term viability and prosperity. 
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Many anectodal theories exist to explain why partnership is not coveted by the firm’s 

Chartered Accountants. Some include: “aversion to professional liability; long work hours; 

lack of work/life balance; and, generational differences” (K. Roworth, personal 

communication, May 16, 2012).  For example, Collins Barrow had attempted to entice the 

incoming workforce with intrinsic rewards such as a meaningful job, career growth, and the 

opportunity to make a difference. However these strategies were not completely successful 

because “GenMe [born 1982 – 2000] actually values intrinsic work rewards slightly less than 

Boomers [born 1946 – 1964] did at the same age” (Hoffman et al., 2010, p. 1136).  Prestige, 

wealth, autonomy and power no longer seemed to be the attractants they once might have been.  

Unfortunately many firms, including Collins Barrow, were unsure of how to inspire interest in 

partnership.  There is a clear “gap between what we wish to do and what we [have been] able 

to do” (Torbert, 2004, para. 3). Collins Barrow has “recognized the need to develop a pipeline 

of capable leaders with the skills, experience and competencies necessary to step up and lead 

the organization into the future” (Hammett, 2008, p. 4).  

Organizational Context 

Collins Barrow was “a KIF [knowledge intensive firm which] refers to a [firm] where 

most work can be said to be of an intellectual nature and where well-qualified employees form 

the major part of the workforce” (Alvesson, 2000, p. 1101).  Collins Barrow was also a 

partnership, owned by twelve partners who employed approximately 100 articling students, 

Chartered Accountants and support staff.  According to the Canada Revenue Agency (CRA) 

(2012), 
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the characteristics of a partnership [include]: (1) association between two or more 
persons; (2) each partner is co-owner of the business and is responsible for the actions 
of the other partner; (3) each partner contributes money, property and/or skills; (4) each 
partner is entitled to a share of the profit/losses based on the partnership agreement; 
and, (5) each partner is considered self-employed. (CRA, 2012, para. 3)  

Collins Barrow was also defined as a public accounting firm serving public and 

privately owned businesses, not-for-profit organizations, and individuals.  

Hierarchical in nature, the firm recruited university graduates, who, as staff 

accountants, were enrolled in a professional education program and article for three years to 

become Chartered Accountants. Typically, people remained at the Chartered Accountant level 

for two years before being promoted to Manager. Senior Manager promotions usually followed 

three to five years later. After 1 to 3 years as Senior Managers, these individuals may or may 

not have been elected to partner.  

 

Partner 

Senior Manager 
(1-3 years) 

Manager 
(1-3 years) 

Chartered Accountant 
(2 years) 

Chartered Accounting Articling Students 
(3 years) 
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Figure 1: Career progression at Collins Barrow 

The firm did not maintain a formal “up or out” mode of operation, therefore “the formal 

flow of promotions . . .  nonetheless [depended] on the existence of vacancies at senior level. 

This was “determined by the external demand for projects, or forecast turnover” (Babio & 

Rodriguez, 2010, p. 398).  

Collins Barrow’s statistics pertaining to promotion to partner echoed research findings 

which have suggested “of all those who join a PSF, one in 15 choose, and are elected, to the 

partner rank. While this ratio may be adequate for the industry, the question [was] whether the 

best and most talented are the ones who remain in the partner candidate pool” (Stumpf, 2002, 

p. 121). At the time of this research, Collins Barrow employed: (1) talented senior managers 

who may have aspired to partnership; (2) talented senior managers who did not aspire to 

partnership; and, (3) capable senior managers who, regardless of their desire for partnership, 

did not possess the skills, abilities or traits necessary for election to the “holy grail of 

partnership” (Almer et al., 2012, p. 123).  

David H. Maister (1997), professional service firm management guru stated, “one of 

the most interesting discoveries in my consulting work has been the fact that (apparently) every 

professional service firm in the world has the same mission statement, regardless of the firm’s 

size, specific profession or country of operation” (p. 3). Collins Barrow was no exception. The 

firm’s mission was “to attract, develop and retain the highest quality people [while] providing 

excellent and responsive professional services of value to quality clients that we serve and 

attract” (2012, para. 4). Led by partners who valued “people, excellence, entrepreneurial spirit, 
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respect and sincerity” (Collins Barrow, 2011, para. 6), these mission and values statements had 

served Collins Barrow well given the firm celebrated its 90th anniversary in 2012.   

At Collins Barrow, people were promoted based on merit and “as business development 

supports adding partners to the partnership” (Stumpf, 2007, p. 483). At the inception of this 

research there were two fewer partners at the firm than there were in 2006, thus the firm has 

shrunk despite efforts to become age and gender diverse. Existing partners ranged in age from 

“36 to 63” (Collins Barrow, 2012), however the two oldest partners, those 63 and 55, were set 

to retire within 18 months. Further, the firm was gender diverse as women comprised 33% of 

the firm’s partnership group which “is not matched by the number of females in partner 

positions, [in the United States] which is between 7% and 14%” (Kumra & Vinnicombe, 2008, 

p. S66). To move forward, the firm needed to attract and retain new partners to: (1) regain its 

previous size; (2) support the volume of business it handled and intends to capture, and (3) 

facilitate future retirements.  

Organizational Systems Analysis of the Inquiry 

Systems thinking is a discipline for seeing wholes. It is a framework for seeing 
interrelationships rather than things, for seeing patterns of change rather than static 
snapshots . . . And, systems thinking is a sensibility – for the subtle interconnectedness 
that gives living systems their unique character. (Senge, 2006. p. 69) 

For the purposes of this inquiry, Collins Barrow was the system of study.  These 

interconnected systems within the whole system are illustrated below in figure 2.  The firm 

itself was comprised of Chartered Accountants, articling students, support staff, clients, 

physical offices, and equipment. Because the firm sold accounting services, it possessed four 

types of capital including “financial, human, intellectual and social” (Stumpf, 2002, p. 116). 

Financial capital refers to “the net worth or realizable market value of the firm” (Stumpf, 2002, 
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p. 116). Financial capital is initiated when, as a system input, clients bring their accounting 

work to the firm. Human capital refers to “the competencies and capabilities of the firm’s 

workforce” (Stumpf, 2002, p. 116). Without competent and experienced employees to do the 

work, the firm would not exist nor would it have produced any outputs, finished accounting 

engagements, for public and private enterprises and individuals. Intellectual capital is the 

ability of the firm to train its people, generate new ideas and collaborate. Because no 

accountant had the ability to answer every possible client inquiry, team members were highly 

interdependent. They relied upon the expertise of others. Lastly, “social capital involves the 

development and leverage of relationships in the conduct of your business” (Stumpf, 2002, p. 

117).  Collins Barrow’s employees and partners both cultivated and retained client 

relationships, for without them, the firm would not exist.  
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Figure 2: Organizational system analysis of the inquiry 

A number of external factors had the potential to impact the firm’s operations and the 

fulfillment of its goals. For instance, local, provincial, national and global economies had the 

ability to impact the health of the firm’s clients, both at a business and at an individual level. If 

economies were robust, typically the demand for Collins Barrow’s services increased. If 
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companies were struggling to stay afloat, clients may be more inclined to price shop and/or 

defer financial planning exercises. The labour market may also have severely impacted Collins 

Barrow’s operations. Without a steady stream of well-qualified university graduates and 

experienced hires, the firm may have struggled to complete client engagements. When the 

labour market is tight, making it difficult to recruit, existing staff worked longer hours and this 

may have led to higher turnover. In addition, Collins Barrow typically lost its people to clients 

of the firm (Collins Barrow, 2012).  While this may have enhanced the firm’s social capital, it 

negatively impacted the firm’s workforce. Lastly, the accounting profession has become a 

highly regulated profession in the wake of Enron and WorldCom scandals. Audit practices and 

approaches have become highly regulated by bodies that dictate accounting practices and audit 

the auditors. These bodies included The Canadian Public Accountability Board (CPAB) and 

provincial and national Institutes of Chartered Accountants. The Canadian governments’ 

adoption of International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS)  also impacted the work 

experience of employees. For example, the implementation of IFRS in 2011 significantly 

increased employee overtime as Chartered Accountants struggled to learn compliance 

requirements and then guided clients through the process (Collins Barrow, 2011).     

Given the interdependencies inherent in this system, there was a need to “give up the 

assumption that there is an individual . . . responsible . . . everyone shares [some] responsibility 

for problems generated by a system. [However,] that didn’t necessarily imply that everyone 

involved could exert equal leverage in changing the system” (Senge, 2006. p. 78). It was the 

partners at Collins Barrow who determined the direction and work practices for the firm. As 

part of my action research inquiry, I looked for “deeper patterns lying behind the events and 
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the details” (Senge. 2006. p. 73) to better understand the gap between Collins Barrow’s 

aspirations to attract and retain more partners, and the firm’s existing state. I fully expected this 

inquiry would lead me to better understand “what is important and what is not important, what 

variables to focus on and which to pay less attention to” (Senge. 2006. p. 125). 

Chapter Summary 

Collins Barrow, a knowledge-intensive accounting professional services firm, was the 

subject of this study. In recent years, the firm struggled to attract Chartered Accountants to 

partnership. Hierarchical in nature, it takes between eight and twelve years to achieve the 

expertise to operate as a partner. Other factors such as the availability of talent, regulatory 

changes within the profession and profitability also impacted the firm’s ability to advance its 

people to partnership. Given partnership vacancies in recent years, the firm sought sound data 

on what attracts Chartered accountants to partnership so that fresh strategies to address this 

issue could be adopted. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review examines leadership theory, the role of partners in professional 

services firms and prevailing partnership talent development strategies and theories used to 

attract and engage talent in support of succession planning efforts.  Barriers to advancement to 

partnership are also explored. These topics seek to illuminate existing views and theories to 

inform the inquiry question “What succession planning strategies can accounting professional 

services firms adopt to attract Chartered Accountants to partnership?” Sub-questions include:  

(1) What is the role of a partner at Collins Barrow?  

(2) What do Chartered Accountants understand about the partnership selection process? 

(3) What are the attractants to partnership at Collins Barrow? 

(4) What are the barriers to advancement to partnership at Collins Barrow? 

(5) What implications do the findings have for the accounting professional services 

sector? 

Partners as Leaders 

Kouzes and Posner (2007) argued “credibility is the foundation of leadership. We must 

believe that [our leaders’] word can be trusted, that they’re personally passionate and 

enthusiastic about the work that they’re doing, and that they have the knowledge and skill to 

lead” (p. 37).  Yet “in relation to the partner promotion process . . . it is here that other criteria 

beyond objective measures of technical competence become important” (Kumra & 

Vinnicombe, 2008, pp. S66-S67). Therefore, the objective of this inquiry was to understand 

what succession planning strategies will support the attraction of Chartered Accountants to 

partnership.  To achieve this, it was important to understand leadership theory, what is 
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expected of partners and what presently attracts and impedes individual Chartered 

Accountant’s advancement to partnership.  

Leadership theory 

Leadership theory is complex.  

One of the tensions that may perhaps be ever present at the heels of leadership 
theorising and research is the drive for universalization of concepts and principles that 
are thought to be core . . . [yet] the concept of ‘leadership’ with its associated principles 
appear to be eluding efforts at universalism. (Puplampu, 2010, p. 627)   

“No one perspective of leadership is big enough for all contexts; no matter how you 

view or practice leadership, one can always find drawbacks and limitations to any one single 

perspective” (Shuck & Herd, 2012, p. 163). Some theorists defined leadership contextually, 

while others viewed it as a process and style.  Pardey (2008) said “it is the context of 

leadership that presents the challenge, and the challenge is to develop a style of leadership that 

ensures that organizations are fit and nimble and able to respond appropriately and 

successfully” (p. 32). This was refuted by Shuck and Herd (2012) who state “ leadership is a 

process, not an object or set of characteristics, and is by our definition, something everyone has 

access to” (p. 173).  Despite this controversy, there appeared to be agreement that “leadership 

without followership is meaningless” (Pardey, 2008, p. 34).  However,  

The age of leader as position is quickly fading . . . [and] leaders needed in this new 
landscape  - those who will ultimately lead and create the organizations of tomorrow – 
must be prepared with new perspectives, visions, and models that equip them to meet 
the challenges of an evolving landscape” (Shuck & Herd, 2012, p. 157).   

Two models of leadership appeared to be most prevalent in the literature. These 

included transactional and transformational leadership models. Shuck and Herd (2012) 

described  
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a transactional-type leader, [as one whose] followers would be provided with clearly 
defined expectations, resources to complete their work, and a burgeoning low level of 
trust, but no more; little relationship, no personal development, and no emotion . . .  
Rather, leaders and follower engage in workplace barter and trade revolving around 
task completion.  (p. 166)  

Similarly, Rafferty and Griffin (2004) stated “transactional leadership involves an 

exchange relationship between leaders and followers such that followers receive wages or 

prestige for complying with a leader’s wishes.  Transactional leadership encompasses 

contingent reward and management-by-exception” (p. 330). Alternatively, Lloyd-Walker & 

Walker (2011) viewed transactional leadership as a traditional model suited for specific 

environments. They said 

Transactional leadership was the norm in the earlier part of the century and may still be 
seen as appropriate for highly process-oriented projects where following standard 
methodologies and getting the job done by the rule book is valued by the organisation 
and its project participants . (p. 386) 

This definition clearly aligns with the structured and ever more regulated practice of public 

accounting. Yet times are changing and with it the need to lead in different ways.    

“Moving beyond the basics requires a leader to develop an additional set of skills” 

(Shuck & Herd, 2012, p. 166).  Lloyd-Walker and Walker (2011) suggested “skilled 

knowledge workers cannot be effective when treated as machines . . . they need to be engaged 

in dialogue to make sense of situations they confront so they may choose wisely from a wide 

repertoire of possible responses” (p. 386). Al-Beraidi and Rickards (2006) suggested this can 

be accomplished in public accounting despite “conventional wisdom [which] presumes that 

accounting professionals have little capability for creative thinking . . . [it may be argued] that 

there are creative possibilities in the accounting profession, albeit of an incremental kind” (pp. 

26-35). Regardless of the public accounting landscape Pardey (2008) offered a cautionary 
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message to public accounting firm leaders when he said  “in an increasingly well-educated and 

well-informed society, people are willing to follow, but are not willing to be misled” (p. 36). 

Thus alternative leadership models and theories are required.    

“Transformational leadership can be seen as an expansion or extension of transactional 

leadership behaviour” (Reuvers et al., 2008, p. 229). Rafferty and Griffin (2004) contended 

“transformational leaders motivate followers to achieve performance beyond expectations by 

transforming followers’ attitudes, beliefs, and values as opposed to simply gaining 

compliance” (p. 330).  Nielsen and Cleal (2011) concurred positing “transformational leaders 

exert behaviours that increase followers’ awareness of the mission or vision toward which they 

are working, thereby creating a situation where followers engage and involve themselves over 

and above what can be expected of them” (p. 344). Expanding on this premise, Lloyd-Walker 

and Walker (2011) offered 

Followers – other team members – may not agree with all of the values and ethical 
standards held by their leader, but if they are lived by the leader and perceived to be not 
only based on self interest, but on values and ethical standards which will benefit the 
larger community, the leaders will be viewed as an authentic transformational leader. 
(p. 392) 

So what values, behaviours and activities do transformational leaders adopt?  Bell 

(2010) argued that “great leaders are great learners; they study great leadership. They read. 

They ask questions. They take notes and keep a journal. They test and challenge their own 

assumptions. They make mistakes and learn from them” (p. 10).  Shuck and Herd (2012) 

asserted that to be effective “leaders must understand that what they say and how they act 

affects those around them and their ability, and/or willingness to perform” (p. 174). Similarly, 

Bell (2010) believed leaders “are students of their people and because they know their people 
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they can identify the opportunities that best match their strengths and aspirations (p. 9). 

Essentially, “great leaders connect emotionally with their followers” (Shuck & Herd, 2012, p. 

169).  

Differentiating leadership and management 

Leadership and management are unique yet interdependent activities. To achieve 

optimum results, partners at Collins Barrow perform both functions.  Although they are 

responsible for leading the firm, they also manage engagements. This reality is supported by 

Toor and Ofori (2008) who recognized “in practice, many managers perform the leadership 

role, and many leaders do manage” (p. 62).   

"Today's businesses need excellent leaders and brilliant managers, visionary leadership 

and high-quality management. Over emphasis on either one is neither healthy nor desirable for 

any kind of organization" (Toor & Ofori, 2008, p. 68). Similarly, (2007) said "true leadership 

is the rare ability of an individual to inspire people and organizations to transcend their own 

expectations . . . [Leading is] the act of putting principles, passion, ambition, and imagination 

to work on the behalf of others" (para 27). It can be argued that partners are responsible for 

creating a vision and inspiring followers. Yet, Fogarty and Al-Kazemi (2011) challenged these 

positions. They argued “that the concept of leadership of the accounting profession is 

fundamentally miscast . . . The people atop these organizations are deemed to be influential, 

but only due to their ability to influence the organizations that employ them” (p. 29). However, 

partners also make things happen and build capacity in others. Drucker defined management as 

“[making] people capable of joint performance by giving them common goals, common 

values, the right structure, and the ongoing training and development they need to perform, and 
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to respond to change” (as cited in Toor & Ofori, 2008, p. 64). Thus, because a partner leads, 

exercises influence and manages, as necessary, it is no surprise that “organizations of all sizes 

and industries face incredible challenges in preparing managerial personnel to assume future 

leadership positions” (Groves, 2007, p. 256).  

The role of partners 

Partners are people who have been invited to, or, are elected to join an exclusive group 

of business owners, those who lead a PSF.  They “have an equity stake or share in the annual 

pretax income distribution (as in a partnership), and . . . are collectively responsible for leading 

the firm” (Stumpf, 2002, p. 115). Yet, not everyone is elected to partner and partnership 

election criteria are often kept secret.  For example, Kumra and Vinnicombe (2008) contended 

not all can become partners, and it is here that other criteria beyond objective measures 
of technical competence become important. What these criteria are has been alluded to 
but not fully articulated, as empirical studies of promotion processes within 
professional service firms, particularly outside the USA, are rare. (p. S67) 

Stumpf’s (2007) research confirmed that not everyone is offered partnership as it can 

only be offered “as long as business development supports adding partners to the partnership” 

(p. 481). Stumpf (2007) also countered Kumra and Vinnicombe’s comments on partnership 

election criteria by arguing “high potential [partnership prospects] . . . are those that are able to 

simultaneously develop high-quality client relationships, book significant new business, lead 

larger or more engagement teams, and develop associates and senior associates so that they are 

promoted” (p. 483).  This was supported by Almer, Lightbody and Single (2012) who stated, 

“the primary factors given for a firm’s decision to ‘push’ a professional on to the post-senior 

manager track rather than partnership were a lack of business development and leadership 
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skills” (p. 131). Although there is consistency across partner role definition, there is 

controversy surrounding election to partnership criteria.  

Attractants and barriers to advancement 

Partnership as a career goal is attractive to some and unfathomable to others.  

Greenwood, Deephouse and Li (2007) contended “partnership is highly valued by 

professionals because it provides three benefits: significantly higher compensation, the right to 

participate in decision-making and high status” (p. 222).  This research echoed dated yet 

relevant research conducted by Maister (1997), who stated the “essential ingredients [of 

partnership include] equity participation, tenure, autonomy, participation in policy making, 

income, and, internal [and] external recognition. If you are a partner, you receive, in most 

firms, all six rewards. If you are turned down, you are denied all six” (pp. 186-187). However, 

some people do not perceive these rewards to be attractive.  

Research demonstrates attitudes and practices exist which impede advancement to 

partnership. It was noted some people believe advancement is futile because they will be 

“unable to continue to work within the firm because of the extreme demands that the partner 

role required” (Anderson, Vinnicombe & Singh, 2010, p. 180).  Furthermore, even at entry 

level, “surveys of those entering PSFs indicate that less than 20 percent express a desire to 

become a partner or managing director within a firm” (Stumpf, 2002, p. 115).  

More research is required to inform attractants and barriers to partnership. For instance, 

public accounting firm practices themselves may impede partnership advancement. Studies  
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indicate that the post-senior manager role does not appear, in general, to be either the 
equivalent of a partnership role nor a step to partnership, but rather allows the firms to 
create a ‘reserve army of labour’ to perform work traditionally undertaken by partners 
but without the status or remuneration of partnership. (Almer et al., 2012, p. 132)  

By adopting practices such as these, “leaders move from being in control to giving over 

control” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 251); however, the lack of willingness to share rewards 

may lead employees to perceive partnership practices as exploitive and unattractive.  

Gender issues and advancement  

“Current data indicates . . . that after more than 30 years of attention to gender equity 

issues, attempts to redress this imbalance have brought only limited results and that men 

continue to dominate senior positions in organisations and on boards” (Clarke, 2011, p. 499). 

This declaration was reinforced by Kornberger et al.’s (2010) findings “that organizations, 

including accountancy firms, are constituted through practices that may gender reality. In other 

words, the status quo of male domination is maintained and perpetuated through ostensibly 

mundane, everyday practices” (p. 777). Clarke (2011) concurred with this theory but expands 

upon it suggesting  “organizational cultures and embedded work practices continue to act as 

barriers to career advancement, particularly for women with family responsibilities. Career 

choices are limited by the reality of trying to juggle demanding jobs, childcare and personal 

interests” (p. 508).   

Although “the extensive body of research concerned with women’s departure from 

public accounting firms often couches the decision to leave in terms of personal choice” 

(Wallace, 2009, p. 182), the issue is far more complex. Organizational structures, social norms 

and personal choice all influence women’s advancement opportunities. This complexity is 

illustrated by Haynes’ (2012) who uncovered   
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women attempting to progress to the higher echelons of professional services firms, 
particularly in the critical promotion to partnership, may find their progress inhibited 
due to a number of issues, including gender discrimination, the combination of 
professional and family commitments, stereotypical assumptions about parenting, the 
need to fit a prevailing masculine model of performance or success and ‘marked’ 
segmentation between largely feminine, community orientated and relatively underpaid 
specialisms on the one side and male-dominated, corporate oriented and remunerative 
practice areas on the other. (p. 492)  

Alternatively, Lightbody’s (2009) research pointed 

to the long-term cumulative impact of both job factors and domestic factors . . . [Her] 
study clearly shows that in many cases, it was not factors inherent within the 
employment environment itself that were ultimately driving the women’s decisions to 
leave their employment. Rather, it was the total workload that each woman bore. (p. 73)  

In contrast, Kornberger et al. (2010) found that sometimes organizational policies and practices 

conflict to sustain gender barriers to advancement. For example,  

as a policy, flexible working offered a more balanced and customized use of an 
employee’s time. As a practice, it was the actual use of time, the total hours worked, 
time available to deal with sometimes illusory client demands, and ‘presenteeism’ – or 
face-time – that counted . . . [thus] the scalable, linear and commodified time . . . 
collided with a notion of time that was linked to the politics of visibility and 
performance . . [which defines] everyday organizational life and the social structure. (p. 
788) 

Another possible barrier to women’s advancement is related to gender differences in 

networking. Clarke (2011) found 

Men are likely to look for networks that offer career support whereas women often seek 
psychosocial support,  . . . [and] involvement in networking behaviours resulted in 
career progress for men more than women but suggest that this may reflect the nature of 
their networks with men more likely to have access to prestigious, high-level networks 
than women. (p. 510)  

Thus the literature on this topic identified many barriers to women’s advancement. Many 

solutions have been proposed to address gender barriers to advancement. Yet 
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it is . . . apparent that career progress to senior positions is the result of complex factors, 
including work and non-work issues, individual motivations and contextual factors such 
as organizational culture and organizational support. Data from the last ten years 
indicate that achieving gender balance at senior levels will not be achieved through 
policies or programs alone. (Clarke, 2011, p. 512)  

Lightbody (2009) recommended investing in a broader and longer term set of strategies 

as a means of addressing gender barriers to advancement. She suggested   

while the current foci by employers on eliminating discrimination during pregnancy 
and providing maternity leave and part-time work opportunities for women with young 
children are essential, [her] study suggests such ‘short-term’ measures may not be 
sufficient to meet the needs of women who must provide childcare for their children for 
at least 18 years. To retain women in the long term, employers must understand that 
part-time work is often not a short-term option ‘until children start school’ but in reality 
may well be something women are forced by social and personal circumstances to do 
for decades . . . There is thus a need for employers to genuinely engage with identifying 
part-time or flexible long-term career pathways, as [her] study shows that part-time 
work options often lack sufficient challenge to retain intelligent and competent 
professionals. (p. 72) 

In keeping with the need for a multi-faceted approach to advancing women, Clarke 

(2011) “confirms the value of women-only development programs” (p. 507). However, this 

may not address Haynes’ (2012) findings whereby “women are subjected to stricter 

performance standards than men when undertaking the same job and are likely to be rewarded 

less than their male counterparts” (p. 492). Clearly,  

further research is also needed to explore the reasons why women apparently make 
different career choices than men . . . What is unclear is whether [women’s] choices are 
made primarily as a result of the work-family interface or because women are 
motivated by different factors. (Clarke, 2011, p. 511)  

Generational differences and advancement 

A generational group can be defined as “a group of people or cohorts who share birth 

years and experiences as they move through time together” (Kupperschmidt, 2000, p. 66). 

Lloyd-Walker and Walker (2011) suggested   
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The labels ‘Baby Boomers’, ‘Gen X’ and ‘Gen Y’ are useful as a guide but the 
important issue that underpins this form of stereotyping is that it is the lived context of 
individuals that shapes their values, attitudes, and actions and thus the culture that they 
create. (p. 393) 

In this section, references will be made to three different generational groups. These 

include Boomers, born between 1946 - 1964, Generation X, born between 1965 – 1980, and 

Generation Y [Millenials and/or GenMe] born between 1981 – 2000.  

In the media, there has been much concern that generational differences may lead to 

issues in the workplace.  Yet “the current body of peer-reviewed research does not support the 

popular media proclaiming a workplace crisis due to vast generational differences” (De Meuse 

& Mlodzik, 2010, p. 54). These finding were supported by Hansen and Leuty (2012) who 

“[suggested] that while work values of different generations may vary, the magnitude of these 

differences is quite small (Hansen & Leuty, 2012, p. 47). This lack of difference may have 

emerged because “one of the biggest challenges in research on generational differences is . . . 

the lack of a workable time machine. Most studies on generational differences in work values 

are cross-sectional, with data on workers of different ages collected at one point in time” 

(Twenge, 2010, p. 202). Thus, this body of research on generational differences continues to 

evolve.  

There are a few notable differences in generational values. For example, “management 

experts noted that, while money is important, Millennials do not see money as their only source 

of happiness Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010, p. 233). Conversely, “extrinsic values such as valuing 

a high salary are higher among GenMe than the Boomers, but have retreated from the high 

reached by GenX’ers. (Twenge, 2010, p. 209).  This was further confused by Hansen and 

Leuty (2012) who found “both women and men from Generation X endorsed increased 
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importance on Compensation and Working Conditions” (p. 44). Although it is difficult to 

ascertain from the research, who appreciates compensation more, GenMe or Generation X, it is 

clear that compensation is valued by both groups. 

Studies also indicated that there are generational differences around work values that 

may impact retention, leadership development and advancement. For instance, Twenge (2010) 

noticed, “most studies . . . consistently find that GenX, and especially GenMe, express a 

weaker work ethic, believe that work is less central to their lives, value leisure, and seek more 

freedom and work-life balance than their Boomer counterparts” (p. 204). An alternative 

perspective is that millennials “believe that the quality of their work is more important than the 

number of hours worked” (Bannon, Ford & Meltzer, 2011, p. 64).  Research also showed that  

millenials have high expectations about their work environment, growth opportunities, 
and rate of advancement. Unwilling to accept the traditional slow climb to the top, 
these professionals seek greater responsibility earlier and want to be involved in 
experiences that help them develop transferable skills. (Edwards, 2010, p. 37)    

Myers and Sadaghiani (2010) concurred as their interpretations of “empirical studies 

indicate that, more like Boomers, Millennials thrive on recognition and promotions, but they 

also expect to become involved in projects that have a major impact on the organization” 

(Myers & Sadaghiani, 2010, p. 233).  From a retention and development perspective “GenMe 

seems to be saying that they like their jobs and would like to stay in them, this attitude may 

break down when better opportunities arise” (Twenge, 2010, p. 206). It also appeared  that 

“Millennials are willing to trade security and stability for the ability to better integrate their 

professional and personal lives” (Bannon, Ford & Meltzer, 2011, p. 63).  “They are [also] less 

willing to work hard. (Twenge, 2010, p. 208). All of these differences may contribute to 

workplace challenges that arise when others’ “engagement with Millennial workers who spend 
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more time with their families and friends, and have diverse personal interests outside the 

workplace, may cause more senior workers to reconsider their own values” (Myers & 

Sadaghiani, 2010, p. 228).  

Yet there are solutions that can be adopted that can aid in the development of leaders 

from many different generations. “You can make the generational issue irrelevant by 

concentrating on two things: developing a strong dose of self-awareness as a leader, and 

developing a deep understanding of the aspirations and capabilities of the people you lead” 

(Bell, 2010, p. 9).  “Managers who possess stereotypes of generational cohorts, whether 

accurate or not, may unknowingly create factions within an organization. As with other 

stereotypes, managers may consciously or unconsciously adopt attitudes, behaviors and 

expectations based on sweeping generalizations rather than reality” (De Meuse & Mlodzik, 

2010, p. 55). Myers and Sadaghiani (2010) also suggested “it is likely that Millennials will 

actively seek leadership opportunities” (p. 234). Regardless of these contrasting theories, De 

Meuse and Mlodzik (2010) argued “companies should be fairly confident that the current ‘best 

practices’ of HR and talent management systems have the capability to foster employee 

engagement, resolve conflict and enhance retention when implemented effectively—regardless 

of employee generations” (p. 56). 

Partnership Talent Development 

“The corporate world is experiencing a “leadership gap”, where leadership ranks are 

stretched too thin . . . and too little thought is given to formal development systems” (Taylor, 

2005, p. 2). Although accounting firms invest in the training and development of their people, 

there remains a lack of clarity around talent development beyond the acquisition of technical 
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knowledge. This topic aims to compare and contrast current research on succession planning 

and talent development with the aim of better understanding: (1) how these practices 

complement each other; (2) why efforts fail; and, (3) best practices. 

Succession planning and talent development defined 

Succession planning is “a deliberate and systematic effort by an organization to ensure 

leadership continuity in key positions, retain and develop intellectual and knowledge capital for 

the future, and encourage individual advancement” (Rothwell, 2002, p. 6). Rothwell and 

Poduch (2004) expanded this theory when they stated succession planning is “about preserving 

the fruits of the organization’s experience – its institutional memory – as embodied in the 

heads of veteran performers at all levels who possess specialized knowledge about what needs 

to be done” (p. 406).  However, succession planning is only one practice employed to address 

long-term organizational challenges.  Talent development is also critical.  

Ulrich (2006) defined talent in an individual context whereby “talent=competence + 

commitment + contribution” (p. 32). Blass (2007) viewed talent development in a broader 

context as “the additional management, processes and opportunities [that] are made available 

to people in the organization who are considered to be talented” (p. 3).  Contrary to these 

views, the Economist reported “talent has become a synonym for the entire workforce in many 

organizations and a large number of companies do not even know how to define talent (as cited 

in Beechler & Woodward, 2009, p. 274).  

Links between succession planning and talent development 

Succession planning and talent development are inextricably linked. “Together, [they 

act as] a driver for an organization’s commitment to develop its people and build its bench 
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strength” (Rothwell, 2002, p. 32). Hammett (2008) concurred when he said “the goal of 

succession planning is to not only align an organization’s available talent to current needs, but 

to ensure effective development of talent needed for the organizations future needs” (p. 4). In 

contrast Kesler believed “many organizations confuse effective talent management with 

replacement planning, which is focused narrowly on identifying specific back-up candidates 

for given senior management positions and essentially functions as a forecast” (as cited in 

Groves, 2007, p. 240).  

Accounting firms typically endeavour to cultivate talent at all levels because it impacts 

their profitability. Profits are generated  

from the firm’s ability, through its project team structure, to leverage the professional 
skills of the seniors with the effort of the juniors . . . If the firm can find a way to 
deliver its services with a higher proportion of juniors to seniors, it will be able to 
achieve lower service delivery costs. (Maister, 1997, pp. 8-9) 

This model also ensures there is a pipeline of talent available to support succession 

planning needs. To achieve this objective the firm “[dedicates] considerable efforts to training 

and development programs intended to accelerate their employees’ learning processes . . . these 

investments are considerably higher than those incurred by other sectors” (Babio & Rodriguez, 

2010, p. 396). Since PSF’s make significant investments in the development of their people, it 

is essential to have a clear understanding of succession planning and talent development theory 

as it pertains to organizational change. 

One of the shortcomings of the available research on succession planning and talent 

development is that “most of the literature in this particular area [HR practices in knowledge 

intensive firms] suggest that the authors are more keen to study the large sector knowledge-

intensive firms, MNE’s [Multinational Enterprise’s] and well known consulting firms” 
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(Majeed, 2009, p. 451). Further examination of succession planning and talent development as 

it defined and practiced in small and mid-market businesses is required. 

Organizational impediments to talent development 

Senge, (2006) stated that “new insights fail to get put into practice because they conflict 

with deeply held internal images of how the world works, images that limit us to familiar ways 

of thinking and acting” (p. 163). It is precisely these entrenched “mental models” (Senge, 

2006, p. 163) that can inhibit the success of talent development programs within PSFs. For 

example, the dynamics between employers and employees has changed. Many employers now 

perceive employees as Pink described “free agents responsible for their own employability and 

employees now assume an active role in monitoring their own learning, skill and career 

development” (as cited in Beechler & Woodward, 2009, p. 276). These arguments may stem 

from a “prevailing model of success which is a masculine model” (Kumra & Vinnicombe, 

2008, p. S72). In their study of the promotion to partner process in PSFs, Kumra and 

Vinnicombe (2008) determined “female interviewees were less comfortable with the proactive 

nature of the [career management] process than their male counterparts” (p. S69). Thus PSF’s 

that develop and operate talent development programs, without considering the needs of a 

broad target audience, may be employing antiquated mental models that will impede their 

talent development efforts.  

It could also be argued “many efforts at structural change fail because they start from 

an inadequate picture of current roles, relationships and processes” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 

97).  Take for example, changes to “work life cycles . . . Rather than a linear pattern – 

education, work and retirement – there is a move to” (Beechler & Woodward, 2009, p. 277) 
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“cyclic lifeplans, with periods of education, work and recreation overlapped and interspersed 

across a lifetime” (Potter, 2005, pp. 1-24). As a result, “this trend challenges . . . [standardized, 

one size fits all] development programs” (Beechler & Woodward, 2009, p. 277). Babio and 

Rodriguez’s (2010) work also suggested “there are not enough tools or methods aimed at 

understanding and managing the dynamic complexity of HR strategy in professional services 

companies” (p. 408). Thus “delays existing in the implementation process of HR policies” 

(Babio & Rodriguez, 2010, p. 409) is an impediment to talent development. Organizations that 

fail to understand the needs of their people may be unable to design sufficiently agile talent 

development programs to inspire internal prospects to pursue partnership. 

Talent development strategies which lead to organizational change 

An organization’s ability to develop and retain a diverse talent pool at all levels up to 

and including leadership, will contribute to its present and future success. To accomplish this 

research suggests that companies that excel at talent management ensure internal 
consistency and reinforce the practices they employ to attract, select, develop, evaluate 
and retain talent, as well as closely align those practices with the corporate culture, 
business strategy and long-term organizational goals. (Beechler & Woodward, 2009, p. 
278) 

With this same goal in mind, Senge (2006) offered “the discipline of managing mental 

models – surfacing, testing, and improving our internal pictures of how the world works” (p. 

163). He “[promised that this will evoke] a major breakthrough for building learning 

organizations” (p. 163). This approach was supported by Hammett (2008) who purported “the 

call-to-action for senior executives is to genuinely assess their succession planning and 

management processes . . .  most importantly organizations need to reflect on how their 

succession plans imprint on their employees” (p. 7). In contrast, Kumra and Vinnicombe 
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(2008) suggested talent development solutions require more individual customization. They 

argued,  

the nature of the PSF environment necessitates a self managed approach to career 
management due to its flat structure, relatively unmanaged environment in which it is 
unusual for managers to directly work with those they manage and there are constant 
absences from any central office as individuals are frequently working on assignments 
at client sites, often for extended periods. (p. S72)  

Although there are commonly accepted strategic talent development approaches and 

practices that may aid PSFs in improving existing talent management programs it is clear from 

the literature that a uniform approach may not be universally effective.  

Leadership talent development  

There is a plethora of literature on leadership talent development perhaps because “the 

pace of organizational life and change has accelerated the need for leaders to become better 

leaders and better learners” (Leonard & Lang, 2010, p. 225).  In addition, “leadership 

development is not just done for the sake of doing it; instead it supports the organization’s 

overall business strategy. The comprehensive strategy also ensures that development options 

are relevant, align to business needs and add value to leaders” (Weiss & Molinaro, 2006, p. 7).  

Yet, Pepe (2007) declared that “implementing leadership, and realizing the broad organization 

impact that most OD [organizational development] practitioners believe it can have, is difficult 

and rarely achieved” (p. 51). Weiss and Molinaro (2006) concurred stating “current approaches 

to building leadership capacity are failing to hit the mark, and many senior leaders have little 

confidence in their organization’s leadership development programs” (Weiss & Molinaro, 

2006, p. 3). Complicating the issue is Shuck and Herd’s (2012) theory that “HRD [human 

resources development] professionals are often unable to locate needed resources to guide the 
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creation, development, and ultimate execution of interventions that support and enhance 

organizational performance through formalized leadership development programs” (Shuck & 

Herd, 2012, p. 160). Despite these difficulties, effective leadership development approaches 

exist.  

Weiss and Molinaro (2006) suggested “leadership development in today’s world needs 

to be more integrated and sophisticated” (p.4). Yet the foundation of leadership development 

programs typically include a champion, an organizational self assessment, the formulation of a 

leadership development training strategy, and a combination of myriad tools to foster 

leadership development through a blended combination of formalized, action-oriented and 

supportive strategies designed to develop the individual.  

Prior to designing a leadership development program organizations should appoint a 

champion and clearly understand the landscape in which the program is being developed. Pepe 

(2007) suggested  

the champion  . . . must prompt the organization’s senior leaders to honestly consider 
the following: Do we believe that leader talent directly affects our organization’s 
performance? Is leadership seen as critical to our growth and vitality?  . . . Do we 
differentiate employee performance? . . . Do we acknowledge that the full impact of a 
leadership development initiative will only be evident after several years of operation? 
Do we have that kind of patience?  (p. 54) 

Similarly, Hammett (2008) proposed an honest appraisal of a company’s needs to 

develop “an understanding of the organization’s current and future business challenges and a 

framework of needed leadership competencies to address these challenges” (p. 8). At the 

assessment stage culture should not be ignored because “effective leadership development 

programs [respect] the culture and readiness” (Weiss & Molinar, 2006, p. 10) of the 

organization.  
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The literature on leadership development suggests that a multitude of strategies be 

employed to build future leaders. Groves (2007) suggested that to develop leaders 

organizations must:  

Develop the organization’s mentor network . . . fully engaging manager participation in 
leadership development activities including teaching courses and creating project-based 
learning experiences (e.g. stretch assignments and action –learning projects) . . . create 
organization-wide forums (e.g. leadership academy) for exposing high potentials to 
multiple stakeholders, including senior executives . . . [and] evaluate the effectiveness 
of leadership development practices . . . (p. 256).  

Leskiw and Singh (2007) concurred stating that “best practices in leadership 

development include developing and implementing an entire learning system [comprised] of 

formal training, as well as action-learning activities that provide the opportunity to apply and 

improve the application of new learning” (p. 453). This position is supported by Weiss and 

Molinaro (2006) who argued “the blended methodology suggest that development options from 

assessment, coaching, learning and experience are selected and organized in a way so that they 

are aligned seamlessly adding value to one another” (p. 10).  

Pepe (2007) also supported components of Groves’ approach suggesting that successful 

leadership development programs “capitalize on the connection between leaders and learners. 

Require participants from each successively higher level of leader development activity to 

share their experiences, knowledge, success and failures with their more junior colleagues” (p. 

53). Leonard and Lang (2010) also supported components of Grove’s wholistic approach to 

leadership development by affirming “learning through doing [and acknowledging that it] has 

now become a familiar mantra in the training and development community” (p. 26). Drucker 

(1999) also suggested that “action learning is particularly effective . . . in “knowledge work” 

environments” (p. 229).  Conversely, Harris and Craig (2011) had different suggestions for 
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developing analytical leaders. They argued “analytical leaders [are] often analytical 

professionals who have been promoted into senior management [and these individuals 

typically] combine strong business acumen with informed appreciation of analytical 

techniques” (p. 26). Harris and Craig (2011) also suggested that to successfully develop such 

leaders organizations needs to  

[provide] analysts with information about the business  . . . [set] clear roles and 
expectations [because] . . . analysts thrive in structured work environments . . . 
[recognize that] analysts place a premium on interesting, challenging work . . . [ensure] 
analysts’ technical skills [are] kept up to date  . . . [and creating] a culture of trust and 
respect . . . because analysts often feel isolated within the business. (p. 29).  

Despite the fact that leadership development programs can vary by organization and 

organizational needs, as well as the target audience, there is consensus amongst the literature 

that a blended approach to developing future leaders is the best approach.  
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CHAPTER THREE: INQUIRY APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY 

In support of this research inquiry which aimed to answer the question: “What 

succession planning strategies can accounting professional services firms adopt to attract 

Chartered Accountants to partnership?” this section serves to articulate the approach, targeted 

participants and study conduct. Data analysis and ethical issues are also discussed.  

Inquiry Approach 

This thesis inquiry sought to inform the current body of knowledge on: what succession 

planning strategies accounting firms may adopt to attract Chartered Accountants to 

partnership? Action research was conducted at Collins Barrow to inform this inquiry. “The 

primary purpose of action research [was] to provide the means for people to engage in 

systematic inquiry and investigation to ‘design’ an appropriate way of accomplishing a desired 

goal and to evaluate its effectiveness” (Stringer, 2007, p. 6).  “Action research at the 

organizational level [meant] that the project [encompassed] the organization as an entity in a 

competitive economic and social environment” (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, p. 87).  

Public accounting is a profession with a long history and in many cases, well defined 

internal operating systems. Typically, there is “commonality in the general backgrounds and 

training of accounting firm employees” (Chow et al., 2002, p. 358) and “much knowledge 

sharing in CPA [Certified Public Accountant] firms occurs via personal interactions, which can 

be formal or informal. Formal interactions can take place within teams or across people 

working on different teams or divisions” (Vera-Munoz et al., 2006, p. 140).  Hicks et al. (2007) 

further elaborated “the most often-mentioned learning strategies [in public accounting firms] 

are informal activities that assist firm members in learning from experience and from others” 
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(p. 74).  Thus because the public accounting firm environment is, by design, a learning 

environment where people learn from the expertise of others, organizational action research 

was philosophically aligned with the environment. In the context of Collins Barrow,  

stakeholders [participated] in a process of rigorous inquiry, [acquired] information 
(collecting data) and [reflected] on that information (analyzing) to transform their 
understanding about the nature of the problem under investigation (theorizing). This 
new set of understanding [was] then applied to plans for resolution of the problem 
(action), which, in turn [provided] the context for testing hypotheses derived from 
group theorizing (evaluation). (Stringer, 2007, p. 11) 

Given the quantitative nature of the accounting profession both quantitative and 

qualitative research methods were included in this study because they “[matched my] way of 

viewing the world” as an inside researcher at Collins Barrow. I also believed this approach 

would resonate with research participants and key stakeholders given the significant role that 

quantitative measurement plays in day to day accounting firm operations.  However, it is 

important to note that “ a quantitative survey . . . [was] supplemental to the dominant mode of 

data gathering” (Glesne, 2011, p. 14), which included interviews, and they were qualitative in 

nature.  

This study was designed using the Royal Roads University (RRU) (2011) 

organizational action research cycle whereby the research topic was co-created with the 

organizational sponsor, Collins Barrow. Formal data gathering occurred in fall 2012 and was 

later analyzed.  Draft findings were then shared with firm’s managing partner and later with the 

leadership team to facilitate theory generation and to transition the results and methodology to 

to foster future action research cycles at Collins Barrow.  
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Participants 

Chartered Accountants are accredited professionals as defined by Industry Canada and 

typically partners in accounting firms possess an accounting designation. According to the 

Regulated Accounting Profession Act (2010),  

a member of an accounting organization . . . or a partnership that conducts (a) an audit 
engagement, (b) a review engagement, or, (c) a public accounting practice using the 
title ‘Chartered Accountant’ [such as Collins Barrow] . . . must register the accounting 
organization as a public accounting firm in addition to any other registration held under 
this act. (pp. 40-41).   

Hence, action research conducted at the firm targeted a homogeneous and purposefully 

sampled group that included only designated Chartered Accountants, as “this group . . . [was] 

affected by or [had] an effect on the problem or issue of interest” (Stringer, 2007, p. 43). 

At the time of the data collection, Collins Barrow employed approximately 43 

Chartered Accountants who worked in a single office and who maintained the following titles: 

Chartered Accountant, Manager, Senior Manager and Partner. The number of Chartered 

Accountants on staff at any given time fluctuated as employees fulfilled designation 

requirements throughout the year and because Chartered Accountants left the firm’s employ. 

All Chartered Accountant employees of Collins Barrow were invited to participate in a 

survey.  However, a stratified, random sampling process was applied in the selection of 

interview candidates based upon level within the organizational structure. For example, only 

the first four individuals who expressed interest, by job title, including Chartered Accountant, 

Manager and Senior Manager, were invited to participate in in-depth interviews. Interviews 

were employed to inform perspectives of those, below partner, because  
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the logic and power of purposeful sampling . . . [led] to selecting information-rich cases 
for study in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which [I learned] a great deal 
about issues of central importance to the purpose of the research. (Patton, 2002, p. 46) 

As a member of the firm’s leadership team and a researcher, I played a dual role during 

the study. Although none of the research participants reported to me, nor would they in future, 

I “[took] a neutral position with regard to [my] status [and] activities . . . [I couldn’t] afford to 

be associated too closely with any one of the stakeholding groups in the setting” (Stringer, 

2007, p. 49). Because I was not excused from my duties as a leadership team member during 

this research project, and because of my close involvement with the partnership selection 

process, my sponsor approved the engagement of two impartial third party research assistants 

to receive expressions of interest to participate in, conduct and transcribe interviews so that the 

identity of any and all research participants remained completely anonymous. A copy of the 

inquiry team member letter of agreement can be found in appendix A.  

Inquiry Methods  

Data collection tools 

In public accounting firms, time is money and reporting relationships are fluid. 

“Typically, trainees and managers [have] to account for every six minutes of the day” 

(Anderson-Gough et al., 2001, p. 113).  “Adding to the complexity . . . is the hierarchical 

nature of the profession in which superiors evaluate the work of subordinates and wield 

considerable influence and power over subordinates’ future prospects” (Jenkins et al., 2008, p. 

53). Therefore data collection methods were selected to fit the organizational environment. In 

addition, methods were chosen to inform “the unseen as well as the documented thus linking 

organizational, historical, political, ethical, evidential and personal factors with the 
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development of both theoretical and practical conclusions” (Buchanan & Bryman, 2007, p. 

497). Ultimately, two data collection methods were selected to respect time constraints and 

individual privacy and confidentiality. These included a survey and interviews. After all 

Qualitative data are collected using observation and a mixture of informal and formal 
interviews, while quantitative data on individuals’ perceptions of organizational 
ideology [were] measured with surveys. Convergence of data derived from these two 
sources [provided] greater depth of understanding than either methodology alone. 
(Jenkins et al., 2008, p. 56). 

Online survey 

Forty-two participants were invited to participate in an online survey because “the main 

benefits . . . [included]: reduction of costs and time, ease in reaching large numbers of potential 

respondents, and the possibility of providing anonymity to participants” (Van Selm & 

Jankowski, 2006, p. 452). In addition, surveys were selected because they were used sparingly 

within the firm, typically on an annual basis, and participation rates were usually upwards of 

seventy percent (Collins Barrow, 2012). Survey data was also intended to inform the 

development of formal interview questions. Survey invitations addressed informed consent and 

the questions contained a collection of ten open and closed questions. The survey also asked 

several demographic questions to facilitate a description of the respondent pool and to allow 

for sub-group analysis of response patterns. A copy of the survey invitation and questions can 

be found in the Appendices D and F.  The survey concluded with an invitation for survey 

respondents to express interest in participating in a face-to-face interview, lasting not more 

than one hour. Interested subjects were asked to email Jennifer Stefura, a research assistant, 

directly of their interest. This process ensured the anonymity of prospective interviewees. The 
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first four respondents at each level, including Chartered Accountant, Manager and Senior 

Manager were accepted as interviewees.  

Interviews 

Interviews were selected as the second data gathering method because “for depth of 

understanding, you . . . spend extended periods with fewer respondents” (Glesne, 2011, p. 46). 

In addition,  

auditors in CPA firms [were] more willing to share knowledge through informal 
interpersonal interactions, such as face-to-face discussions that provide opportunities 
for feedback and training, than via formal mechanisms. (Vera-Munoz et al., 2006, pp. 
145-146) 

Before formal inquiry interviews were conducted, they were thoroughly piloted. I used 

“the pilot study to test the language and substance of [my] questions, and the overall length of 

the interview” (Glesne, 2011, p. 56). I also used the pilot to train my third party interviewers, 

Jennifer Stefura and Joel Matthews. In total three pilot interviews were conducted with two 

current partners and one retired partner. There were no ethical conflicts in engaging them in 

this process. The first pilot interview, I conducted to model the interview process for the 

research assistants. The second and third pilot interviews were conducted by each of the 

research assistants using the interview template. Once all three pilot interviews had been 

conducted, the data gathered was used to refine the interview questions. Minor edits to existing 

questions were made and two additional questions were added to the final interview question 

roster. A copy of the interview questions can be found in appendix I.  

Study conduct 

In advance of conducting the research, a comprehensive pilot of the process was 

conducted. The intention of the pilot was  
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not to get data per se but to learn about [my] research process, interview questions, 
observation techniques and [myself] . . . pilot participants [needed] to know that they 
[were] part of a pilot and that, as such, their role [was] to answer the questions [I 
asked], but with the intent to improve them.” (Glesne, 2011, p. 56)   

I invited two current partners and one recently retired partner to participate in the pilot.  

Of the current partners, one had been with the firm for approximately five years and had been a 

direct admit partner, recruited from outside the firm. The second current partner had only been 

a partner for two years. The recently retired partner had been a partner at Collins Barrow for 

approximately twenty years. Of the pilot participants, two were female and one was male.  

Their input was used to refine all of the study tools and processes. 

Implementation of online survey 

Once the pilot was completed and the research methods and processes were refined, all 

Chartered Accountants employed by Collins Barrow were invited to participate in an 

anonymous survey via electronic invitation. Invitations were distributed to all prospective 

recipients via Gmail using the online survey instrument, SurveyMonkey. Because 

SurveyMonkey is constructed on an American platform, all survey recipients were informed 

that the information gathered via this tool could be subject to access via the Patriot Act. Also 

embedded in both the email invitation and the electronic survey was “written information about 

the aims, purposes, and processes of the study and [a method of gaining] written 

acknowledgement of participants’ willingness to participate” (Stringer, 2007, p. 55). Given 

their busy work schedules prospective research participants received two electronic survey 

invitation reminders. The first was sent on November 7, 2012 and the second was sent on 

November 12, 2012.  A copy of the email invitation including the informed consent, the 
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follow-up survey invitation reminders and survey questions can be found in Appendices D, E  

and F.  

Following the survey response deadline, which was November 15, 2012, survey results 

were generated by both electronic statistical means and manual theming. Quantitative 

responses to closed questions involved the generation of the percent of respondents choosing 

each response option and analysis of sub-group comparisons based upon the demographic 

questions asked. Qualitative data analysis was conducted manually, by coding and theming 

responses to open ended questions. Survey findings were then used to inform and further refine 

interview questions.   

Conduct of interviews 

Interview candidates were selected based on the first four survey participants to 

respond via email, by level, to Jennifer Stefura, research assistant. To ensure there were 

sufficient interview candidates for this study, prospective interview prospects names, as 

determined by their voluntary expression of interest, were listed by time of response. Thus, the 

next person on the list would have replaced any interview participant(s), who during the 

interview process, was unable to participate or who elected to withdraw from the study. A 

formal electronic invitation to participate in an interview was sent to each prospective 

interview participant by Jennifer Stefura so that participant identities remained anonymous. 

Interviews were scheduled in accordance with research assistant and research participants’ 

availability and they occurred during work hours.  To ensure individual privacy, interviews 

were conducted in a private meeting room. The firm has numerous rooms to select from and 

none of these rooms was visible from my office. The content of interviews was recorded and 
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the impartial, third party interviewer also took notes. Post interview, the impartial third party 

interviewer also wrote down their personal observations and reflections of what transpired 

during the interview. A copy of the formal interview invitation, the informed consent document 

and the final interview questions and procedures can be found in appendices G, H and I. 

In an effort to validate the trustworthiness of the data generated through the interviews, 

recordings were transcribed by an impartial third party research assistant who worked as a 

professional transcriptionist.  The transcriptionist then provided research assistants with copies 

of the transcriptions which they reviewed before forwarding on to the research participant for 

review and edits. This served to “rigorously [establish] the veracity, truthfulness, or validity of 

the information and analyses that emerged from the process” (Stringer, 2007, p. 57).  A copy of 

the data checking email communication to participants can be found in appendix J.  In addition, 

the third party research assistant ensured that no identities could be determined from the 

transcriptions or the interview notes. Also, I, as the lead researcher did not listen to any tape 

recordings of the interviews as this could have caused a breach of anonymity.  

Due to the seasonal nature of public accounting, all data gathering activities were 

completed by December 14, 2012 and all data collected was safeguarded using encrypted files 

and computers, which were kept in locked offices inside locked filing cabinets, accessible only 

to me and to the research assistants where they worked.   

Data analysis 

“The art of data transformation is in combining the more mundane organizational tasks 

with insight and thoughtful interpretations” (Glesne, 2011, p. 198). In this research study, both 

quantitative and qualitative data was analyzed. The quantitative data was analyzed statistically 
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using the percent of respondents who selected each response option. However, the themes that 

emerged were reviewed alongside the qualitative data. Due to the largely qualitative nature of 

this organizational research project, the data gathered from open-ended survey questions and 

interviews was “[coded] to discern themes, patterns, processes, and to make comparisons and 

build theoretical explanations” (Glesne, 2011, p. 194).  This coding was done on a line-by-line 

basis for both open-ended survey responses as well as interview transcriptions. Given that 

“when working with audio data, most experienced researchers listen to the audiotape while 

reading the transcriptions to ensure accuracy during interpretation” (DiCicco-Bloom & 

Crabtree, 2006, p. 318), this approach was employed by the third party research assistant. Once 

the raw data had been stripped of all personal identifiers, I began the comprehensive data 

analysis phase. During the data analysis phase, “it [was] a time when [I thought] with [my] 

data, [reflected] upon what [I learned], [made] new connections and [gained] new insights, and 

[imagined] how the final write-up [would] appear” (Glesne, 2011, pp. 197-198). The data 

analysis also led to research findings that I shared with my sponsor and later the firm’s 

leadership team to foster future action research cycles at Collins Barrow. 

All data, stripped of any personally identifying information, was slated for retention for 

sixteen months so that “an audit trail [may enable] an observer to view the data collected, 

instruments, field notes, tapes, journals, or other artifacts related to the study” (Stringer, 2007, 

p. 59).  

Ethical Issues 

“In planning a study . . . researchers usually need to take specific steps to ensure that 

participants come to no harm as a result of their participation in the research project” (Stringer, 
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2007, p. 55).  As such, this organizational action research conformed with the Canadian 

Institutes of Health Research, Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada, 

and Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada (Tri-Council] (2010) and 

Royal Roads University (RRU) (2007) Research Ethics Policy. Further, “the Research Ethics 

Board (REB) [at RRU] “[ensured] that such activity [conformed] with the . . . principles as set 

out in the Tri-Council Policy Statement” which focus on: (1) “Respect for Persons, (2) Concern 

for Welfare and, (3) Justice” (RRU, 2007).   

Respect for persons 

The Tri-Council (2010) states, “the welfare and integrity of the [research] participant 

must take priority over all else in human research” (module 1). As a result, research 

participants received, prior to participating, information about the research study, including the 

aim, processes, how results would be derived, how results would be handled, and the 

safeguarding of data. Research participants autonomy was also respected as participants were 

empowered to provide or withdraw consent to participate at any time.  Data collection methods 

were also selected to provide maximum freedom and privacy as to when and where 

participants provided information. Lastly, data-checking methods were employed to ensure 

accuracy of data gathered.  

Concern for welfare 

This research study was designed “to ensure that participants [would] not be exposed to 

unnecessary risks (Tri-Council, 2010, module 1). It was recognized that  “during interviewing, 

the interviewee may share information that could jeopardise his or her position in a system. [As 

a result] this information [remained] anonymous and [was protected] from those whose 
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interests conflict with those of the interviewee” (DiCicco-Bloom & Crabtree, 2006, p. 318). 

Further, because “teams [in public accounting firms] are fluid as employees transition through 

specific engagement teams, client portfolio teams, industry teams” (Jenkins et al., 2008, p. 56), 

a myriad of possible reporting relationships existed amongst Chartered Accountants which 

could negatively impact research participants. Thus, to protect research participants’ privacy 

and need for confidentiality, anonymous surveys and confidential face-to-face interviews were 

selected as appropriate data collection methods. In addition, for those not currently holding 

partner positions, a neutral third party was used to: receive expressions of interest in 

participating in interviews; conduct interviews; transcribing interview recordings; and, strip out 

identifying information to ensure a safe environment for those interviewees who aspired and 

those who did not aspire to partnership. As well, to demonstrate concern for the welfare of the 

research participant, it was made clear to the sponsor that the confidentiality of research 

participants would be maintained and that partners would not have any access, now or in the 

future, to the raw data gathered during the course of the inquiry. 

Justice 

Lastly, in an effort to ensure that “all people [were treated] fairly and equitably” (Tri-

Council, 2010, module 1), research participant criteria surrounding inclusion and exclusion 

was well defined and interview candidates were selected on a stratified random basis based 

upon job level, the timeliness of their survey response and interest. All prospective research 

participants had equal access to and familiarity with the technology used and all were provided 

with details about the research study.   
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

This “first [cycle] of an action research process [enabled me] to refine [my] focus of 

investigation and to understand the ways in which primary stakeholders experience and 

interpret emerging issues” (Stringer, 2007, p. 106) related to the overarching inquiry question: 

What succession planning strategies can accounting professional services firms adopt to attract 

Chartered Accountants to partnership? This section provides a summary of the responses rates, 

qualitative and quantitative data reporting notations, thematic analyses of the findings and 

study conclusions.   

Inquiry Findings 

Response rates 

Research participants included only designated Chartered Accountants at Collins 

Barrow. This included those whose job titles were: Chartered Accountant, Manager, Senior 

Manager and Partner.   

An online survey was the first data collection technique employed in this research 

project and both genders and all generational groups responded to the survey.  Both genders 

were equally represented on the survey with 11 respondents each. This resulted in a 51% total 

response rate. In addition, 52% of all women Chartered Accountants responded to the survey 

and 50% of male Chartered Accountants responded to the survey. With only a 2% differential, 

neither gender was over-represented. Also representatives from three generational groups 

participated in the survey. The majority of survey participants self report as Generation X and 

Generation Y.  A summary of the number of people from each demographic group is presented 

in Table 1.  
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Table 1 
Number of Survey Participants by Demographic Year of Birth 
 

Age Category 
Number 

of 
Respondents 

Percent of 
Respondents 

Percent of All 
CA’s in 

Organization 
66 years + 0 0 0 
48-66 (Baby Boomers)  
Born between 1946 - 
1964 

2 9 5 

32-47 (Generation X) 
Born between 1965 - 
1980 

10 45.5 23 

Under 31 (Generation Y) 
Born between 1981 - 
2000 

10 45.5 23 

Total number of survey 
respondents 

22 100 51 

 
Interviews were the second form of data collection employed. A total of eight 

interviews were conducted with Chartered Accountants below partner.  Participants included 

two Chartered Accountants, two Managers and four Senior Managers. Of the interview 

participants, four were male and four were female. Because of the fact that there are only a 

maximum number of 31 possible interview participants and that this number shrinks by level, 

the gender of interview participants by title had to be kept confidential to maintain the privacy 

of the research participants.  However, of those participating in interviews, 24% of the 

Chartered Accountants below partner were women and 29% were men. Women presently 

represent the majority of Chartered Accountants below partner, numbering 17 out of 31.  

Qualitative data reporting notation 

“Many truths live side by side . . . The goal [of this research was] not to weed out 

conflicting truths, but rather to reach new, deeper, and more complex understandings of 

multiple truths” (Glesne, 2011, p. 274). The qualitative data, collected during this research 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   55 
 

project from open-ended survey responses and interview commentary were used to form the 

primary basis for the findings contained in this chapter.  

All survey respondents were coded according to the order in which they responded in 

an ascending numeric order (S1, S2, S3). These codes were used to identify the source of 

participant commentary in the open-ended survey response analysis. The interviewee responses 

were also coded in an ascending order as follows: Chartered Accountants (ICA1, ICA2), 

Managers (IMGR1, IMGR2) and Senior Managers (ISM1, ISM2, ISM3 and ISM4). A 

comprehensive summary of all survey data including numeric and open-ended responses can 

be found in appendix K. 

Quantitative data reporting notation 

Quantitative data reporting was supplemental to qualitative reporting in this inquiry. 

Quantitative data collection was included given the numeric focus of the work environment 

and the duties performed by research study stakeholders. In this study, quantitative data 

reporting was limited to closed question survey responses and “this information [was] included 

in the processes of meaning making that are essential to action research, but it [did] not form 

the central core of the processes of investigation” (Stringer, 2007, p. 20).   

Quantitative data are presented in tables in support of the themes identified.  For survey 

questions that provided respondents with multiple response options, respondents were asked to 

force rank their choices with 1 being the most important, most attractive or most discouraging 

and 5 being the least important, least attractive or least discouraging of their top 5 selections. 

Responses ranked as 1 by survey respondents were weighted as 1 and responses ranked as 5 by 

survey respondents were weighted as 5. Rating averages were calculated by multiplying the 
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number of respondents by the weighted value assigned to a column, from 1 to 5, adding these 

together and then dividing this number by the total number of respondents. Appendix K 

contains a full reporting of all quantitative results in the order in which the questions were 

asked on the survey. 

Thematic analyses of findings 

There were five key themes that emerged from the results of the survey and the face-to 

face interviews. These included Partner Roles and Responsibilities, the Path to Partnership, 

Perceived Attractants, Perceived Barriers and Proposed Solutions. Each of these themes will be 

discussed in this section and are supported by the qualitative and quantitative data that led to 

their identification. 

Theme One: The roles and responsibilities of partners 

The first theme that emerged from the data collection process related to the roles and 

responsibilities of partners. Sub-themes included: uncertainty about what partners do and 

perceptions about what the partner role entails. This section explores these sub-themes in more 

depth.  

Uncertainty about partner roles and responsibilities 

Chartered Accountants at Collins Barrow are unclear as to the job description of 

partners. In fact, 87% of interview candidates stated they did not know what was expected of 

partners in their roles. For example, one interview participant stated, “for me  . . . I don’t know 

. . .  what a partner does” (ISM1). Another said, “they need to be more open about what they do 

as a partner” (IMGR1). This finding was reinforced by a survey respondent who wrote “I don’t 

think any one of us really knows what the partner role really entails” (S5). This was echoed by 
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another participant who asked “what are the requirements of me as an employee versus me as a 

partner” (ISM4)? Similarly, it was said that “a lot of people . . . don’t  . . . realize what they 

would be getting into” (ICA2).  In contrast an interview respondent suggested that “I can see 

and envision what [partners] do [because] I see what they do, but what do they really do behind 

the scenes” (ISM3)? Further the question was asked, “are the partners really on the same page 

with respect to what it really [looks] like to be a partner” (ISM3).  In contrast, two survey 

respondents suggested that there were other partner roles and responsibilities that weren’t listed 

on the survey option for question 4, however, they did not provide any written feedback to 

support their selection. Therefore, there appeared to be confusion surrounding the roles and 

responsibilities of partners.  

Perceptions of what the partner role involved 

Despite the lack of clarity around partner roles, respondents had unique perspectives as 

to what the partner role entailed. Based on both survey responses and interview transcripts, 

perceived partner roles and responsibilities corresponded to the following categories: oversight 

and administration; business development; recruitment, development and management of 

people; technical duties; client service and practice management. What follows is a detailed 

picture of perceived roles and responsibilities of partners.  

Oversight and administration. Oversight and administration was a sub-theme of partner 

roles and responsibilities.  “The partners are the ones [who] ultimately make the decisions, the 

direction the firm will take” (ISM1). They “[oversee] the operation of the entire firm – from 

hiring to firing, tone at the top” (ISM3). Partners also “[monitor] the profitability of the firm” 

and ensure that “it runs smoothly” (IMGR1). In addition, partners “[come] up with policies and 
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guidelines” (ICA2) and partners operate “at the macro-level” (ISM2).  These statements were 

reinforced by the fact that 100% of survey respondents ranked contribution to the successful 

operation of the firm and protection of the firm’s interest in their top 5 partner roles and 

responsibilities out of 12 possible options. Contribution to the development of policies, 

practices and procedures was also identified as ranking 10th out of 12.  Table 2 illustrates these 

findings.  

Table 2 
Perceived Partner Roles and Responsibilities: Oversight and Administration 
Survey Options for Question 4: 
Please rank partner roles and 
responsibilities based on what you 
believe to be the most important part 
of their role.  

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Responses 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Contributing to the successful 
operation of the firm 

4.18 3 22 100 

Protecting the interests of the firm 
and its people 

5.05 5 22 100 

Contribution to the development of 
appropriate polices, practices and 
procedures used by the firm. 

8.05 10 20 91 

 
Business development. Research participants also identified revenue generation as a key 

role of partners.  One interview participant stated, “every partner has to be a business 

developer, like the rainmaker bringing in money” (ISM3).  This was reinforced by another 

interviewee who offered, partners “attract new clients and bring in business to support the firm. 

That’s probably their biggest responsibility” (ICA2). “They not only provide work but they go 

and find more work” (ISM4). Partners “[have] to bring in new clients” (S1).  These 

perspectives were mirrored in the survey findings where generating business for the firm was 

ranked number 1 for most important role and responsibility of partners as depicted in table 3. 
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Table 3 
Perceived partner roles and responsibilities: Business Development 
Survey Options for Question 4:  
Please rank partner roles and 
responsibilities based on what you 
believe to be the most important part 
of their role.  

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Generating business for the firm 3.41 1 22 100 
 
People development and management. Research participants clearly viewed attraction, 

management and development of people as a critical role and responsibility of partners.  

Respondents suggested that partners were responsible for “recruiting and attracting talent to the 

firm” (ICA2).  Partners decide 

who they want to bring in, who’s [going to] have the technical expertise that they need. 
Who’s [going to] have the applied knowledge they need . . . who’s [going to] work well 
with clients . . . and who’s [going to] be good at recruiting new individuals . . . (ICA2) 

They deal with “staff management and “taking care of everyone . . .” (IMGR2). Partners “make 

sure staffing is there” (ISM4) and are “responsible for managing [their] staff” (ISM3).  In 

addition, partners were viewed as acting as mentors.  This was demonstrated in the statement “I 

think partners are always willing to figure out a way to help you [towards partnership] if they 

think that it would be something in your path” (IMGR1). All of these comments were 

supported by survey data whereby respondents ranked survey options pertaining to the 

recruitment, development and management of people as being 7th, 8th and 9th as can be seen in 

Table 4. 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   60 
 

Table 4 
Perceived Partner Roles and Responsibilities: People Management and Development 
Survey Options for Question 4:  
Please rank partner roles and 
responsibilities based on what you 
believe to be the most important part 
of their role.  

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Developing and training staff 6.77 7 22 100 
Mentoring staff 6.81 8 21 95 
Recruiting staff to the firm 7.64 9 22 100 

 
These remarks are contrasted by comments that suggested partners only manage more 

senior staff. For example “partners aren’t necessarily dealing directly with the junior staff” 

(ISM1).  Regardless, people management appeared to play a significant role in the day-to-day 

activities of partners.  

Technical expertise. Participants viewed partners as providing technical expertise to the 

firm. For example, ICA1 said partners provided “high level technical review of engagements 

before they [go] out the door”.  Respondents concurred recognizing partners ensured technical 

compliance with all regulatory requirements as evidenced by the ranking of 4 out of 12 

possible partner roles and responsibility options. This is evidenced by the results found in 

Table 5.  

Table 5 
Perceived Partner Roles and Responsibilities: Technical Skills 
Survey Options for Question 4:  
Please rank partner roles and 
responsibilities based on what you 
believe to be the most important part 
of their role.  

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Ensuring compliance with any and 
all accounting, audit and tax 
regulations 

4.23 4 22 100% 
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Conversely, there was disagreement in relation to the degree of technical oversight provided by 

partners. For example, one participant said partners were  

responsible for preparing more of the complicated engagements and getting help on, or 
getting other people to write the simple parts so . . . there’s more of that quality control 
because they have the experience and the skills to make sure that all those little 
miscellaneous [rules], no one ever thought of  . . . are complied with. (ICA1) 

 Alternatively, some partners “are comfortable with their managers. They know they’re doing a 

good job. They don’t [do] detail review and look at everything again. They [will] just sign off, 

and look at the big/major [risk areas]” (ISM3). To add to this confusion, one interview 

participant offered “a partner only spends . . . two or three hours a day on actual file work” 

(ICA2). Thus, although technical skills and review were deemed key to a partner’s role at 

Collins Barrow, it is clear that research participants believed performance of this activity 

varied from partner to partner and was not a consistent responsibility of all partners.  

Client service. To prosper, data suggested Collins Barrow partners represented the face 

of accounting services to clientele. “The partner is always in front of a client, that [is] pretty 

much their main goal . . . [being] face-to-face with the client giving them their input on their 

business” (IMGR1). Partners “[take] care of client’s needs, what they want, meeting deadlines . 

. . keeping clients happy” (IMGR2).  “Most times, partners are the ones that have a closer link 

to the client so they may know some key information . . . some planning that we want to do” 

(ISM1).  As a partner “you [would] have to have [discussions] with clients” (ISM2). In 

essence, aspects of the partner role include  “managing the client” (ISM4) and “being a [client] 

relationship [manager]” (ISM3). Therefore, there was consensus that partners were client 

facing and client serving as part of their day-to-day responsibilities. 
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Practice management. Practice management was identified as a key responsibility of 

partners. “Through [partner] actions, other people accomplish more, and focus on more 

important things, than they would if left to their own devices” (Maister, 1997, p. 208).  Partners 

were perceived as being responsible for “[developing] some sort of plan to make sure that the 

process for getting the work done is completed and that it makes sense” (ISM4). Partners focus 

on the “bigger picture” (IMGR2).  They “[make] sure the manager knows what they need to be 

doing” (IMGR2). Partners also “manage the client base  . . . so that [the firm] can 

accommodate more people or more clientele [to earn] more profit” (ICA2).  They also decide 

“which clients [the firm keeps] . . . [and] which clients we prioritize above other clients, if we 

have issues with timing . . . which one needs to get done first” (ISM4).  These perceptions were 

mirrored in survey findings whereby practice management as a partner responsibility was 

ranked number 2 out of 12. Billings administration was also noted as a partner responsibility 

but it was ranked 11 out of 12 (see Table 6).  

Table 6 
Perceived Partner Roles and Responsibilities: Practice Management 
Survey Options for Question 4: 
Please rank partner roles and 
responsibilities based on what you 
believe to be the most important part 
of their role. 

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Practice management 4.14 2 22 100 
Approving all practice specific 
billings 

9.64 11 22 100 

 
Theme Two: Path to partnership 

The second theme that emerged targeted the election to partner process and partnership 

election criteria. In this category, two sub-themes appeared.  First, there was consensus 
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amongst interview subjects that there was a lack of clarity surrounding how people are elected 

to partnership. Secondly, there were a myriad of perspectives as to what constituted partner 

election criteria. In this section both sub-themes are explored.    

Mystery surrounds the election process 

Interview transcript data signalled that the process through which individuals are 

elected to partnership was unclear. ISM1 reported partnership election criteria “[is] a mystery 

to me.”  Another respondent stated, “there is definitely no checklist where you check off boxes, 

where [you] did this, you did this and you score a nine out of 10, you make it” (ISM2). ISM2 

also believed the process was ”very subjective and it can vary from person to person” whereas 

IMGR1 offered “it would depend upon what team [a partner prospect] is on.” Clearly, research 

participants agreed that the election process was vague.   

Interviewees also disagreed about the process governing the partner election process.  

“Does it have to be unanimous to invite [a] person into the partnership? Does it only need half 

the partners? . . . I don’t know how that part of it works” (ISM1). This was contrasted by S4 

who said “one tough aspect of the current system is that it is a unanimous decision to promote 

new partners.” This belief was echoed by IMGR1 who suggested “it [is] always unanimous 

type decisions at the partnership level.” Therefore, different interviewees had different 

perceptions about the partnership election process. ISM4 succinctly summarized many 

comments on this topic articulating that “not understanding the path to progression . . .  makes 

it difficult to have people stick around”. Thus the path to partnership is ambiguous. In contrast, 

however, there were no quantitative data to support this finding as no survey data specifically 

targeted this question.  
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Perceived election criteria  

The data indicated that there were many perspectives as to what constituted partnership 

election criteria. These included technical skill, self-direction, business development ability, 

interpersonal skills, and, commitment. The following section provides details on each of these 

perceived partnership election criteria.  

Technical skills. The data revealed technical skill was a critical partnership election 

criterion. “You [have got to] know what you’re doing. You can’t be a partner if you’re not 

smart enough” (IGMR2). This was reiterated by ISM1 who said “technically, you have to be 

good. You can’t be a bad CA.” ICA2 concurred offering that to be a partner you must be 

“technically competent. However, they qualified their comments by saying “you don’t have to 

be at the top of your class. You don’t have to be the gold medalist . . . to be a partner, [but you 

] “do have to be fairly sound … in your technical area . . . [your] technical knowledge.”  This 

was illustrated by the survey data whereby demonstration of technical skill was ranked 4th out 

of 10 possible partnership election criterion. This is evidenced in Table 7.  

Table 7 
Perceived Partner Election Criteria: Technical Skill 
In your opinion, what currently 
constitutes new partner selection 
criteria? Please rank you top 5 
criteria with 1 being most important 
and 5 being least important.   

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Demonstration of technical skill 3.05 4 20 91 
 

Yet the degree of technical knowledge required seemed to vary by respondent.  For example 

IGMR1 stated “you have to know what the basics are of tax and accounting and be able to pick 

out the issues that are arising in different types of files” whereas S21 suggested “as a partner 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   65 
 

you have to know all aspects of all types of accounting and all industries.” Regardless of the 

differing opinions as to the extent of knowledge required to be elected to partner, technical 

skill was identified as a key partnership election criterion.  

Importance of self-direction. There was also consensus, predominantly amongst 

interviewees, about the importance of self-advocacy in the election to partnership process. This 

was supported by commentary that indicated “nothing [is] really talked about until someone 

has said, I want to be a partner” [and] “if someone is a strong advocate early on in their career 

that they [want to] be a partner, that certainly  . . . helps” (ISM1). Partnership prospects need to 

“say . . . I think I can take over” (ISM3).  S5 offered experiential comments in support of these 

assertions stating “I have been told that if I want to be a partner I just need to let them know 

and I could be put on the partner track.” This was reinforced by IMGR1 who stated “ I knew 

from the beginning [I wanted] to be partner and so [I have] worked with [the partners] 

throughout the whole process on how I can get to [partnership].” Ultimately, “the ability to sell 

yourself in the firm . . . [is] one of the defining characteristics of who they might bump up to 

partner eventually” (ICA1). Clearly, those interested in becoming partners must “[show] an 

eagerness for partnership” (ISM4). Prospective partners “ have to want [partnership]” (ICA1). 

In summary, being elected to partner involved “90% the person” (ISM1).  

Business development abilities. Revenue generation was a partnership election 

criterion.  This involved identifying and securing new clients and recognizing new business 

generation opportunities with existing clients. Business development was also described as 

“being able to solicit work” (ISM1). Research participants believed “the ability to network and 

bring in new clients” (ICA1) was critical for election to the partnership. “I think they want 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   66 
 

partners  . . .  that can bring in business” (ISM3). “I think they look for people who are  . . . 

[going to] be able [to] attract new work” (ICA2).  Although revenue generation track record 

did not rate overly high on survey results for new partner selection criteria, research 

participants viewed adjacent business development skill sets and networks as supportive of 

business development objectives.  For example, the ability to foster and maintain client respect 

and loyalty and the size of personal networks ranked 1 and 3 out of 10 possible options and 

revenue generation track record is also highlighted (see table 8).  

Table 8 
Perceived Partner Election Criteria: Business Development 
In your opinion, what currently 
constitutes new partner selection 
criteria? Please rank you top 5 
criteria with 1 being most important 
and 5 being least important.   

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Ability to foster and maintain client 
respect and loyalty.  

1.76 1 21 95 

Size of personal network 3.00 3 3 14 
Community connections 3.33 6 3 14 
Revenue generation track record 3.63 7 8 36 

 
In summary, business development was identified as a key partnership election criterion by 

research study participants.  

Interpersonal skills. The way in which prospective partnership candidates interact with 

others was deemed a key partnership election criterion. The possession of soft skills was 

important.  For instance, “having a good rapport with the current partners” (ICA1) was 

essential. “You have to get along with the current partners that are there” (IMGR1). “You have 

to be liked by other partners . . . not that it [is] a popularity contest or anything like that but . . 

.if they don’t get along with you, you [are] not [going to] ever become a partner” (IMGR2). An 
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alternative description was provided by ICA2 who said “you need to fit [the] mold . . . I think 

our partners are, very social . . .they’re very personable.” S21 reinforces that the “personality / 

demeanor other partners would like to have sitting around the boardroom table next to them 

sharing in the decision making [is] important.” ISM4 futher acknowledge that one of the 

partnership election questions includes,  “is this person [going to] fit in with the culture?” All 

of these statements were reinforced by 68% of survey respondents who cited rapport with 

partners as being a key partnership election criteria (see table 9).   

Table 9 
Perceived Partnership Election Criteria: Interpersonal Skills – Partner Rapport 
In your opinion, what currently 
constitutes new partner selection 
criteria? Please rank you top 5 
criteria with 1 being most important 
and 5 being least important.   

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Rapport with partners  3.13 5 15 68 
 

In addition, people needed to be liked by others to be admitted to the partnership.  “I don’t see 

that they ever made a person a partner if they do [not] have those soft skills and those outgoing 

personalities . . . a selection [criterion] is the soft skills and the ability to talk to people” 

(ISM3). Others described the selection criteria as “personable” (IMGR2) and “how well liked 

they are both up and down” (ISM4). Others said prospective partners needed to “be fairly 

approachable . . . it’s not the big scary boss at the top” (ISM1). “If you don’t get along with a 

certain segment of the staff . . . it’s pretty hard for them to vote to bring you into [the] 

partnership if you have [not] made an effort to get to know everyone” (ISM4). Although not 

the most highly ranked new partner selection criterion in the survey data, rapport with staff was 

ranked as 9 out of 10 on the partner election criterion as evidenced in Table 10.  
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Table 10 
Perceived Partnership Election Criteria: Interpersonal Skills - Rapport with Staff 
In your opinion, what currently 
constitutes new partner selection 
criteria? Please rank you top 5 
criteria with 1 being most important 
and 5 being least important.   

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Rapport with staff 4.00 9 10 45 
 
Commitment. Another partnership election criterion was commitment. It was defined as 

a desire or willingness to commit to the firm, acceptance of responsibility and a demonstrated 

work ethic in the delivery of the firm’s service offerings to clients. One respondent suggested 

that prospective partners needed to be “willing to commit . . . willing to step into the role” 

(ISM4). Another suggested 

You have to be able to work [with] the existing partners and [you] have to look at who 
else behind you can potentially be a partner one day and decide if you would want to 
work with these people for the next 30 years. I think to want to be a partner you have to 
look at it for the long term. (S5)  

Further, “what is needed “is willingness to commit to the partnership [and] to the common 

values held by the existing partners” (S8).  These remarks were supported by survey responses 

that highlighted commitment to the firm as the number 2 ranked partnership election criterion 

as illustrated in table 11.  

Table 11 
Perceived Partnership Election Criteria: Commitment 
In your opinion, what currently 
constitutes new partner selection 
criteria? Please rank you top 5 
criteria with 1 being most important 
and 5 being least important.   

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of 
Total 

Respondents 

Commitment to the firm 2.82 2 17 77 
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In the data commitment was also described as “working hard” (ISM3). “I think it [is] 

probably important that you [have] put in a [lot] of overtime to show that, you know, this is a 

priority for [you] in your life” (ICA2). “It [is] kind of funny because until you’re ready to 

really commit, you don’t really know what it entails to be a partner” (ISM3). “Potential 

candidates need to want to be a partner and have a fire in their belly to be committed in the 

role” (S17). Hence, commitment is a partnership election criterion identified by research 

participants in this study.  

Theme Three: Attractants to partnership 

The third theme identified addressed what attracts people to partnership. The sub-

themes identified in this category included: control over own practice, control of own time, 

compensation, client relationships, and, resources. A detailed explanation of each of these 

themes is provided in this section.  

Control over own practice 

Autonomy pertaining to work was an attractive feature of partnership amongst survey 

and interview respondents. As a partner, “ I think you get more selection over the type of 

clients and engagements you can work on” (ICA1). “Partnership offers a lot of control in being 

able to dictate how you want to run a business, how you want to operate” (ICA2). ISM2 further 

elaborated saying  

The ability to develop your own practice the way you want . . . if you [want] to 
concentrate on the technical side, you can do that. You can become a leader . . . if you 
want to be more of a marketer . . . you can . . . if you want to strive to be managing 
partner, you can. If you want to have a three million dollar practice and work from 
Monday to Sunday till midnight every day,  . . . or if you want to have a small 
practice . . . with a smaller pay . . . you can work your nine to five.  
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These remarks were reinforced by survey data that highlighted features of partnership 

that allow for personal control and which ranked as number 1, 5, 6 and 7 respectively out of 19 

possible options. These findings are illustrated in Table 12.  

Lastly, ISM4 identified the joy of professional autonomy when they stated “it [is] fun to 

direct you own group and it [is] fun to make decisions and it [is] fun to meet with the clients 

and go out.” Clearly a sense of control over what an individual does every day is something 

that inspired people to seek advancement to partnership.   

 

Table 12 
Attractants to Partnership: Autonomy 
Please select and rank 5 items from 
the list below to indicate what you 
find attractive about becoming a 
partner, with 1 being most attractive 
and 5 being least attractive.    

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Ability to align my practice with my 
interests.  

2.14 1 14 64 

Challenge associated with managing 
own practice  

2.67 5 9 41 

Opportunity to realize personal 
potential 

3.00 6 9 41 

Autonomy 3.40 7 5 23 
 
Control over own time 

Working in professional services often involves working long hours during specific 

busy seasons and/or when client work is deadline oriented. Research participants identified 

control over how personal time is allocated as an attractive feature of partnership. For example, 

IMGR2 found it appealing “to pick months where [you are] not [going to] be as busy and  . . . 

able to schedule your life a little better.”  ICA2 suggested partnership was enticing because of  
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the flexibility in terms of when you take on certain work and, when you want to take 
holidays . . . There’s nobody above telling you  . . . you can [not] take this time off, you 
can [not] take that time off. You dictate your own schedule.  

These comments were supported by survey results that demonstrate the ability to 

manage own time was deemed the third most attractive feature of partnership out of 19 

possible options, as illustrated in Table 13. 

Thus, Chartered Accountants participating in this study classified control of individual 

time as an enticing aspect of partnership.  

 

Table 13 
Attractants to Partnership: Control over own time 
Please select and rank 5 items from 
the list below to indicate what you 
find attractive about becoming a 
partner, with 1 being most attractive 
and 5 being least attractive.    

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Ability to manage own time  2.50 3 10 45 
 
Compensation 

Research participants identified earning potential as a major inducement when defining 

what was attractive about partnership. “Money is a motivator” (ISM4). This is supported by 

survey results whereby income earning potential was ranked as the second most attractive 

reason for becoming a partner (see Table 14).  

Table 14 
Attractants to Partnership: Compensation 
Please select and rank 5 items from 
the list below to indicate what you 
find attractive about becoming a 
partner, with 1 being most attractive 
and 5 being least attractive.    

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Income earning potential  2.45 2 22 100 
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“I think there is a perception that [partners are] making loads and loads and loads of money” 

(ISM1). Similarly, partners were perceived as “[living] a comfortable lifestyle . . . earning what 

a partner does” (ICA2).  In fact, IMGR2 suggested “financial reward has a lot to do with [the 

attractiveness of partnership]. I know a lot of people stay in the hopes of that financial reward 

in future.” This was confirmed by ISM3 who said “if I can make two to three times more 

money for the same amount of hours, that’s attractive to me” (ISM3).  Yet, details about what 

partners actually earn may not be known. ICA2 said “I don’t think a lot of people in the firm 

know necessarily how much the average partners makes [or] how the revenue sharing works.” 

Regardless of whether or not people had detailed information about partner income, there was 

consensus that compensation was an attractant to partnership.  

Client relationships 

Qualitative evidence demonstrated that some Chartered Accountants pursue partnership 

because of the opportunity to interact with and solve client issues. For instance, S19 said “the 

number one reason [for pursuing partnership] is the opportunity to work with clients in 

fulfilling their needs in the areas of service that we provide.” This was echoed by IMGR2 who 

declared “ . . . helping [clients] figure out what to do . . .with their business and coming up with 

ideas . . . it [is] interesting.” IMGR1 also found that “being in charge of clients and helping 

them grow their business and helping them get to where they want to be with their business” is 

what is attractive about partnership. Feedback from project participants suggested that 

opportunity for  “client interaction and responsibility” (ISM1) is a big part of what made 

partnership appealing.  
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Resources 

Respondents also recognized that becoming a partner in an established practice was 

appealing because business resources already exist. ISM1 observed “it [is] an established 

partnership . . . You’re not starting from scratch in terms of setting policies and all that kind of 

stuff.” The “systems [are] in place already. We [have] got an established group of employees 

and [an] established presence for hiring new employees . . . We [have also] got clients that 

have been with us for a long time” (ISM4).  “You [have also] got other partners to [bounce] 

ideas off of . . . [and] each partner brings certain expertise to the table” (ISM3). These 

sentiments were reflected in select survey response options pertaining to the established 

reputation of the firm and membership in a partnership of like-minded entrepreneurs that were 

ranked as 4 and 8 respectively out of 19 possible partnership attractant options. This data is 

summarized below in Table 15.  

Table 15 
Attractants to Partnership: Resources 
Please select and rank 5 items from 
the list below to indicate what you 
find attractive about becoming a 
partner, with 1 being most attractive 
and 5 being least attractive.    

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Reputation of the firm 2.50 4 2 9 
Membership in a partnership of 
other like-minded entrepreneurs.  

2.67 8 5 27 

 
As a result of the existing infrastructure, people, partners, policies and marketplace reputation, 

partnership was attractive because “you’re not completely alone” (IMGR2).  
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Theme Four: Barriers to partnership 

The fourth theme that emerged focused on barriers to pursuit and election to 

partnership. This theme is comprised of eight sub-themes including: perception of personal 

sacrifice, long term role commitment; lack of opportunity; insufficient skills; risk; lack of self 

awareness; lack of self advocacy and partnership dynamics. Each of these sub-themes is 

explored in detail.  

Perception of required personal sacrifice of time 

Partners were perceived as contributing a lot of time to the firm and this was equated 

with personal sacrifice. ISM4 said “the time commitment frightens me . . .when I see some of 

the partners and how [many] hours they work right now.” S18 asserted that “comparing 

partners to CFO clients, partners put in far more hours.” This view was further supported by 

observations that  

some partners do work . . . 12 hour days, every day and I think that turns people off 
when you can go into industry . . . you have to work overtime there but  . . . the pressure 
is not necessarily on you to be that last person to have to sign off and know everything. 
(ISM2)  

These statements were corroborated by survey data depicted in Table 16 which 

illustrated time commitment as being the number 2 deterrent that dissuades Chartered 

Accountants from pursuing partnership.  

Table 16 
Barriers to Partnership: Perception of Required Personal Sacrifice 
Please rank your top 5 reasons that 
discourage you from pursuing 
partnership, with 1 being what most 
discourages you and 5 being what 
least discourages you.     

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Potential time commitment to the 1.88 2 17 85 
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firm related to fulfilling client 
responsibilities 

 
It was clear that “what prevents me [from pursuing partnership] is being afraid that if I 

get into this partnership, I’m [going to] lose touch with everything that is important to me 

outside of work” (ISM3). There was also a “perception that women need to give up too much 

life balance to be a partner” (S17). “During busy season you work a ton of overtime and you’re 

always here and you always have to be available” (IMGR1). Conversely, “there [are] a lot of 

people that just would rather go to a nine-to-five, Monday to Friday job and not have busy 

season ever” (IMGR2). Therefore, perceptions of the time investment required to become a 

partner was a deterrent and a barrier to individual pursuit of partnership.  

Long term role commitment 

Another barrier to the pursuit or election to partnership was the long term nature of 

partnership. S5 declared “to want to be a partner you have to look at potentially being here for 

the rest of your career.” To some, “it [is] a pretty daunting idea [to] know you [are] locked in 

for 10 to 20 years” (ICA2).  

It seems like everyone’s pretty mobile and pretty willing to jump ship a lot of times and 
I [have] talked to some of my other colleagues who are CA’s as well and  . . they 
[cannot] imagine staying in the same job for x-number of years . . . making a big 
commitment and basically promising [their] career to the firm. (ISM4)  

S22 agreed and stated if you advance “you would be locked into a long-term partnership 

commitment” (S22). In addition,  

you need to spend so many years as a manager, so many years as a senior manager 
before it can happen . . . I think that [is] the roadblock for a lot of people [on] becoming 
partner . . . they don’t want to sacrifice anything now for the long term” (ICA2). 
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 And, “newer [generations have] much different views on what work-life balance looks like 

and values outside of work [and it is] much more important than running a successful, growing, 

demanding business” (S12). The prospect of being in the same role for years and possibly 

decades was not appealing to some Chartered Accountants at Collins Barrow.  

Lack of opportunity 

Some Chartered Accountants believed opportunities to become a partner at Collins 

Barrow were limited. The firm hasn’t “really grown much. They’ve always been at 12 to 13 

partners so  . . . it [is] tough to get into [the] partnership group” (ISM2). “If the queue is 

already full then, they have to decide whether or not [they] can take on another partner or 

whether or not it has to be a waiting game” (ISM4).  “If they [are] not at the point where they 

[are] ready to grow more, you might not get the opportunity you want” (ICA1). These remarks 

were supported by respondents who ranked, lack of partnership spots, as number 9 out of 15 

possible options. This is reflected in Table 17.  

Table 17 
Barriers to Partnership: Lack of Opportunity (A) 
Please rank your top 5 reasons that 
discourage you from pursuing 
partnership, with 1 being what most 
discourages you and 5 being what 
least discourages you.     

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Not enough partnership spots 
available 

3.67 9 3 15 

 
However, data from survey question eight added more depth to this issue. The data in 

Table 18 illustrated that the lack of urgency to elect or admit a new partner was ranked 3 out of 

9 possible options by 9 respondents and, a lack of established practice to inherit and the 
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profitability of the current practice inhibited advancement to partnership were ranked as 

barriers to election number 7 and 9, respectively.   

Table 18 
Barriers to Partnership: Lack of opportunity (B) 
Please rank what you perceive are 
the top 5 barriers to being elected to 
partnership with 1 reflecting the 
biggest barrier and 5 being the 
smallest barrier.      

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Lack of urgency to elect or admit a 
new partner 

2.67 3 9 45 

Lack of established practice to 
inherit 

3.25 7 12 60 

Current profitability of the 
partnership 

3.91 9 11 55 

 
These findings were reinforced by ISM3 who remarked, “realistically, what, one in a 

thousand people might make partner that have been home grown in Collins Barrow . . . it [is] 

almost unattainable” (ISM3). These barriers to advancement were further undermined by 

statements that claimed “the partnership role is not offering anything better than working at 

Nexen. Or across the street or being self employed” (ISM2). Similarly ICA2 believed “the 

opportunity exists for other bigger things  . . . outside of partnership.” Thus, it appeared that 

not everyone believed genuine opportunities for partnership existed nor were they highly 

attractive.  

Insufficient skills 

Skills in this sub-theme are defined as interpersonal or technical in nature and lack of 

these skill sets were identified as both barriers to pursuit and election to partnership. “One of 

the current barriers [to partnership] is . . . social ability” (ICA2). “If you piss off the wrong 

person along the way or, you don’t go that extra mile to build relationships, I don’t think the 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   78 
 

likelihood you [will] become a partners is [going] to [happen]” (ISM3). This opinion was 

echoed by ISM4 who suggested “if you [do not] get along with a certain segment of the staff  . 

. . then [it is] pretty hard for them to vote to bring you into [the] partnership.” These opinions 

were supported by survey data illustrated in Table 19 that ranked insufficient interpersonal 

skills as being the primary barrier to being elected to partnership.  

Table 19 
Barriers to Partnership: Insufficient Skills (A) 
Please rank what you perceive are 
the top 5 barriers to being elected to 
partnership with 1 reflecting the 
biggest barrier and 5 being the 
smallest barrier.      

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Insufficient interpersonal skills 2.20 1 10 50 
Insufficient technical skills 2.29 2 17 85 
Insufficient recognition of my skills 
and abilities 

3.17 6 12 60 

 
Yet, ICA1 proposed “very technical people sometimes don’t make the best people 

people” and lack of technical skills was also an issue. Insufficient technical skills and the 

perception of the technical skills required to become a partner or the lack of these skills in 

existing partners also presented a barrier to pursuit of and election to partnership, ranking 2 and 

4 Tables 19 and 20, respectively.   

Table 20 
Barriers to Partnership: Insufficient Skills (B) 
Please rank your top 5 reasons that 
discourage you from pursuing 
partnership, with 1 being what most 
discourages you and 5 being what 
least discourages you.     

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Perception of the technical skills or 
lack thereof of existing partners 

3.00 4 8 40 
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Related to technical skills there was also controversy over what is required. For 

example IMGR1 argued “[you are] never [going to] be a partner [if you have] only one single 

industry” [of expertise] whereas IMGR2 stated partnership prospects need to “specialize 

more.” Furthermore, there were issues surrounding insufficient recognition of skills and 

abilities. This was substantiated by ISM1 who asked “how do [existing partners] make sure 

that this person [a partnership prospect] is getting the opportunity to demonstrate what these 

partners have seen to the other partners in the firm?” Therefore evidence shows that both 

interpersonal and technical skills as well as insufficient recognition of individual skill sets 

resulted in barriers to the pursuit of and election to partnership.  

Risk 

Regulatory requirements and liability risk were also barriers to pursuit of partnership. 

In particular, fear of liability was articulated by five out of eight interview participants. As a 

partner “your name [is] going on the audit report, if there’s something wrong . . . you can be 

sued . . . that would be the biggest thing that I would be worried about” (IMGR2).  Described 

another way, “if something goes south, you [are] on the hook” (ISM4).  ISM1 also suggested 

that as “accountants, we [are] risk adverse” (ISM1). These statements were reinforced by 

survey results revealed in Table 21 liability risk ranked 7 out of 15 options as a key deterrent to 

some in regards to the pursuit of partnership.  
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Table 21 
Barriers to Partnership: Risk 
Please rank your top 5 reasons that 
discourage you from pursuing 
partnership, with 1 being what most 
discourages you and 5 being what 
least discourages you.     

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Regulatory requirements related to 
the role of partner 

2.78 3 9 45 

Liability risk 3.10 7 10 50 
 

Hence, liability risk was identified as a deterrent to the pursuit of partnership.  

Lack of self awareness or desire to become partner 

One of the sub-themes in the barriers to pursuit of partnership was a lack of knowing or 

lack of a clear desire to become a partner.  For example, “I don’t know if I [want to] be a 

partner” (ISM1).  It appeared “the biggest barrier is the person themselves. [Some] people do 

[not] know whether they want to be a partner or not” (IGMR1). “There [are] a lot of people 

that just do [not] want to do [partnership]” (IMGR2). “I struggle with [the question] . . . am I 

ready for [partnership]” (ISM4)? Lastly, “a lot of the people you see at the firm are quite happy 

with their decision to be a life time senior manager and they [are] very good at what they do, 

but I  [do not] think they [would] ever want to be a partner” (ICA2). Thus, a barrier to 

advancement to partnership was a lack of self-awareness or innate desire to become a partner.  

Lack of self advocacy 

It appeared that a barrier to partnership for some was a lack the confidence to advocate 

for their desired partnership spot. “As accountants, we tend to be . . . kind of passive . . . [We 

are] very detailed, analytical . . . a lot of us [do not possess] that personality to say, that’s what 

I want” (ISM1). “I think some people are more quiet and . . . they [are] not about to speak out 
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if that [is] what they want. It takes a lot to let people know that [partnership] is what they [are] 

aiming for” (ICA1). “The big thing that prevents me from pursuing [partnership] is a thing 

from within. [It is] having the confidence” (ISM3). In summary, some prospective partnership 

candidates were deterred from pursuing partnership due to their inability to promote 

themselves due to a lack of self-confidence.   

Partnership dynamics 

Another reason Chartered Accountants were discouraged from pursuing partnership 

was the perceived dynamics amongst partners.  S16 wrote “Collins Barrow currently acts like 

13 sole practitioners sharing office space.” Another stated, “partners are not team-focused . . . 

they function independently and that is not attractive to me” (S20).  

 I think the largest barrier . . . is the perception that the current partners struggle to agree 
on firm and team policies. It is very evident that team 1, team 2 and tax operate as 
separate business units and in my opinion [that] makes it difficult for the partners to 
operate effectively . . . I think the partnership needs to do a better job of ensuring the 
firm operates as one firm rather than three businesses co-existing. (S13)  

Thus there appeared to be a misalignment between the values of some Chartered 

Accountants and the current operating style of the existing partnership group. This theme also 

appeared in the survey results as indicated in Table 22 whereby personal values not in 

alignment with the partnership was ranked number three out of 15 possible options that 

discourage pursuit of partnership.  
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Table 22 
Barriers to Partnership: Partner Dynamics 
Please rank your top 5 reasons that 
discourage you from pursuing 
partnership, with 1 being what most 
discourages you and 5 being what 
least discourages you.     

Average 
Rating 

Rank Number of 
Respondents 

Percent of Total 
Respondents 

Personal values not in alignment 
with the partnership 

2.20 3 5 25 

 
ISM3 also clarified, “it doesn’t make it attractive to us as CA’s when we see all the partners are 

operating on their own page.” Alternatively, “I guess one of the other barriers might be that the 

[partners] are content with what they have” (ICA1).  Thus the present operating style of the 

existing partnership group was a deterrent to some who might otherwise pursue partnership 

opportunities.  

Theme Five: Proposed solutions 

The final theme that emerged encompassed proposed strategies to attract Chartered 

Accountants to partnership as offered by research participants. Sub-themes that emerged 

included: training, mentoring, partner initiated pursuit of partnership prospects, recognizing the 

need for diversity at the partnership level, and, communication of the benefits of partnership. 

These sub-themes are explored in the ensuing pages.   

Train people to become partners 

Research participants asserted that people need training to prepare them to assume 

future partnership responsibilities. ISM4 declared “there doesn’t seem to be any real firm 

leadership training . . . if candidates are being thought of for partner then perhaps they need to 

do some external training . . . or even have an internal workshop.” ICA1 concurred and said 

“effective leadership training might be . . . helpful [and it] would be helpful at the management 
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level too.” S2 echoed these statements suggesting the firm provide “more training and 

leadership opportunities.” Similarly “it might be helpful if some senior managers or some 

managers were enticed to . . . take on a couple of their own clients  . . . and . . . deal with them 

directly . . . to see what [it is] like to manage your own client base and have an idea of that first 

level of communication” (ICA2). ISM3 reinforced this idea by suggesting Chartered 

Accountants be provided with experiences “like a [law enforcement] ride-a-long.” Another 

way to describe this is first hand on-the-job training. Thus research participants recommended 

that to attract more Chartered Accountants to partnership the firm must equip Chartered 

Accountants with sufficient leadership skills and provide them with opportunities to apply 

these skills in practice.  

Mentoring 

The second strategy offered for attracting Chartered Accountants to business ownership 

included mentorship and coaching of partnership prospects. S12 suggested “[putting] in place 

partner mentor/coaching for regular monitoring [and] partner development” and S8 advocated 

offering “better mentoring for new partners.” People needed partners to explain “things that 

you should do . . . that would help [them] fit whatever their [partnership] criteria is” (IMGR2) 

and people needed to hear “this is where you would have to grow” (ISM1) to become a partner. 

This strategy was recommended despite the fact that Collins Barrow already has “a mentorship 

program . . . Some of the partners [are not] as involved as others . . . or [they are] too busy to 

really put that much effort into it” (ICA1). It was also suggested that this strategy required 

“more candidates wanting to be a Partner and being willing to be mentored on how to achieve 

the goal” (S17). Therefore improving upon the existing mentoring program was a strategy 
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recommended by project participants but it required personal investment from all stakeholders 

to be successful.  

Partnership initiated pursuit of candidates 

Research participants suggested that becoming a partner was not the sole responsibility 

of the individual.  As a result, partners were encouraged to initiate pursuit of partnership 

prospects. For example, ISM4 states “if the partnership group is making the decision to 

promote then maybe the partnership group should also say . . . we see the potential.” Other 

respondents recommended “[communicating] with your staff that it [is] there . . . do you [want 

to] be a partner? What can we do for you to become a partner?” (IMGR2). Partners need to 

recognize that when “no one [has] ever said, have you ever thought [of] being a partner” [this 

means] “they [are] not interested, they [have] never said anything” (ISM1). Similarly, 

“Managers should be informed more promptly if they are not headed towards partnership and 

not in the partners’ future partnership plans” (S22).  

Timing of conversations was also identified as key in attracting partner prospects to the 

firm.  Respondents advised “[having] conversations early – really, really early . . . [and] . . . 

partners jobs have to be to foster and empower employees from day one” (ISM3). ICA2 

believed it was important to “[communicate] at an earlier stage whether or not they see 

partnership potential with you.”    “If I had known some of [this] stuff before I even became a 

manager, [partnership] would have been even more enticing” (IGMR1).  

Therefore one succession planning strategy to attract partners to Collins Barrow that 

was proposed included partner initiated conversations that happen as early as possible in a 

Chartered Accountant’s career.  
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Recognize and seek diversity of skill sets at the partnership level 

Research participants offered that one size does not fit all partnership needs. “[Collins 

Barrow needs] different types of partners at [the] firm to . . . make it successful” (ICA2).  

“[Let] people know that [it is] okay not to be perfect. There’s no perfect partner . . . [because 

they are] not all the same. I know that just [by] looking at them” (ISM3). “What is needed are 

core skills useful to the partnership, which do not need to be in the same areas for each partner” 

(S8). “Partners need to look at individuals strengths and what each individual would bring to 

the partnership” (S16). It was also suggested that “[not having] all partners contribute equally / 

similarly to the partnership – focus on the individual partner strengths in specific areas – 

marketing / rainmaker, technical / chargeable hour worker, interpersonal mentor coach . . .” 

(S12).  Participants advised adopting a strategy or vision whereby the firm seeks diverse skill 

sets amongst its partners to enhance the attractiveness of the partnership opportunity.  

Communicate benefits of partnership 

The final succession planning strategy recommended by research included 

communicating the benefits of partnership to a wider audience. S8 advocated “better 

[communication of] the benefits of partnership to potential candidates.” ISM4 also supported 

“[showing] people that [it is] worth the . . . good sides.”  

Explain it to people . . . [it is] a grind and getting your CA is a tough grind but [here is] 
what it can look like after you get your CA . . . if they [do not] have the opportunity to 
look and see that, wow, partner actually looks not too bad . . . [they are] just [going to] 
end up leaving  . . they [do not] see the light in public practice. (ISM3) 

Thus sharing reasons why individuals should consider staying in public practice in 

pursuit of partnership is a succession planning strategy recommended by Collins Barrow 

Chartered Accountants.  
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Study Conclusions 

This study aimed to uncover what succession planning strategies accounting 

professional services firms can adopt to attract Chartered Accountants to partnership. 

Emerging from the data are five conclusions synthesized from academic literature on relevant 

topics and the research findings. These conclusions serve to inform our understanding of 

existing professional service firm practices and practices as seen through the lens of Chartered 

Accountants at Collins Barrow. Given the plethora of data collected these conclusions also 

represent a “staggering potential of collaborative learning . . . collectively, we can be more 

insightful, more intelligent than we can possibly be individually” (Senge, 2006, p. 221).  

Conclusion One: The role of partner is unclear  

The roles and responsibilities of partners are unclear to Chartered Accountants at 

Collins Barrow. In fact, 87% of research participants admitted to not knowing what is expected 

of partners. This is not unusual according to Stumpf (2002) who said 

The role of a partner-leader in a PSF is not well understood, particularly by those below 
the partner level. PSF’s take pride in keeping the role a mystery. As a result, people 
inaccurately assume that the work they do  . . . will be basically the same once they 
become a partner-leader, with the client contacts (and lifestyle) at a significantly higher 
level. Little could be further from the truth. (pp. 115-116) 

Yet, both the literature on this topic and individual respondents suggest that there are 

some commonly held views about what constitutes the partner role.  

Areas of disagreement 

The research findings unearth controversy surrounding what participants observe 

partners doing and questions about what happens behind closed doors. In addition, a myriad of 

perceptions exist as to what constitutes the role and responsibilities of partners. Research 
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participants cited oversight and administration, business development, people development and 

management, technical duties, client service and practice management as elements of the 

partner job description. Yet Stumpf (2002) argues that partner roles are more like “that of a 

trustee . . . selected for their abilities to place the values and needs of the [firm] above their 

personal needs, to consider the long term health of the [firm], and to give of themselves 

unselfishly . . . (p. 120). Wheatley (2006) also argues that “in this relational world, it is foolish 

to think we can define any person solely in terms of isolated tasks and accountabilities” (chpt 

4, para 37). Thus despite the consensus that the role of partners is unclear, Chartered 

Accountants maintain varied perspectives as to what constitutes the day-to-day activities and 

responsibilities of partners.  

Conclusion Two: The path to partnership is ambiguous 

Both election criteria and the new partner election process is unclear to Chartered 

Accountants. This research affirms Kumra and Vinnicombe’s (2008) assertion that partner 

election criteria “has been alluded to but not fully articulated, as empirical studies of promotion 

processes within professional service firms . . . are rare . . .” (p. S67). Adding to the confusions 

is research participant concerns that different partners may provide different counsel to 

Chartered Accountants on how to achieve election to partnership. This is not surprising given 

Maister’s (1993) position that “every partner has an opinion on how the firm’s affairs should 

be conducted and believes that no decision should be made without his or her input” (p. 291). 

This contributes to the confusion faced by Chartered Accountants as they attempt to unravel 

the mysterious criteria and undefined processes that surrounds the partnership selection 

process.  
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Areas of disagreement  

“In the pure partnership model . . . the career path [to partner] is fairly structured . . . 

Through apprenticing on-the-job development, PSP’s [professional service professionals] learn 

key craft skills, then team leadership skills and then client relationship building skills, and 

finally firm leadership skills. The system is ‘up or out . . .” (Stumpf, 2007, p. 483).  Yet this 

research finds that “other criteria beyond objective measures of technical competence become 

important” (Kumra & Vinnicombe, 2008, p. S67).  For instance, Chartered Accountants at 

Collins Barrow postulated that five diverse election criteria exist. These included: technical 

skills, the imperative to be self-directed, business development ability, interpersonal skills and 

commitment. These criteria mirror some of Stumpf’s (2007) findings that indicated “high 

potential principals are those that are able to simultaneously develop high-quality client 

relationships, book significant new business, lead larger or more engagement teams and 

develop associates and senior associates so that they are promoted” (p. 483). Kumra and 

Vinnicombe (2008) also found “the career development process  . . . requires individuals to be 

proactive  . . . and self motivated” (p. S71). Thus, a lack of clarity surrounds the election 

criteria and the election process. 

In addition, this study uncovered a need for more open-mindedness in relation to 

partnership selection criteria.  Specifically, research participants believe that existing partners 

continue to seek the perfect partner. They argue the path to partnership is flawed because 

existing partners maintain “deeply held internal images of how the world works, images that 

limit [them] to familiar ways of thinking and acting” (Senge, 2006, p. 163). Partners need to 
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change their “mentality” (ISM2) and “seek different types of partners” (ICA2) to ensure 

success.  

Conclusion Three: Autonomy, compensation and established infrastructure are 

enticing 

Partnership attracts those who aspire to three things. These include the ability to 

exercise individual control over engagements and personal time, lucrative compensation and 

pre-existing firm infrastructure.  

One of the most salient psychological characteristics of those who choose professional 
careers is a strong need for autonomy. People choose professions because the work is 
not routine or rigidly structured. Thus, the professions have more than their share of 
people with an aversion to taking directions. (Maister, 1993, p. 291)  

In addition, many people are attracted by the potential earnings associated with being 

an owner in a professional services firm. According to Stumpf, (2002), “the entry partner 

compensation package is rarely below $500,000” (p. 115). “As partnership is usually offered to 

candidates in their early thirties, this reward may provide the rights to a profit stream for over 

25 years” (Morris & Pinnington, 1998, p. 6). Lastly, research participants cited existing firm 

resources such as collegial support, pre-existing policies and procedures and established 

marketplace position as being attractants to partnership.  

Areas of disagreement 

Despite the clarity surrounding attractants to partnership, what did not emerge in this 

study was a focus on prestige or status associated with being a partner. Perhaps this is because 

“most studies, including the only three using a time-lag method to separate generational from 

age/career stage differences, consistently find that GenX, and especially GenMe [Generation & 

/ Millenials], express a weaker work ethic, believe that work is less central to their lives, value 
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leisure, and seek more freedom and work-life balance than their Boomer counterparts” 

(Twenge, 2010, p. 204). Hence, the status and prestige historically associated with 

advancement to partnership may no longer be as enticing as it once was.  

Conclusion Four: Barriers to advancement may be imposed by self or the firm  

Barriers to the pursuit or election to partnership can be categorized in two ways. First, 

Chartered Accountants can impose self-administered barriers that will impede their pursuit of 

and/or election to partnership. These include maintenance of self limiting beliefs such as the 

perception of personal sacrifice required by partners; the perception that partnership requires a 

long term commitment; unwarranted fear of liability risk; lack of self awareness and an 

unwillingness to advocate for self. At the heart of these self-imposed barriers may be 

“defensive reasoning [which] protects us from learning about the validity of our reasoning. For 

most of us, exposing our reasoning is threatening because we are afraid that people will find 

errors in it” (Senge, 2006, p. 233). Further, Twenge’s (2010) findings that generation X and 

generation Y may be less focused on work may also conspire to reinforce self-imposed barriers 

to advancement as defined by Chartered Accountant partnership prospects.  

The firm also controls the application of barriers to advancement of Chartered 

Accountants to partnership. These include failure to provide opportunities for advancement to 

partnership; failure to sufficiently support or cultivate essential talent in prospective partners 

and complacency around partnership dynamics that fail to entice prospective partners to the 

ownership circle. Given the structure and process-oriented culture of Collins Barrow as a 

professional accounting firm, it could be argued that there is too much focus on management 

and too little focus on leadership. After all, “an overly managerial environment hinders 
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innovation. It routinizes operations and closes the door to new ideas and fresh approaches” 

(Toor & Ofori, 2008, p. 68). Given commentary citing lack of partnership opportunities as 

evidenced by stagnation of partnership numbers and descriptions of partners operating as sole 

practitioners rather than unified under a one-firm focus it appears as though the firm may be 

failing to demonstrate nimbleness, and commitment to the adoption of cutting edge practices 

and firm growth. This in turn may be a barrier to attracting Chartered Accountants to 

partnership.   

Gender is not a barrier to advancement to partnership 

Contrary to the Stefanac’s (2012) article Women at Work, published in CA Magazine, 

“data [which] showed that males in public practice are more than three times more likely than 

women to be partners or sole practitioners (44% versus 14%)” (p. 22), gender does not appear 

to be a barrier to advancement at Collins Barrow. Despite Almer, Lightbody and Single’s 

(2011) findings that female “under-representation is viewed as being the result of both women 

leaving the firms at a greater rate than men and women failing to progress through the ranks at 

the same pace as men” (p. 122), female Chartered Accountants below partner at Collins 

Barrow total 17, surpassing men below partner by 3. In addition, only two comments amidst all 

the open-ended responses, cited gender as a possible barrier to advancement. Given the lack of 

comprehensive data offered by participants, it has been concluded that gender is not a barrier to 

partnership advancement at Collins Barrow.  

Conclusion Five:  Talent development of prospective partners is essential 

Existing talent development strategies, although in use at Collins Barrow are 

insufficient. Research participants cite the need for leadership development and enhanced 
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mentoring and coaching of partner potentials. Weiss and Molinaro (2005) acknowledged that 

“current approaches to building leadership capacity are failing to hit the mark” (p. 3). Leskiw 

and Singh (2007) also asserted that successful talent development strategies require “shared 

accountability, the acceptance of feedback must be incorporated into the culture to encourage 

continuous improvement  . . . [and] tools such as 360-degree feedback procedures, ongoing 

performance discussions [and] coach relationships  . . . should be incorporated into the learning 

system”. Therefore talent development of partner potentials is critical to the advancement of 

Chartered Accountants to partnership.  

Scope and Limitations of the Research 

Although this inquiry sought to add to the body of knowledge pertaining to succession 

planning strategies professional services firm can adopt to attract partners, the scope of this 

research was limited to survey data and in-depth interview content from only 22 survey 

respondents and 8 interview participants. Guest et al (2006) argued "if the goal is to describe a 

shared perception, belief or behaviour among a relatively homogeneous group, then a sample 

of twelve will likely be sufficient" (p. 76).  Given that this study did not meet minimum sample 

size recommendations, it would be advisable to deploy the research again with a larger sample 

size to determine if the same conclusions emerged.  

This study also lacked comprehensive contributions from all generational groups. For 

example, baby boomer input, which may be more representational of existing partners, was 

noticeably absent in this study, as partners were restricted from participating in the research 

interviews. Therefore it would be beneficial to know if adding more data from amongst a larger 

cross section of demographic groups produces different results.  
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Similarly, the possibility also exists that as a result of the small sample size, only those 

that were interested in the topic participated in the research and that the conclusions are biased 

as a result of this interest. It would also be useful to examine if Senior Manager perspectives 

unfairly influenced the results given that they comprised 50 percent of interview participants.  

Lastly, further data gathering is required to more adequately understand perspectives 

surrounding partner selection criteria as targeted questions on this topic were not embedded in 

the survey questions.  
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CHAPTER 5: INQUIRY IMPLICATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE 

ORGANIZATION, RESEARCH LIMITATIONS 

It must be realized that there is nothing more difficult to plan, more uncertain of 
success, or more dangerous to manage than the establishment of a new order of 
[things]; for he who introduces [change] makes enemies of all those who derived 
advantage from the old order and finds but lukewarm defenders among those who stand 
to gain from the new one. (Machiavelli as cited in Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 387) 

This chapter is about change. It is comprised of three sections including research study 

recommendations, organizational implications, and future research opportunities. 

Recommendation content is derived from research study findings, study conclusions and 

relevant academic literature.  Organizational implications examine the merits and pitfalls of 

implementing organizational change and future research opportunities provide ideas for future 

directions in related research.   

This research study aimed to answer the question: What succession planning strategies 

can accounting professional service firms adopt to attract Chartered Accountants to 

partnership? Sub questions included:  

(1) What is the role of a partner at Collins Barrow?  

(2) What do Chartered Accountants understand about the partnership selection process? 

(3) What are the attractants to partnership at Collins Barrow? 

(4) What are the barriers to advancement to partnership at Collins Barrow? and, 

(5) What implications do the findings have for the accounting professional services 

sector? 
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Study Recommendations 

As a result of this research study, three strategic recommendations are provided. They 

focus on the development of a comprehensive and collaborative vision for the partnership, 

communicating attractants and barriers and creating a formalized development program for 

future partners. These recommendations aim to engage minds and hearts because “too many 

change initiatives fail because they rely too much on data gathering, analysis, report writing, 

and presentations instead of a more creative approach aimed at grabbing the feelings that 

motivate useful action” (Bolman & Deal, 2008 p. 394). That is because leadership at its core is 

both an art and a science. Palus (2005) defined  

science as careful observation in the course of forming and testing of ideas, subject to a 
questioning community. Art [he defines] as the modification of things by human skill to 
achieve form, function, and meaning. Although specialization often requires high levels 
of expertise . . . these general definitions have the potential to embrace the activities of 
all sorts of people in organizations, including leaders. (p. 20)  

By embracing the different ways that people think and feel, these recommendations will 

have more chance of success. Also, given that organizational change can be transformative in 

nature, all recommendations are adaptable by employing ongoing action research cycles 

involving repeated data gathering, strategy development, implementation and evaluation. This 

is suitable for Collins Barrow given the firm’s knowledge-intensive learning environment. 

Recommendation one: Create a compelling vision for the partnership  

The accounting profession is becoming ever more regulated and to some extent 

mechanistic. Therefore, it is critical for Collins Barrow and professional services firms in 

general to create a compelling vision that unites partners and is exciting to employees.  
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When [partners] envision the future [they] want for [themselves] and others, and when 
[they] feel passionate about the legacy [they] want to leave, then [they] are much more 
likely to take that first step forward. If [they] don’t have the slightest clue about [their] 
hopes, dreams, and aspirations, then the chance that [they’ll] take the lead is nil. In fact, 
[they] may not even see the opportunity that’s right in front of [them]. (Kouzes & 
Posner, 2007, p. 105)  

As leaders in the firm, partners need to possess a clear understanding of their own 

personal aspirations, beliefs and willingness to commit to and communicate the direction of the 

firm to Chartered Accountants. Visioning enables transformational leaders to "engage the 

emotional involvement of their followers to build higher levels of [self and shared] 

identification, commitment . . . and his or her mission" (Jung & Avolio, 2000, p. 950). 

Visioning is a crucial first step because the research findings showed that Chartered 

Accountants at Collins Barrow are uncertain as to the future direction of the firm, the prospect 

of future partnership opportunities and the role of partners.  This lack of focused vision 

negatively impacts the ability of the firm to attract future partners.   

Partners have to be clear on their own aspirations before contributing to the firm-wide 

visioning process because a “prerequisite to enlisting others in a shared vision is genuineness. 

The first place to look before talking to others about the vision of the future is in your heart” 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 151).  Weisbord (2012) suggested asking “what sort of system do 

you want three, five, ten years from now? In terms of Purposes, Structure, Relationships, 

Rewards, Helpful Mechanisms and Leadership” (p. 339). Thus partner homework is required 

before a vision is crafted.  

In creating a compelling vision, there is also a need for effective collaboration and 

dialogue leading to partnership consensus on a variety of topics including the firm’s vision for 

the present and future, partners’ roles and governance structure and future growth objectives. 
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To attract and inspire more Chartered Accountants to partnership it is imperative that partners 

become clearer about their position on these topics to the extent that they are willing to 

communicate these ideas in a transparent manner and support their assertions with action.  

Compelling visions evolve 

The partnership must continuously evolve their vision to suit business requirements. “A 

hallmark of the [visioning] process is that it may change shape over time, even unexpectedly, 

as [partners] focus and refocus their understanding about what is happening and what is 

important” (Davis, 2007, p. 189). “We're learning that to be successful, businesses need to 

become [places] where people are continually discovering how they create their reality. And, 

how they can change it" (Senge, 2006, p.12). As an approved Chartered Accounting firm 

training office, Collins Barrow partners needs to model active visioning and marketplace 

responsiveness for their people.  In so doing partners will not only model the skills of astute 

entrepreneurs; they will also instil “a shared vision [that is] . . . a force in people’s hearts, a 

force of impressive power . . . [Chartered Accountants will] begin to see it as if it exists. Few, 

if any, forces in human affairs are as powerful as shared vision” (Senge, 2006, p. 192). In so 

doing the 

vision must permeate through the entire organization as a vital influence on the 
behavior of all employees. And we would feel genuinely threatened by incongruous 
acts because we would understand their disintegrating effects on what we dream to 
accomplish. [Collins Barrow] would become an organization of integrity, where our 
words would be seen and not just heard. (Wheatley, 2006, ch.3, para. 20) 

Thus this recommendation involves recognizing that the partners at Collins Barrow 

need a continuously evolving and compelling vision behind which partners and Chartered 

Accountants may rally. This vision must also breed excitement about the future of the firm and 
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instil clarity around the role of partners as entrepreneurs navigating the firm through the 

tumultuous marketplace.  

Collaboration is key 

As Collins Barrow is owned and operated by multiple stakeholders, partnership 

collaboration fuels decision-making and supports success. Collaboration amongst the 

partnership group “requires listening, understanding, and accepting” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 

404) the perspectives of colleagues including fellow partners and Chartered Accountants. 

Collaboration also involves dialogue and it is through “dialogue [that] people become 

observers of their own thinking” (Senge, 2006, p. 224). Dialogue, a skill set which hones 

critical thinking skills, “is grounded in reflection and inquiry skill is likely to be more reliable 

and less dependent on particulars of circumstance” (Senge, 2006, p. 232). Thus the practice of 

dialogue may improve the efficacy of all partners. This collaboration may also permit Collins 

Barrow partners to “wrestle with decisions about partner candidates who may not meet all the 

criteria for elevation to premier status yet represent assets to the firm” (Maister, 1993, p. 185). 

By “[getting partners] together in the workplace, [involving] people in the control of their own 

lives, work, and destinies . . . [there is] no higher form of leadership” (Weisbord, 2012, p. 371). 

Thus, the partners at Collins Barrow need to practice and model collaboration and unity around 

their objectives and vision for the firm and its people. This clarity and unity will also support a 

one-firm philosophy whereby all partners are heading in a similar direction. And, from the 

findings, this is deemed an attractant by Chartered Accountants considering pursuit of 

partnership.  
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Partner roles and governance structure  

During the visioning process, partnership dynamics and governance practices should be 

reviewed to clarify the responsibilities of individual partners. Although the Managing Partner 

position exists this leadership role wields limited power to effect change in the firm. As part of 

the visioning process, partners need to become clear about their plans for governance, firm 

growth and willingness to make sacrifices that may accompany such growth. They also need to 

empower a leader or a committee to execute the vision and hold partners accountable for 

adherence to the vision. This is advisable because Chartered Accountants at Collins Barrow 

presently view the firm as stagnant given that partnership numbers have remained relatively 

unchanged over the last few years. Without a clear vision and a commitment to the creation of 

future growth as well as an execution plan, interest in partnership opportunities may continue 

to be lackluster because Chartered Accountants perceive partnership opportunities to be limited 

and unappealing. Commitment to entrepreneurial dynamism on the part of partners is also 

required.  

Chartered Accountants have also indicated that little clarity exists as to the specific role 

of partners as well as the role individual partners play in the election of new partners.  This 

negatively impacts pursuit of partnership.  Therefore the firm is advised to address this issue in 

their vision by committing to defining partner responsibilities and assigning a partner to 

champion partnership prospect attraction, identification and development.  The champion will 

also need a support a network of fellow partners and human resources representatives to make 

this a reality.  By appointing a champion to lead this defined role and by assigning fellow 

partners and human resources to play a supporting role, Chartered Accountants may perceive 
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the firm’s commitment to fostering opportunities for future partners thus correcting a 

previously undefined process that was not conducive to attracting the best and brightest future 

partners.  

Recommendation Two: Communicate attractants and barriers to advancement 

Partners need to be unified and transparent about the benefits and barriers to partnership 

because communicating such information is a strategy firms can adopt to attract partnership 

prospects. Honesty and transparency of this information is vitally important because “in almost 

every survey [Kouzes & Posner (2007)] conducted, honesty [was] selected more often than any 

other leadership characteristic; overall, it [emerged] as the single most important factor in the 

leader-constituent relationship” (p. 32). Thus partners are encouraged to adopt 

“transformational [behaviour] called ‘inspirational motivation’ which includes communicating 

an appealing vision” (Bass & Avolio as cited in Yukl, 2010, p. 276) of the benefits of 

partnership. Based on the research conclusions, Chartered Accountants need to hear more 

about compensation, autonomy and the merits of having an existing firm infrastructure as those 

were highly rated attractants to partnership. However, barriers to partnership also exist and 

Chartered Accountants, in their development as trusted business advisors, need to become 

knowledgeable about these too. Partners are encouraged to be open about self-imposed barriers 

that can impede advancement to partnership as well as those barriers to partnership which are 

firm crafted.  

Need for a champion and supporting committee 

Collins Barrow is advised to appoint a partner and support staff such as human 

resources to introduce the merits of partnership, perceived opportunities and common barriers 
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to election to partnership. This approach will ensure that Chartered Accountants receive 

consistent messages reflective of the partners’ vision. A champion and his or her support staff 

can also act as “creative change agents [using] ideas to stimulate thinking and spur imagination 

as they develop an approach that fits local circumstances” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 396) and 

changing demographics. After all, “in future . . . more attention could also usefully be paid to 

the preferences of aspiring partners . . . In a period where more portable careers are said to be 

desired firms have to adapt accordingly” (Morris & Pinnington, 1998, p. 21). Thus the 

appointment of dedicated individuals to support communication of attractants and barriers to 

partnership to prospective Chartered Accountants will ensure clarity and consistency of 

messaging and nimbleness as attractants and barriers change over time depending upon the 

target audience.   

Target audience and timing of communication 

The firm is advised to communicate partnership benefits and barriers to articling 

students who are preparing to write their Uniform Final Exam (UFE). As budding Chartered 

Accountants who have almost completed their professional studies, it is believed that this 

target audience will be well positioned to consider their future career path options. Invitations 

to participate in such a session should be sent prior to articling student summer study leave 

departures and the session should be held annually in November or December, after articling 

students typically return to work after writing their professional exams and taking extended 

holidays. These conversations should also continue on a quarterly basis and become more 

detailed as articling students become Chartered Accountants and are promoted to different 

levels in the firm. The committee responsible for this education should provide plenty of detail 
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delivered using relevant language, about the role of the partner and what the firm looks for in 

an elected partner. Ultimately, articling students and Chartered Accountants at the firm should 

be given a clear picture as to the benefits and barriers to partnership so that they can make an 

educated decision as to their future aspirations.  

Use different mediums to communicate attractants and barriers 

The means by which the firm communicates benefits and barriers can take many forms 

however it is advisable to inspire hearts and minds. The partner champion and supporting 

committee should incorporate different media to convey information about the attractiveness 

and the challenges of partnership.  The firm may wish to provide statistical data to potential 

partner prospects and invite different partners, specializing in different industries or technical 

areas to share their personal stories, work experiences, work demands and interests outside of 

work to provide a comprehensive picture to prospective partners as to what the opportunity 

truly entails. One such approach may involve storytelling.  

Keep in mind that the ‘memorability’ of stories is in direct proportion to their vividness.  
. . . It helps immensely if you can talk from a first-person perspective  . . . Be sure to 
end your message or story with a conclusion that demonstrates concretely the intended 
message or lesson to be learned” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, pp. 97 – 98).  

Recognize that these activities are designed to build the credibility of partners in the same way 

that partners build credibility with their clients thus creating mutual trust and furthering the 

bonds between prospective and existing partners as a means of inspiring interest in pursuit of 

partnership. 

Recommendation Three: Partner development 

“Leadership development is becoming an increasingly critical and strategic imperative 

for organizations in the current business environment” (Leskiw & Singh, 2007, p. 444). This 
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sentiment is echoed in the study findings and by Toor and Ofori (2008) who believed 

“leadership development should be made a part of organizational strategy because it is a source 

of competitive advantage” (p. 69). Therefore, to advance more Chartered Accountants to 

partnership, partners need to encourage Chartered Accountants to take personal responsibility 

for their own development while simultaneously investing in and providing a comprehensive 

partnership and leadership training program at the firm.   

Personal commitment 

This can be achieved by appointing a partner champion and the Director of Human 

Resources to jointly develop a program that meets a defined set of partnership competencies as 

determined by the partners themselves. Further, “integrating leadership development resource 

planning into the annual business management process [helps] to ensure its relevance and 

reinforce the mindset that individuals in leadership roles are accountable for developing their 

team members” (Pepe, 2007, p. 55). In so doing, the role of partners, the competencies of 

partners and the mechanism for acquiring these skills sets will be clearly defined and available 

to partnership prospects, thus addressing a research study conclusion which identifies the need 

for a partner development program.  

Facilitate learning on the job 

Senge (2006) said “organizations learn only through individuals who learn” (p. 129). 

Thus “developing the competence and confidence of their constituents (so that they might be 

more qualified, more capable, more effective leaders in their own right) is a personal and 

hands-on affair” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 261). Collins Barrow should “capitalize on the 

connection between leaders and learners. Require participants from each successively higher 
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level of leader development activity to share their experiences, knowledge, success and failures 

with their more junior colleagues” (Pepe, 2007, p. 53). In addition, partners are encouraged to 

bring Chartered Accountants to client meetings and convey the fun aspects of the role, 

delegating some of the most challenging responsibilities to junior staff while also assigning 

clients to Senior Managers to manage all but the final sign-off on a client file. “When people 

become more engaged in and committed to their work, they are usually willing to confront 

more difficult issues. They are willing to risk doing things beyond their comfort zone” (Senge, 

2006, p. 282).  In essence, partners need to prepare Chartered Accountants to assume the 

responsibilities of partners and in so doing they will demystify the role of partners and act as 

role models for future partners.  

Organizational Implications 

Implementing change within an organization may be welcomed or fraught with 

resistance and unintended consequences. “Change invariably creates conflict. It typically turns 

into a tug-of-war between innovators and traditionalists to determine winners and losers. 

Change almost always benefits some people while neglecting or harming others” (Bolman & 

Deal, 2008, p. 385). The following section examines the merits and pitfalls of implementing 

the three recommendations offered.   

Implications for creating a compelling vision 

Visioning requires self-awareness, an investment of time and a willingness to engage 

yet it can pay dividends such as supporting the attraction of Chartered Accountants to 

partnership. An inherently positive exercise, creating a vision also requires “taking the time to 

hear people’s ideas and concerns” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 382).  By engaging in dialogue 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   105 
 

with Chartered Accountants and fellow partners, Collins Barrow’s owners will stay attuned to 

the aspirations and prevailing attitudes of the firm’s people. In addition, “if [partners] want a 

plan implemented  . . . or many problems solved all at once, [it is advisable to] get as many key 

stakeholders as possible in one room and ask them to work on the task together” (Weisbord, 

2012, p. 286). Thus the act of creating a firm-wide vision can enable partners to maintain a 

pulse on the organization and effectively use their time to achieve clarity around a variety of 

topics including but not limited to direction for the firm, now and in the future, the role of 

partners and the governance structure as well as current issues facing the firm. But 

impediments to creating a vision for the firm exist.   

Impediments to creating a compelling vision 

There are many potential impediments and challenges to the successful development of 

a firm-wide vision.  These may include complacency, ineffective collaboration, the risk of a 

limited or narrow vision, and partnership power dynamics.  Each of these will be examined in 

more depth.  

Complacency can be a huge impediment to the creation of an effective vision. Talking 

about an ephemeral vision is easy but drafting a vision that requires commitment and action is 

often more challenging. If partners say they want to develop a vision but fail to follow through, 

little will be accomplished. ‘If it ain’t broke don’t fix it’ is an accurate description of the firm’s 

culture, a vision may become more of an intellectual exercise rather than a call to action.  

Collaboration and consensus or the lack thereof may also impede the design and 

implementation of a clear and compelling vision. “If all participants are not willing to live by 

the conditions of suspending assumptions and colleagueship, dialogue will not be possible” 
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(Senge, 2006, p. 229).  Other pitfalls of the visioning process include the “identification of . . . 

deeper issues [which] may point to the need of inquiry in the fundamental assumptions which 

keep a problem recurring" (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010, p. 55).  For example, a collaborative 

approach may conflict with historical “alliances [which formed] because members [had] 

interests in common and [believed] that they [could] do more together than apart. To 

accomplish their aims, they [needed] power” (Bolman & Deal. 2008. p. 201). Factions within a 

partnership group could indeed impact the ability of partners to achieve consensus around a 

vision for the firm.  

The visioning exercise may also require partners to examine their personal prevailing 

beliefs. Despite the need for leverage, study participants describe some partners’ operating 

style as that of a “sole proprietor” (S16) rather than a member of one firm, committed to its 

success.  This style runs counter to effective, transformational “leaders [who] accept and act on 

the paradox of power: you become more powerful when you give your own power away” 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 251). To be more specific, partners need to be clear about whether 

or not they are willing “to make room for the right people even if it hurts their individual 

earnings” (W. Stripling, personal communication, Apr 10, 2013)? Thus, a challenge inherent in 

the visioning process is whether or not partners are willing to clearly articulate their vision of 

the firm, now and in the future, including planned growth and any sacrifices that are required 

to the extent that they are willing to share this with Chartered Accountants at the firm.  

Another potential impediment to creating a compelling vision is that it will be limited 

in its design and scope. Senge (2006) cautioned  
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Equating a business’s purpose with the economic bottom line also dooms the enterprise 
to financial mediocrity, as countless studies of long-term business performance have 
shown. In a world where more people have more choices about where and how they 
work, it matters that an organization stand for something. A company that lacks a 
purpose worthy of commitment fails to foster commitment. It forces people to lead 
fragmented lives that can never tap the passion, imagination, willingness to take risks, 
patience, persistence, and desire for meaning that are the cornerstones of long-term 
financial success. (p. 263).  

In addition, it is also important to note that a vision for the firm cannot be the work of 

an isolated partner in a partnership group. “No amount of charisma or rhetorical skills can sell 

a vision that reflects only the leader’s values and needs” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 370). 

Therefore a broad vision, reflective of the partnership can be difficult to achieve in an 

environment where multiple stakeholders have a say in the final product.  

To create a vision, it is also important to define who, how and from where the energy 

will come to maintain and continuously refresh the vision. After all, in order to engage and 

inspire partners and Chartered Accountants alike, the vision needs to be relevant at all times.  

Similarly, partners need to identify and communicate the steps required to achieve the vision so 

that everyone can pull in the same direction.  This can take time, energy and dedication that 

often get dropped when billable work is present. Thus visions need to be created in conjunction 

with a plan for their sustainability.  

In crafting a vision for the future there may be payoffs and impediments to the process.  

A compelling vision that unites partners and intellectually and emotionally engages Chartered 

Accountants at Collins Barrow can recognize the diversity of partner contributions, celebrate 

and reveal key details about partner roles and inspire excitement related to the prospect of 

pursuing partnership with other like-minded entrepreneurs yet multiple obstacles exist and 

must be overcome. 
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Implications for communicating attractants and barriers 

There are merits and pitfalls to being transparent about the benefits and barriers to 

partnership. Being transparent about the opportunities, compensation, autonomy and resources 

available to partners can serve to inspire interest in partnership and reinforce trusting 

relationships within the firm. By “unbundling  the mixture of rewards represented by 

partnership, it should, indeed, be possible to retain good people” (Maister, 1993, p. 188). Plus 

“options, latitude and accountability fuel people’s sense of power and control over their lives” 

(Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 260) and this may help to build enthusiasm and inspire pursuit of 

partnership. Yet it is important to keep in mind that “the evidence from [Kouzes and Posner’s 

(2007)] research, and from other studies by many others, is that if people are going to do their 

best, they must be internally motivated” (p. 173). Thus, attempts to engage and inspire 

Chartered Accountants to aspire to partnership can be supported by honest communication 

however the firm’s efforts are only one part of the equation and pitfalls abound with any 

communications campaign.  

Unfortunately, “communications in organizations are rarely candid, open, or timely . . . 

Much of the time, events and processes are so intricate, scattered, and uncoordinated that no 

one can fully understand – let alone control the real truth” (Bolman & Deal, 2008, p. 33). 

Further, 

disclosing information  . . . can be risky. You can’t be certain that other people will like 
you, appreciate your candor, agree with your aspirations, buy into your plans or 
interpret your words and actions in the way you intend. But by demonstrating the 
willingness to take such risks, leaders encourage others to take a similar risk. (Kouzes 
& Posner, 2007, p. 295) 
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It is also important to consider the medium by which attractants and barriers are 

communicated. Despite the analytical nature of the work performed by accountants, it is 

important to communicate heartfelt and tangible benefits and barriers to partnership. As 

Weisbord (2012) cautions “anybody who ever tried to influence skeptics with hard data knows 

how futile it is . . . you can assemble statistics to prove whatever you please” (p. 9). And 

ultimately communicating the benefits and barriers to election to partnership are about both 

education and cultivating trust through disclosure.  

Target audience and timing 

Despite this study’s findings that indicate talking to future prospective partners about 

partnership as soon as possible is critical, this may not be feasible or desirable given that 

articling students are typically focused on their professional studies while working full-time 

during their first few years at the firm. Some deem them too busy to focus on career planning 

at that time.  Thus the recommendation of sending an invitation to articling students to 

participate in a partnership orientation session prior to writing their professional exams is a 

compromise and a strategy that may require further evaluation to determine its efficacy.  

Implications for partner development 

This study found that Chartered Accountants at Collins Barrow believed improved 

partner and leadership development programs are required as one strategy to support the 

attraction of Chartered Accountants to partnership. This aligns with Hammett’s (2008) 

observation that  
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while some organizations have recognized the need to develop a pipeline of capable 
leaders with the skills, experience and competencies necessary to step up and lead the 
organization into the future; far too many companies have not seen the writing on the 
wall. (p. 4)  

Thus in recommending that Collins Barrow implement a more comprehensive training 

program to develop future partners, the firm may develop a competitive advantage over other 

firms. This strategy may also serve to attract other Chartered Accountants to Collins Barrow 

from competitor firms. Yet, developing a robust partner and leadership development program 

is not an easy feat.   

Weiss and Molinaro (2006) argued an “integrated solution [to leadership development] 

is intense. It requires serious commitment on the part of organizations, their senior leaders and 

from HR [human resources]” (p. 10). Hammett (2008) suggested that a foundation for any 

leadership development program requires clarity around “what leadership competencies are 

needed to enable your key business drivers” (Hammett, 2008, p. 8). A comprehensive talent 

development program also requires that 

CEO’s and their senior management team members must go well beyond gratuitous 
support of leadership development by teaching courses and workshops . . . While 
human resource professionals play a critical role in developing the tools and processes 
for identifying, codifying, and developing leadership talent, managers at all levels must 
assume primary responsibility for building the organization’s leader pipeline. (Groves, 
2007, p. 254)  

It should also be noted that not all aspects of talent development programs are 

measureable or quantifiable. For instance, some components of leadership development are 

“‘soft,’ based in part on unquantifiable concepts such as intuition and personal vision. No one 

will ever be able to measure to three decimal places how much personal mastery contributes to 

productivity and the bottom line” (Senge, 2006, p. 135).  
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Further, partner and leadership development programs can be hindered by the culture of 

an organization. For instance, Kouzes and Posner (2007) asserted that "extraordinary 

achievements bloom more easily in climates in which performance is nurtured with a higher 

volume of appreciative comments" (p. 299). Given auditors’ responsibility to seek out and 

highlight error, the prevailing culture at Collins Barrow may be more focused on constructive 

criticism rather than appreciation of accuracy. Leadership development programs can also be 

hindered by those responsible for training prospective partners. In his work at the Centre for 

Creative Leadership, Hammett (2008) observed that senior executives 

reflected a low need for interpersonal contact that played out in being choosey about 
how, when and where they associate with others....They have a tendency to manage 
relationships at work with an “arms length” approach...This isolation can also inhibit 
senior executives ability to identify first hand individuals who might be in the up-and-
coming next generation of leaders. (Hammett, 2008, p. 6)  

Thus, commitment to the development and implementation of a robust partner 

development program can boost Collins Barrow’s prospective partner pipeline and provide a 

competitive advantage in the accounting marketplace and in the labour market. However, the 

time and financial investment required to create a program and staff an effective partner 

development program should not be underestimated as it is a sizeable undertaking.  

Implications for Future Research 

This research study targeted a small independently owned and operated mid-market 

firm in the Canadian marketplace where partners make all the decisions for the firm. It would 

be useful to determine if the same conclusions would prevail if the research was duplicated in a 

mid-market, regional or large, multi-national professional service firm.  
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The accounting profession is presently in transition in Canada. The existing three 

accounting designations, inclusive of Chartered Accountants (CA’s), Certified Management 

Accountants (CMA) and Certified General Accountants (CGA) are at various stages of merger 

across the country. In future, there will only be one accounting designation in Canada, the 

Chartered Professional Accountant (CPA). Already, limited numbers of future accountants 

may elect to article in industry or in a professional services firm. It is speculated that with the 

evolution of the CPA designation, the competition for talent, between industry and professional 

services firms will escalate.  Thus future research should examine what impact unification of 

the accounting profession will have on the attraction of accountants to partnership in 

professional services firms.  

Chapter Summary 

The recommendations proposed in this chapter were drafted and then refined in 

collaboration with Collins Barrow, the sponsoring organization. This was done after providing 

the sponsor with the study findings and conclusions. The sponsor’s reaction to the findings and 

proposed recommendations was positive and they “provide a roadmap for future partners to 

follow” (W. Stripling, personal communication, April 10, 2013) in their aim to attract 

Chartered Accountants to partnership. Although the findings in this study are not slated to be a 

topic for the upcoming partner retreat in June 2013, given the retirement of the current 

Managing Partner, it may be provided to partners as retreat pre-reading to foster dialogue. The 

current managing partner will also recommend that this thesis form the basis of a separate 

partnership retreat to focus on this topic alone.  
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The biggest threat to the adoption of recommendations in this thesis and commitment to 

ongoing action research cycles at Collins Barrow may be the partners’ own desire to maintain 

the status quo and make no changes at the firm. Because the firm is independently owned and 

operated, this is the partners’ prerogative. It is possible that until a dearth of partner prospects 

threatens the partnership, study conclusions and recommendations may simply remain 

“interesting to know” (W. Stripling, personal communication, April 10, 2013).   
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CHAPTER 6: META-REFLECTIONS ON THE INQUIRY 

This chapter focuses on over-arching observations pertaining to the research study as 

well as implications for both the accounting professional services field and academia 

specializing in leadership studies. Each of these topics will be examined in greater depth.  

The Action Research Process 

The organizational action research process employed in this study was co-created with 

the sponsor and “at its essence [was] the intent to change something, to solve some sort of 

problem, to take action” (Glesne, 2011, p. 15). Yet I worked primarily with one individual to 

champion this research and more peripherally with other leadership team members and 

partners at large. Upon reflection it is apparent that working with a larger steering committee 

would have been preferable.  

A powerful guiding group has two characteristics. It is made up of the right people, and 
it demonstrates teamwork. By the ‘right people,’ we mean individuals with the 
appropriate skills, the leadership capacity, the organizational credibility, and the 
connections to handle a specific kind of organizational change. (Kotter, 2002, Step 8. 
Para. 18) 

Were I to have involved a steering committee, it is possible partners at Collins Barrow might 

have more actively “[owned] the problem” and "[learned] to see the problem for [themselves] 

by sharing in the diagnostic process and [being] actively involved in generating a remedy" 

(Schein, as cited in Burke, 1999, pp. 653-655). Despite my concerns that research 

recommendations may fail to be adopted I must remember “each step, no matter how small, 

contributes to understanding.” (Glesne, 2011, p. 274). And this was accomplished through this 

study. 
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Beyond this first action research cycle, I also expect my role to change. As Stringer 

(2007) suggested "the position of the researcher changes from one of controller, advocate, or 

activist to one of facilitator" (p. 213). Given that this thesis may be the subject of a future 

partnership retreat, in the ensuing months, I expect to advocate consideration of the findings, 

conclusions and recommendations emerging from this research and I anticipate being asked to 

facilitate the partnership retreat on this topic later in 2013.   

Implications for the Accounting Sector 

Accounting professional services firms may be described as complex learning 

organizations. They adapt practices and processes to meet changing economic and regulatory 

landscapes. Typically, they are also highly structured and hierarchical organizations. Bolman 

and Deal (2008) acknowledged “structural leadership often evokes images of petty tyrants and 

rigid bureaucrats who never met a command or rule they didn’t like . . . [yet] literature on 

structural leadership is sparse” (p. 356). Thus the question that must be asked is whether or not 

the existing structural framework of professional services firms is attractive to future partner 

prospects. Rietsema and Watkins (2012) suggested  

a holistic and all-encompassing approach to leadership remains elusive in many 
organizations. As long as leadership is regarded as something which is “done by” the 
top of the organization and “done to” subordinates and employees, the point is lost. 
Thus, most organizational charts are still depicted in pyramid-like format with the 
leadership at the apex. (p. 26) 

This remains true for many accounting professional services firms.  

The accounting professional services sector may benefit from examining its existing 

structure to determine if the prevailing governance model is attractive to future partners. It is 

possible that “leadership as a concept may simply have outlived its usefulness in its various 
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implicit messages of hierarchy, selective application and linearity” (p. 29). Accounting firms 

need to “challenge the myth that leadership is about position and power” (Kouzes & Posner, 

2007, p. 338). As Pascale (1999) concluded, “for an entity to qualify as a complex adaptive 

system . . . it must be comprised of many agents acting in parallel. It is not hierarchically 

controlled” (p. 84). Thus, accounting professional services firms might consider their practices 

surrounding transparency of roles and paths to partnership and seek to enhance their 

understanding of what attracts designated Accountants to ownership lest the profession fail to 

become a complex adaptive system characterized as “distributed leadership . . . where the 

activities or functions of leadership are no longer the purview of the select, but rather the 

responsibility of many” (Rietsema & Watkins, 2012, p. 27).  

Implications for Leadership Research and Practice  

 “True research does not end. Instead it points the way for yet another search” (Glesne, 

2011, p. 275). Although this thesis uncovered strategies that could be employed to make 

traditional leadership positions attractive within an accounting context, the research findings 

highlight that “leaders aren’t just representing themselves. They speak and act on behalf of a 

larger organization” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007, p. 15). Therefore academes focused on 

leadership studies may consider examining the over-arching aims of leadership research and its 

impact on how leaders attract future leaders as well as applications for the time effective design 

and delivery of customizable leadership development programs. 

Kaiser et al. (2008) argued “leadership is a solution to the problem of collective effort – 

the problem of bringing people together and combining their efforts to promote success and 
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survival” (p. 96). Yet, given the importance and perceived need of businesses to develop better 

leaders, and  

given continuing research and study in the fields of leadership and organizational 
development, why are we not seeing convergence of theory and practice? . . . It is 
puzzling that at a time when professionals across the spectrum of human endeavor are 
subject to endless barrages of leadership material, in the form of suggestions, guidance 
and models, the organizations and projects they lead are increasingly subject to failure 
and the very self-confidence they require to lead is on the wane. (Rietsema & Watkins, 
2012, p. 23) 

Thus it is important to determine what is or are the missing links that prevent leadership theory 

and application from coalescing within organizations. If the most cutting edge research is not 

being implemented, it cannot be embraced by current leaders to inspire future leaders.  

Given that “the future of any company [also] depends on the engagement of the entire 

workforce” (Edwards, 2010, p. 37), leadership research also needs to focus on design and 

delivery of effective and efficient leadership development programs. Given the rapid pace of 

change further research is needed to address ways and means of delivering leadership 

development to individuals at all stages of their career, in a timely manner 

otherwise, [organizations] won’t be able to push urgency up fast enough, form the right 
guiding teams at various levels in the organization, or communicate the vision widely 
yet quickly. As the rate of change increases still more, so does the need for more 
change sophisticated people. (Kotter, 2002, Conclusion, Para. 10)  

For example,  

technical applications ameliorate several common concerns with regard to traditional 
development approaches, such as lengthy developmental timeframes, challenges 
inherent in attempting to get people together for face-to-face interaction, and the lack of 
tailoring to meet specific, individual needs. (Antes & Schuelke, 2011, p. 337) 

Thus one implication emerging from this research is the need for more leadership and 

partnership development tools and / or strategies to enhance pre-existing approaches.  
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Conclusion 

This study highlighted that while leadership and partnership development programs 

already existed, they failed to meet the needs of Chartered Accountants. Given that effective 

talent development programs were deemed both an attractant by research participants and a 

necessity, academia might be well advised to provide research and applications that will enable 

accounting professional service firms to close this gap in their arsenal of tools to attract and 

retain the best and brightest.   

 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   119 
 

REFERENCES 

Accounting firms offer lessons to law firms on retaining women. (2006). IOMA's Report on 
Compensation & Benefits for Law Offices, 06(6), 3-4. Retrieved from 
https://ezproxy.royalroads.ca/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/231518254
?accountid=8056. 

 
Al-Beraidi, A. & Rickards, T. (2006). Rethinking creativity in the accounting profession: To be 

professional and creative. Journal of Accounting & Organizational Change, 2(1), 25-
41. doi: 10.1108/18325910610654117. 

 
Almer, E. D., Lightbody, M. G. & Single, L. E. (2012). Successful promotion or segregation 

from partnership? An examination of the “post-senior manager” position in public 
accounting and the implications for women’s careers. Accounting Forum.  35, 122-133. 
doi: 10.1016/j.accfor.2011.06.002. 

 
Alvesson, M. (2000). Social identify and the problem of loyalty on knowledge intensive 

companies, Journal of Management Studies, 37(8), 1101-1123. doi: 10.1111/1467-
6486.00218. 

 
Anderson-Gough, F., Grey, C., & Robson, K. (2001). Tests of time: Organizational time-

reckoning and the making of accountants in two multi-national accounting firms. 
Accounting, Organizations and Society, 26(2), 99-122. doi: 10.1016/S0361-
3682(00)00019-2. 

 
Anderson, D., Vinnicombe, S., & Singh, V. (2010). Women partners leaving the firm: choice, 

what choice? Gender in Management: An International Journal. 25(3), 170 – 183. doi: 
10.1108/17542411011036383. 

 
Antes, A. L., & Schuelke, M. J. (2011). Leveraging technology to develop creative leadership 

capacity. Advances in Developing Human Resources, 13(3), 318-365. 
doi:10.1177/1523422311424710. 

 
Babío, N. C., & Rodríguez. R. G. (2010). Talent management in professional services firms: a 

HR issue? International Journal of Organizational Analysis, 18(4), 392 – 411. doi: 
10.1108/19348831011081877. 

 
Bannon, S., Ford, K., & Meltzer, L. (2011). Understanding millennials in the 

workplace.(practice management). The CPA Journal, 81(11), 61. 
 
Beechler, S., & Woodward, I. C. (2009). The global war for talent. Journal of International 

Management, 15(3), 273-285. doi: 10.1016/j.intman.2009.01.002. 
 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   120 
 

Bell, A. (2010). The myth of generational tensions. Leader to Leader, 2010(58), 7. 
 
Blass, E. (2007). Talent Management: Maximising talent for business performance. Chartered 

Management Institute.  London: Ashridge Consulting. 
 
Bolman, L., & Deal. T. (2008). Reframing organizations: Artistry, choice, and leadership. (4th 

ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Buchanan, D.A., & Bryman A.  (2007) Contextualizing methods choice in organizational 

research. Organizational Research Methods. 10(3), 483-501. doi: 
10.1177/1094428106295046. 

 
Burke, W. W., Lake, D. G., & Paine, J. W. (2009). Organization change: A comprehensive 

reader. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Canada Revenue Agency (2012). Retrieved from http://www.cra-arc.gc.ca/tx/bsnss/tpcs/bn-

ne/bfr/typ/prtnrshp-eng.html 
 
Chow, C. W., Harrison, G. L., McKinnon, J. L., & Wu, A. (2002). The organizational culture 

of public accounting firms: Evidence from Taiwanese local and U.S. affiliated firms. 
Accounting, Organizations and Society. 27(4/5), 347-360. doi: 10.1016/S0361-
3682(01)00033-2 

 
Clarke, M. (2011). Advancing women's careers through leadership development programs. 

Employee Relations, 33(5), 498-515. doi: 10.1108/01425451111153871 
 
Coghlan, D., & Brannick, T. (2010). Doing action research in your own organization. Los 

Angeles, CA: Sage Publications Inc. 
 
Collins Barrow Calgary LLP firm profile. (2012). Retrieved from 

http://www.collinsbarrow.com/officeprofile.asp?officeID=3. 
 
Davis, J. M. (2007). Rethinking the architecture: An action researcher's resolution to writing 

and presenting their thesis. Action Research. 6(5), 181-198, 
doi:10.1177/1476750307077322 

 
De Meuse, K. P. & Mlodzik, K. J. (2010). A second look at generational differences in the 

workforce: Implications for HR and talent management. People and Strategy, 33(2), 50. 
 
DiCicco‐Bloom, B., & Crabtree, B. F. (2006). The qualitative research interview. Medical 

Education, 40(4), 314-321. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2929.2006.02418.x 
 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   121 
 

Drucker. P. F. (1999). Knowledge-worker productivity: The biggest challenge. California 
Management Review, 41(2), 79. 

 
Edwards, J. (2010). Young professionals pave their own path to development. American Water 

Works Association. Journal, 102(8), 36. 
Fogarty, T. J., & Al-Kazemi, S. A. (2011). Leadership in accounting: The new face of an old 

profession. Accounting and the Public Interest. 11, 16-31. Retrieved from 
https://ezproxy.royalroads.ca/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/885433080
?accountid=8056 

 
Glesne, C. (2011). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction (4th ed). Montreal: 

Pearson. 
 
Greenwood, R., Deephouse, D.L., & Li, S. X. (2007). Ownership and performance of 

professional service firms. Organization Studies, 28(02), 219-238. doi: 
10.1177/0170840606067992 

 
Groves, K.S. (2007). Integrating leadership development and succession planning best 

practices. Journal of Management Development, 26(3), 239-260. doi: 
10.1108/02621710710732146 

 
Guest, G., Bunce, A & Johnson, L. (2006)/ How many interviews are enough?: An experiment 

with data saturation and variability. Field Methods, 18(1), 59-82. doi: 
10.1177/1525822X05279903 

 
Hammett, P. (2008). The paradox of gifted leadership: Developing the generation of leaders. 

Industrial and Commercial Training, 40(1), 3–9. doi: 10.1108/00197850810841585 
 
Hansen, J. C. & Leuty, M. E. Work values across generations. (2012). Journal of Career 

Assessment, 20(1), 34-52. doi: 10.1177/1069072711417163v 
 
Harris, J. G., & Craig, E. (2012). Developing analytical leadership. Strategic HR Review, 

11(1), 25-30. doi:10.1108/14754391211186287 
 
Haynes, K. (2012). Body beautiful? Gender, identity and the body in professional services 

firms. Gender, Work & Organization, 19(5), 489-507. doi: 10.1111/j.1468-
0432.2011.00583.x 

 
Hazard. (2011). Harvard law program on the legal profession comparative analyses of legal 

education, law firms, and law and legal procedure. Retrieved from 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Law_firm 

 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   122 
 

Hicks, E., Bagg, R., Doyle, W. & Young, J. D. (2007). Canadian accountants: Examining 
workplace learning. Journal of Workplace Learning, 19(2), 61-77. doi: 
10.1108/13665620710728457 

 
Hoffman, B. J., Lance, C. E., Twenge, J. M., & Campbell, S. M. (2010). Generational 

differences in work values: Leisure and extrinsic values increasing, social and intrinsic 
values decreasing. Journal of Management, 36(5), 1117-1142. doi: 
10.1177/0149206309352246 

Industry Canada 
(http://www.ic.gc.ca/app/ccc/sld/cmpny.do?lang=eng&profileId=1941&naics=541110
&naics=541190&naics=541212). 

 
Jenkins, J. G., Deis, D. R., Bedard, J.C., & Curtis, M. B. (2008). Accounting firm culture and 

governance: A research synthesis. Behavioral Research in Accounting, 20(1), 45-74. 
doi: 10.2308/bria.2008.20.1.45 

 
Jung, D. I., & Avolio, B. J. (2000). Opening the black box: An experimental investigation of 

the mediating effects of trust and value congruence on transformational and 
transactional leadership. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 21(8), 949-964. 
doi:10.1002/1099-1379(200012)21:8<949::AID-JOB64>3.3.CO;2-6 

 
Kaiser, R. B., Hogan, R., & Craig, S. (2008). Leadership and the fate of organizations. 

American Psychologist, 63(2), 96-110. doi:10.1037/0003-066X.63.2.96 
 
Kesler, G. (2002). Why the leadership bench never gets deeper: Ten insights about executive 

talent development. People and Strategy, 25(1), pp. 32-44. Retrieved from 
https://ezproxy.royalroads.ca/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/224578468
?accountid=8056 

 
Kornberger, M., Carter, C., & Ross-Smith, A. (2010). Changing gender domination in a big 

four accounting firm: Flexibility, performance and client service in practice. 
 Accounting, Organizations and Society, 35(8), 775-791. doi:10.1016/j.aos.2010.09.005 
 
Kotter, J. P., Cohen, D. S., & Books24x7, I. (2002). The heart of change: Real-life stories of 

how people change their organizations. Boston: Harvard Business School Publishing. 
 
Kouzes, J.M., & Posner, B.Z. (2007). The leadership challenge: The most trusted source on 

becoming a better leader (4th ed.). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Kumra, S. &Vinnicombe, S. (2008), A study of the promotion to partner process in a 

professional services firm: How women are disadvantaged. British Journal of 
Management, 19(s1), S65-S65. doi: 10.1111/j.1467-8551.2008.00572.x 

 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   123 
 

Kupperschmidt, B. (2000). Multigeneration employees: Strategies for effective management. 
Health Care Manager, 19(1), 65-76. 

 
Lee, T. A., (2006). The Scottish founders of modern public accountancy, Vol 9. Amsterdam, 

NL:  JAI Press. 
 
Lee, N., & Nathan, M. (2010). Knowledge workers, cultural diversity and innovation: 

Evidence from London. International Journal of Knowledge-Based Development, 1(1), 
53-78. 

Leonard, H. S., & Lang, F.  (2010). Leadership development via action. Advances in 
Developing Human Resources, 12(2), 225-240. doi:10.1177/1523422310367800 

 
Leskiw, S., & Singh, P. (2007). Leadership development: Learning from best practices. 

Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 28(5), 444-464. 
doi:10.1108/01437730710761742 

 
Lewellen, S., 2007, retrieved on March 1, 2012 from 

http://mba.yale.edu/why/purpose/leadership.shtml. 
 
Lightbody, M. G. (2009). Turnover decisions of women accountants: Using personal histories 

to understand the relative influence of domestic obligations. Accounting History, 14(1-
2), 55-78. doi: 10.1177/1032373208098552 

 
Lloyd-Walker, B. & Walker, D. (2011). Authentic leadership for 21st century project delivery. 

International Journal of Project Management, 29(2011) 383-395. Doi: 
10.1016/j.ijproman.2011.02.004 

  
Maister, D. (1997). Managing the professional service firm, New York, NY: Free Press 

Paperbacks.  
 
Majeed, Z. (2009) A review of HR practices in knowledge-intensive firms and MNEs: 2000-

2006, Journal of European Industrial Training, 33(5), 439–456. doi: 
10.1108/03090590910966580 

 
Morris, T., & Pinnington, A. (1998) Promotion to partner in professional service firms. Human 

Relations, 51(1), 2-24. doi: 10.1177/001872679805100102 
 
Myers, K. K., & Sadaghiani, K. (2010). Millennials in the workplace: A communication 

perspective on millennials’ organizational relationships and performance. Journal of 
Business and Psychology, 25(2), 225-238. doi: 10.1007/s10869-010-9172-7 

 
Nielsen, K., & Cleal, B. (2011). Under which conditions do middle managers exhibit 

transformational leadership behaviors? — an experience sampling method study on the 

http://mba.yale.edu/why/purpose/leadership.shtml


 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   124 
 

predictors of transformational leadership behaviors. The Leadership Quarterly, 22(2), 
344-352. doi: 10.1016/j.leaqua.2011.02.009 

 
Palus, C. J. (2005). Issues & observations: The art and science of leadership. Leadership in 

Action, 25(1), 20. 
 
Pardey, D. (2008). Next generation leaders. Strategic HR Review, 7(3), 32-32. doi: 

10.1108/14754390810865793 
 
Pascale, R. T. (1999). Surfing the edge of chaos. Sloan Management Review, 40(3), 83. 
 
Patton, M. (2002). Qualitative research and research methods, 2nd ed. Newbury Park, CA: 

Sage Publications. 
Pepe, M. E. (2007). High impact leadership Advances in Developing Human Resources, 12(2), 

225-240. doi:10.1177/1523422310367800 
 
Pink, D. H. (2002). Free agent nation: The future of working for yourself (1st trade ed.). New 

York, NY: Warner Books. Retrieved from 
http://voyager.royalroads.ca/vwebv/holdingsInfo?bibId=99644 

 
Potter, E. 2005. Part 1: Changing workforce demographics and management challenges. 

Retrieved from http://mcgraw-hill.co.uk/tpr/chapters/1591395216.pdf.  
 
Puplampu, B. B. (2010). Leadership as engagement, leadership as system development. 

European Business Review, 22(6), 624-651. doi: 10.1108/09555341011082925  
 
Rafferty, A. E., & Griffin, M. A. (2004). Dimensions of transformational leadership: 

Conceptual and empirical extensions. The Leadership Quarterly, 15(3), 329-354. doi: 
10.1016/j.leaqua.2004.02.009 

 
Regulated Accounting Profession Act. (2010). Retrieved from 

http://www.qp.alberta.ca/574.cfm?page=R12.cfm&leg_type=Acts&isbncln=077970345
6 on August 8, 2012.  

 
Reuvers, M., Van Engen, M. L., Vinkenburg, C. J., & Wilson‐ Evered, E. (2008). 

Transformational leadership and innovative work behaviour: Exploring the relevance of 
gender differences. Creativity and Innovation Management, 17(3), 227-244. doi: 
10.1111/j.1467-8691.2008.00487.x 

 
Rietsema, K. W., & Watkins, D. V. (2012). Beyond leadership. International Journal of 

Business and Social Science, 3(4), n/a. Retrieved from 
https://ezproxy.royalroads.ca/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/918788732
?accountid=8056 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   125 
 

 
Rothwell, W. J. (2002). Putting success into your succession planning. The Journal of Business 

Strategy; 23(3), 32-37. doi: 10.1108/eb040249 
 
Rothwell, W. J. (2010). Effective succession planning: Ensuring leadership continuity and 

building talent from within, (2nd ed.). New York, NY: AMACOM. 
 
Rothwell, W.J. & Poduch, S. (2004). Introducing technical (not managerial) succession 

planning. Public Personnel Management. 33(4), 405-419. Retrieved from 
https://ezproxy.royalroads.ca/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/215931736
?accountid=8056 

 
Royal Roads University (2007). Research ethics policy. Retrieved from 

http://research.royalroads.ca/sites/default/files/web_files/RRU_EthicsPolicy_16Feb201
1r.pdf. 

 
Schein, E. H. (1999). What is process consultation? In Burke, W. W., Lake, D. G., & Paine, J. 

W. (Eds.) Organization change: A comprehensive reader (pp. 642-666). San Francisco: 
Jossey-Bass. 

 
Senge, P. M. (2006). The fifth discipline: The art & practice of the learning organization. 

Toronto, ON, Canada: Currency/Doubleday. 
 
Shuck, B. & Herd, A. M. (2012) Employee engagement and leadership: Exploring the 

convergence of two frameworks and implications for leadership development in HRD. 
Human Resource Development Review, 11(2), 156-181. doi: 
10.1177/1534484312438211 

 
Stefanac, Rosalind. (2012). Women at Work. CA Magazine. 145/10, 20-27. 
 
Stringer, E. T. (2007). Action research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
 
Stroope, S., & Hagemann, B. (2011). Women, water, + leadership: Are we making progress? 

T+D, 65(3), 50-53. Retrieved from 
http://web.ebscohost.com.ezproxy.royalroads.ca/ehost/detail?sid=c57f21c9-8fa2-405b-
96ad1bc1a0167eb1%40sessionmgr15&vid=1&hid=24&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3Qtb
Gl2ZQ%3d%3d#db=aph&AN=59411764 

 
Stumpf, S. A. (2002). Becoming a partner in a professional services firm, Career Development 

International, 7, 115-121. doi: 10.1108/13620430210421641 
 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   126 
 

Stumpf, S. A. (2007). Stakeholder assessments as a predictor of high potential and promotion 
to partner in professional service firms. Career Development International, 12(5), 481-
497. doi: 10.1108/13620430710773781 

 
Taylor, S. (2005). The leadership gap: The present state of leadership and strategies for 

preparing leaders, American Society of Training and Development, 6(8). Alexandria, 
VA.  

Toor, S., & Ofori, G. (2008). Leadership versus management: How they are different, and why. 
Leadership and Management in Engineering, 8(2), 61-71. doi:10.1061/(ASCE)1532-
6748(2008)8:2(61) 

 
Torbert, B. (2004). Action inquiry: The secret of timely and transforming leadership. San 

Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler.  
 
Twenge, J. M. (2010). A review of the empirical evidence on generational differences in work 

attitudes. Journal of Business and Psychology, 25(2), 201-210. doi: 10.1007/s10869-
010-9165-6 

 
Tri-Council Policy Statement (TCPS) 2 Tutorial Course on Research Ethics (CORE), retrieved 

from http://www.pre.ethics.gc.ca/eng/education/tutorial-didacticiel/ 
 
Ulrich, D. (2007). The talent trifecta. Workforce Management, 86(15), 32-33. Retrieved from 

https://ezproxy.royalroads.ca/login?url=http://search.proquest.com/docview/219775525
?accountid=8056. 

 
Van Selm, M., & Jankowski, N. W. (2006). Conducting online surveys. Quality and Quantity, 

40(3), 435-456. doi: 10.1007/s11135-005-8081-8 
 
Vera-Muñoz, S.C., Ho, J. L. & Chow, C. W. (2006). Enhancing knowledge sharing in public 

accounting firms. Accounting Horizons, 20(2), 133-155. doi: 
10.2308/acch.2006.20.2.133 

 
Wallace, P. (2009). Reasons women chartered accountants leave public accounting firms prior 

to achieving partnership status: A qualitative analysis. Canadian Journal of 
Administrative Sciences, 26(3), 179-196. Retrieved from 
http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.royalroads.ca/docview/204881396/abstract?account
id=8056 

 
Weisbord, M. R. (2012). Productive workplaces: Dignity, meaning, and community in the 21st 

century. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 
 
Weiss, D., & Molinaro, V. (2006). Integrated leadership development. Industrial and 

Commercial Training, 38(1), 3-11. doi:10.1108/00197850610700763 



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   127 
 

 
Wheatley, M. J., & Books24x7, I. (2006). Leadership and the new science: Discovering order 

in a chaotic world, third edition. San Francisco, Calif: Berrett-Koehler. 
 
Yukl, G. A. (2010). Leadership in organizations. New York: Pearson Custom Publishing. 
  



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   128 
 

APPENDIX A: INQUIRY TEAM MEMBER LETTER OF AGREEMENT 

In partial fulfillment of the requirement for a Master of Arts in Leadership Degree at 
Royal Roads University, Roberta Turton (the Student) will be conducting an inquiry research 
study at Collins Barrow Calgary LLP to answer the inquiry question what succession planning 
strategies can accounting professional services firms adopt to attract Chartered Accountants 
to partnership? The Student’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be established by 
calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Program Head, MA Leadership (Classic), at [telephone 
number]. 

Inquiry Team Member Role Description 

As a volunteer Inquiry Team Member assisting the Student with this project, your role 
may include one or more of the following: distributing an electronic survey, receiving and 
recording the time of receipt of expressions of interest in participating in a research interview; 
scheduling interviews, conducting interviews, recording your reflections during interviews and 
transcribing interviews while simultaneously removing all personal identifiers from the 
transcriptions and member checking.  Your efforts will assist the Student and Collins Barrow 
Calgary LLP with the organizational change process while simultaneously contributing to the 
body of knowledge in the accounting professional service firm sector. In the course of this 
activity, you may be privy to confidential inquiry data. 

Confidentiality of Inquiry Data 

In compliance with the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy, under which 
this inquiry project is being conducted, all personal identifiers and any other confidential 
information generated or accessed by the inquiry team advisor will only be used in the 
performance of the functions of this project, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than 
persons authorized to receive it, both during the inquiry period and beyond it. Recorded 
information in all formats is covered by this agreement. Personal identifiers include participant 
names, contact information, personally identifying turns of phrase or comments, and any other 
personally identifying information. 

Bridging Student’s Potential or Actual Ethical Conflict 

As a neutral third party with no supervisory relationship with either the Student or 
potential participants, you may be asked to work closely with the Student to bridge this any 
potential or actual conflict of interest in this study. Such requests may include asking the you 
to: send out the letter of invitation to potential participants, receive letters/emails of interest in 
participation from potential participants, independently make a selection of received participant 
requests based on criteria you and the Student will have worked out previously, formalize the 
logistics for the data-gathering method, including contacting the participants about the time and 
location of the interview, conduct the interviews with the selected participants (without the 
Student’s presence or knowledge of which participants were chosen) using the protocol and 
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questions worked out previously with the Student, and producing written transcripts of the 
interviews with all personal identifiers removed before the transcripts are brought back to the 
Student for the data analysis phase of the study.  

This strategy means that potential participants can confidentially turn down the 
participation request from the Student, as this process conceals from the Student which 
potential participants chose not to participate or simply were not selected by you, the third 
party, because they were out of the selection criteria range. You are asked to take on such third 
party duties in this study and will work under the direction of the Student. You will be fully 
briefed by the Student as to how this process will work, including specific expectations, and 
the methods to be employed in conducting the elements of the inquiry. You will also be given 
every support possible by the Student, except where such support would reveal the identities of 
the actual participants. 

Personal information will be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, 
disclosed, retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the Student, under direction of the 
Royal Roads Academic Supervisor. If you are uncertain whether any information they may 
wish to share about the project they are working on is personal or confidential please verify 
this with Roberta Turton, the Student. 

Statement of Informed Consent: 
I have read and understand this agreement. 
 
 
________________________ _________________________ _____________ 
Name (Please Print)   Signature    Date 
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APPENDIX B: SPONSOR COMMUNICATION TO CHARTERED ACCOUNTANTS 

From: Stripling, Wes 
Sent: Wednesday, October 17, 2012 2:33 PM 
To: PARTNERS; MANAGERS; Chartered Accountants 
Subject: Academic Research at Collins Barrow Calgary LLP 

 
As you may or may not be aware, Roberta is currently enrolled in a Masters of Arts in 

Leadership Studies program at Royal Roads University. Her research seeks to uncover 
succession-planning strategies that professional services firms may employ to attract Chartered 
Accountants to partnership. It’s her objective to elicit the perspectives of Chartered 
Accountants using a survey and interviews. The study also involves a review of literature to 
better understand the role of partners in limited liability partnership’s, employee engagement, 
talent development and leadership development.  

Roberta is presently awaiting final approval to proceed with her research from the 
University’s ethics review board. Once that approval has been received, Chartered Accountants 
at all levels will be invited to participate in the study.  Participation is 100% voluntary and the 
identities of all research participants will remain anonymous throughout the study. In fact, 
Roberta will not even know who participates in this study as she is engaging external research 
assistants to aid in data collection.  

Collins Barrow whole heartedly supports this research endeavour. Should you choose 
to participate, we ask that you please code your time to admin.    

Ultimately, it is our hope that these research findings be published in 2013. If you have 
any questions about this research, please speak with Roberta directly.  

 
 
Wes Stripling, CA 
Managing Partner 
Collins Barrow Calgary LLP 
[telephone number] 
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APPENDIX C: COMMUNICATION TO SURVEY PILOT RECIPIENTS 

Thank you for agreeing to be part of the survey pilot for this action research project. I 
welcome any questions or comments you might have on the introduction below and the survey 
itself. Also, should you choose to respond to the survey questions themselves, please know that 
your responses will not form part of the formal data gathering process.  

In your opinion, do you think that the questions in the survey aid in answering the 
objectives identified in paragraph 2 of the research informed consent content below? Is there 
anything you feel I should be asking that is presently lacking? Any and all input is appreciated. 

The deadline for feedback is Monday October 29, 2012.  

If you have any questions about this research, or if you'd prefer to talk in person, I can 
be reached at [telephone number]. Thank you again for your help and insight. 

  
Warm regards, 
   
Roberta Turton 
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APPENDIX D: ELECTRONIC INVITATION FOR SURVEY 

Dear [Name],  
 
My name is Roberta Turton, and this research project, Succession Planning Strategies 

to Attract Partners at Professional Services Firms, is part of the requirement for a Masters of 
Arts in Leadership Studies at Royal Roads University.  My credentials with Royal Roads 
University can be established by by calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Program Head, MA-
Leadership, School of Leadership Studies, at [telephone number]. 

RESEARCH INFORMED CONSENT 
 
This research project has received approval by Royal Roads University’s Research 

Ethics Board.   

The research survey may consist of a number of open or closed-ended questions and I 
estimate it will take fifteen minutes to complete. The foreseen questions will aim to uncover 
your understanding and perceptions about the roles and responsibilities of partners; the 
partnership selection process; the attractiveness of partnership; and, barriers to your pursuit of 
and achievement of election to partnership.  If you are interested in extending your 
participation in this study, beyond the survey, you will have an opportunity to express your 
interest in participating in follow-up interviews that will occur after the survey response 
deadline has passed. Interview participants will be selected on a first-to-express-interest basis 
and a limited number of interviews will be conducted for each the following levels: Chartered 
Accountant, Manager and Senior Manager. 

In addition to submitting my thesis to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment of a 
Masters of Arts in Leadership Studies degree, I will also be sharing my research findings with 
Collins Barrow Calgary LLP. As this research will also be published, a copy of this thesis is 
expected to reside in Library and Archives Canada, accessed through the Thesis Canada Portal, 
and the ProQuest/ UMI database. 

This survey has been designed so that survey respondents are anonymous. Information 
will be recorded as an electronic survey and will be summarized in anonymous format in the 
body of the final report.  Any information provided will also be kept strictly private and 
confidential and will only be used for research purposes. 

Because SurveyMonkey is the survey instrument being used, your survey response is 
processed and stored in the United States. Please be advised that the U.S. government, courts, 
or law enforcement and regulatory agencies may be able to obtain disclosure of the data 
through the laws of the United States. 

You are not compelled to participate in this research project by completing this survey. 
If you do choose to participate, simply complete and submit the survey. If you have any further 
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questions pertaining to this research study, please do not hesitate to contact Roberta Turton at 
[telephone number].  

By clicking on the following survey monkey link, the individual gives their free and 
informed consent to participate in this project. 
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APPENDIX E: SURVEY INVITATION FIRST REMINDER 

Thank you to all those who have already completed the survey distributed to you to 
explore succession planning strategies to attract partners in professional services firms. 

For those who have not yet completed the survey, this is a gentle reminder that your 
voluntary and anonymous participation would be greatly appreciated. If you would like to 
refresh your memory on the purpose of the survey, please see the attached information 
previously sent to you when the initial invitation was distributed. By clicking on the 
SurveyMonkey link below and completing and returning the anonymous survey, you are giving 
your free and informed consent to participate in this project. It is expected that this survey will 
not require more than 15 minutes of your time. 

https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/8PS9RJB 

A second and equally vital aspect of my project involves confidential interviews with 
CA's at the Chartered Accountant, Manager and Senior Manager level at Collins Barrow. If 
you are willing to participate in a confidential interview on the subject of attracting partners in 
professional services firms, please advise Jen Stefura of your interest by emailing her at [email 
address]. Interviews will be conducted in a private meeting room at Collins Barrow's office at a 
mutually convenient time by an external interviewer who will not make known to Collins 
Barrow or Roberta Turton, the identities of those who were interviewed. 

If you have any further questions pertaining to this research study, please do not 
hesitate to contact Roberta Turton at [telephone number]. 

  

mailto:jennifer.stefura@royalroads.ca.
mailto:jennifer.stefura@royalroads.ca.
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APPENDIX F: SURVEY QUESTIONS 

1. By consenting to participate in this research study by completing and submitting this 
survey, you understand and acknowledge: (1) you have read the introduction to this 
survey, (2) that your participation is voluntary and that you can withdraw from this 
research study at any time simply by not submitting your survey; (3) the survey is 
anonymous; and, (4) that results will be published.  

a. I voluntarily consent to participate in this research study 
b. I do not consent to participate in this research study 

2. In what period were you born?  
a. Before 1946 
b. 1946 – 1964 
c. 1965 – 1980 
d. 1981 – 2000 

3. Please indicate your gender 
a. Male 
b. Female 

4. Please rank partner roles and responsibilities based on what you believe to be the most 
important part of their role. 1 indicates most important and 10 reflects least important. 
Please include any role or responsibility you believe is missed in the “other” comment 
box below with an assigned rank.  

a. Generating business for the firm 
b. Practice management 
c. Ensuring compliance with any and all accounting, audit and tax regulations 
d. Recruiting staff to the firm 
e. Developing and training staff 
f. Mentoring staff 
g. Approving all practice specific billings 
h. Contributing to the successful operation of the firm 
i. Contributing to the development of appropriate policies, practices and 

procedures used by the firm 
j. Protecting the interests of the firm and its people 
k. Other – open ended 

5. In your opinion, what currently constitutes new partner selection criteria? Please rank 
your top 5 criteria with 1 being most important and 5 being least important.  

a. Demonstration of technical skill  
b. Commitment to the firm 
c. Revenue generation track record 
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d. Size of personal network 
e. Ability to train and develop staff 
f. Community connections 
g. Rapport with other partners 
h. Rapport with staff 
i. Other 

6. Please select and rank 5 items from the list below to indicate what you find attractive 
about becoming a partner, with 1 being most attractive and 5 being least attractive. 

a. Income earning potential 
b. Autonomy 
c. Prestige 
d. Entrepreneurial opportunity 
e. Ability to manage own time 
f. Membership in a partnership that shares similar values 
g. Membership in a partnership of other like minded entrepreneurs 
h. Ability to align my practice with my interests 
i. Reputation of the firm 
j. Time off 
k. Longevity of the role 
l. Flexibility, please explain 
m. Other – open ended box 

7. Please rank your top 5 reasons that discourage you from pursuing partnership, with 1 
being what most discourages you and 5 being what least discourages you. 

a. Not enough partnership spots available 
b. Requirement to do business development 
c. Having to be responsible to other partners for practice metrics 
d. Perception of the technical skills, or lack thereof of existing partners 
e. Regulatory requirements related to the role of partner 
f. Liability risk 
g. The responsibility associated with serving clients 
h. Potential time commitment to the firm related to fulfilling client responsibilities 
i. The responsibility and challenges related to a workplace filled with multiple 

generations 
j. Poor rapport with existing partners 
k. Lack of familiarity with existing partners 
l. Personal values not in alignment with the partnership 
m. Age of partners 
n. Don’t enjoy the work 
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o. Other – open-ended 
8. Please rank what you perceive are the top 5 barriers to being elected to partnership with 

1 reflecting the biggest barrier and 5 being the smallest barrier.  
a. Lack of established practice to inherit 
b. Failure to build a sufficient size practice prior to be appointed to partnership 
c. Current profitability of the partnership 
d. Lack of urgency to elect or admit a new partner 
e. Personal rapport with existing partners 
f. Insufficient technical skills 
g. Insufficient interpersonal skills 
h. Other? (open-ended) 

9. Is there anything else that you feel we should know about your perceptions of 
partnership, its attractiveness or barriers to admission? 

10. If you could change 2 to 3 things about the roles and responsibilities of partners; 
partnership selection criteria; and/or partnership development, what would those be?  

Conclusion:  
Thank you very much for your input. Your feedback will remain anonymous. 

Please code time spent participating in this survey to "admin" and leave the 
explanation blank.  

If you are interested in continuing to be involved in this research study, by 
participating in a comprehensive and confidential interview on this subject, please email 
Jennifer (Jen) Stefura at [email address] by no later than November 15, 2012. Jen is an 
approved and impartial research assistant assisting Roberta Turton with this research study. 
Jen, along with Joel Matthews, will be coordinating, conducting and transcribing 
interviews so that your identity throughout this study remains anonymous. Roberta has 
willingly removed herself from this part of the research process to ensure that, as a result of 
her position at the firm, your identity and comments are safeguarded. Roberta will be 
involved with the data analysis only after it has been stripped of any personal identifiers by 
Jen and Joel.   

Interviews are estimated to last one hour. A maximum of nine (9) interviews will be 
conducted. This investment of time has been pre-approved by the firm, should you elect to 
confidentially participate.  

.   
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APPENDIX G: ELECTRONIC INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE IN AN INTERVIEW 

Dear [Name], 
Thank you for expressing your interest in participating in an interview for the research 

project entitled Succession Planning Strategies to Attract Partners at Professional Services 
Firms. Your name was selected because this research is only targeted at Chartered Accountants 
at Collins Barrow Calgary LLP, a group for which you are a member, and, because you were 
one of the first individuals at your level to express an interest in participating in a face-to-face 
interview.  

Here are the proposed interview details:  

Date: 
Time: 
Location: Collins Barrow meeting room [X] 
 
If this time is not convenient for you, please feel free to suggest an alternate time and 

place. Also, please remember, you are under no obligation to participate in this interview and 
you may voluntarily withdraw from this research study at any time.  

We have also attached a copy of the interview questions so that these can be reviewed 
in advance.  

Please advise me of your willingness and/or availability to participate in this interview 
by responding to this email.  

Thank you again for your interest in this study.  

Sincerely, 

Jennifer Stefura, Research Assistant 
[email address] 
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APPENDIX H: INFORMED CONSENT FOR INTERVIEWS 

 
This research is part of the requirement for a Masters of Arts in Leadership Studies at 

Royal Roads University.  Roberta Turton’s credentials with Royal Roads University can be 
established by by calling Dr. Niels Agger-Gupta, Program Head, MA-Leadership, School of 
Leadership Studies, at [telephone number]. 

This research will consist of an interview aimed at uncovering your understanding and 
perceptions about the roles and responsibilities of partners; the partnership selection process; 
the attractiveness of partnership and barriers to your pursuit of and achievement of election to 
partnership. We estimate that this interview will take a maximum of one hour to complete.  

Jennifer Stefura or Joel Matthews will conduct the interview and interviews will be 
recorded for the purposes of information capture. The interviewer will also take notes. 
Following the interview, the interviewer will also record their personal observation and 
reflections of the interview proceedings and the interview recordings will be transcribed. 
Jennifer and Joel have been engaged to protect your identity and the confidentiality of the your 
responses.  

Within one week of the completion of your interview, you will receive a transcription 
of the audio recording from Jennifer or Joel. It is requested that research participants review 
and provide comment on interview transcripts by no later than noon, MST on Thursday 
December 11, 2012.  It will be understood that no reply affirms accuracy of your transcript.  

In addition to submitting her thesis to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment of a 
Masters of Arts in Leadership Studies degree, Roberta Turton will also be sharing research 
findings with Collins Barrow Calgary LLP. As this research will also be published, a copy of 
this thesis is expected to reside in Library and Archives Canada, accessed through the Thesis 
Canada Portal, and the ProQuest/ UMI database. 

Any information you provide will be kept strictly private and confidential and will only 
be used for research purposes.  

The information you provide will be summarized, in anonymous format, in the body of 
the final report. At no time will any specific comments be attributed to any individual unless 
your specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. All documentation will be kept strictly 
confidential. 

All data collected during this research study will be encrypted and password protected. 
Data specific to any research participant will be destroyed within three days of withdrawal 
from the research study. Raw data pertaining to this research will be retained until December 
31, 2013. Effective January 1, 2014, all raw data will be destroyed.  



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   140 
 

You are not compelled to participate in this research project. If you do choose to 
participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without prejudice. Similarly, if you choose not 
to participate in this research project, this information will also be maintained in confidence. 

Two copies of this research informed consent information will await you when you 
arrive for your interview. The information will be reviewed with you again, at that time. You 
will also be required to sign a copy of this document prior to participating in the interview. 
You will also receive a copy of this document for your personal records.  

If you have any further questions pertaining to this research study, please do not 
hesitate to contact Roberta Turton at [telephone number].  

By signing this form, the individual gives their free and informed consent to participate 
in this project. 

 

Name: (Please Print): 
______________________________________________________ 

 
Signed: 

_________________________________________________________________ 
 
Date: 

___________________________________________________________________ 
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 APPENDIX I: INTERVIEW PROCEDURE AND QUESTIONS 

 
• Welcome -----. Thank you for joining me and for choosing to participate. Please make 

yourself comfortable. 

• May I get you a glass of water?  

• Have you had a chance to review the informed consent document?  

• Review informed consent and execute document paragraph by paragraph.  

• Research participant signs informed consent document.  

• Do you have any further questions about this research study before we get started?  

• I’m just going to test the recording device. (Press play, speak, stop, playback).  

• Let’s proceed.  

START RECORDING 

1. What do you believe are the key responsibilities of partners?   

2. What do you perceive is the difference between the role of a Senior Manager and that of a 

partner?  

3. From your perspective, how does a person become a partner at Collins Barrow?  

4. What do you believe is the partnership election criteria?  

5. In your opinion, what contributes to someone’s likelihood of becoming a partner?  

6. What about partnership is attractive:  

a. To you? 

b. To others? 

7. What, if anything, prevents you from pursuing partnership?  
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8. Based on your experience, what prevents others from pursuing partnership?  

9. What does partnership offer that self-employment or being an employee here or elsewhere 

does not provide? 

10. What, if anything, can the firm do to make partnership more attractive to Chartered 

Accountants?  

11. What, if any, obstacles or barriers should the firm remove to make election to partnership 

more attractive?  

12. Is there anything else that you would like to share on this topic?  

CLOSE 

• Thank you. That concludes all of the questions that we have for you today.  

• Going forward, I will be transcribing today’s recording and will send you a copy of your 

comments for your review. Please review these notes and email me any corrections by the 

date noted in the email. If you don’t respond, then the transcriptions will be interpreted as 

correct.  

• Do you have any further questions about this research project?  

• Thank you again for participating.  

INTERVIEWER WRAP-UP 

• Jot down any notes or observations you haven’t already noted down during the 

course of the interview.  
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APPENDIX J: ELECTRONIC DATA CHECKING COMMUNICATION 

Dear, 

Thank you for your participation in the research study interview aimed at answering: 
what succession planning strategies professional service firms can adopt to attract Chartered 
Accountants to partnership.  Your input is greatly appreciated.   

As mentioned at the interview, we have attached a transcription of the audio recording 
from the [date]’s interview. Please review and provide comment on interview transcripts by no 
later than noon, MST on [date]. It will be understood that no reply affirms accuracy of your 
transcript. 

Thank you again for your participation.  

Once the final report is finalized and published, you will be notified should you elect to 
read the final report.  

Sincerely, 

 

Joel Matthews or Jennifer Stefura 

  



 Succession Planning Strategies To Attract Partners   144 
 

APPENDIX K: SURVEY RESPONSES 

Question 1: By consenting to participate in this research study by completing and submitting 
this survey, you understand and acknowledge: (1) you have read the introduction to this 
survey, (2) your participation is voluntary and that you can withdraw from this research study 
at any time simply by not submitting your survey; (3) the survey is anonymous; and, (4) that 
results will be published. 

Answer Options Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

I voluntarily consent to participate in this research 
study 100 22 

I do not consent to participate in this research study 0 0 
 

Question 2:  In what period were you born?  

Answer Options Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Before 1946 0.0% 0 
1946 – 1964 9.1% 2 
1965 – 1980 45.5% 10 
1981 – 2000 45.5% 10 

 
Question 3: Please indicate your gender.  

Answer Options Response 
Percent 

Response 
Count 

Male 50.0% 11 
Female 50.0% 11 

 
Question 4: Please rank partner roles and responsibilities based on what you believe to be the 
most important part of their role. 1 indicates most important and 11 reflects least important. 
Please include any role or responsibility you believe is missed in the “other” comment box 
below with an assigned rank.  

Answer Options Average 
Rating 

Response Count 

Generating business for the firm 3.41 22 
Practice management 4.14 22 
Contributing to the successful operation of the 
firm. 

4.18 22 

Ensuring compliance with any and all 
accounting, audit and tax regulations 

4  22 
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Protecting the interests of the firm and its 
people. 

5.05 22 

Modelling ethical and behavioural norms and 
expectations.  

5.64 22 

Developing and training staff 6.77 22 
Mentoring staff 6.81 21 
Recruiting staff to the firm 7.64 22 
Contributing to the development of appropriate 
policies, practices and procedures used by the 
firm 

8.05 20 

Approving all practice specific billings 9.64 22 
Other, please specify 11.00 2 
 
No comments were provided. 

Question 5: In your opinion, what currently constitutes new partner selection criteria? Please 
rank you top 5 criteria with 1 being most important and 5 being least important.  

Answer Options Average 
Rating 

Response Count 

Ability to foster and maintain client respect 
and loyalty 

1.76 21 

Commitment to the firm 2.82 17 
Size of personal network 3.00 3 
Demonstration of technical skill 3  20 
Rapport with other partners 3.13 15 
Community connections  3.33 3 
Revenue generation track record 3.63 8 
Ability to train and develop staff 3.67 12 
Rapport with staff 4.00 10 
Other, please specify 0.00 0  
Open Ended Comment:  

1. Personality/demeanor that the other partners would like to have sitting around the 
boardroom table next to them sharing in the decision making -  

Question 6: Please select and rank 5 items from the list below to indicate what you find 
attractive about becoming a partner, with 1 being most attractive and 5 being least attractive.  

Answer Options Average 
Rating 

Response Count 

Ability to align my practice with my interests 2.14 14 
Income earning potential 2.45 22 
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Ability to manage own time 2.50 10 
Reputation of the firm 2.50 2 
Challenge associated with managing own 
practice 

2.67 9 

Entrepreneurial opportunity 2.67 6 
Opportunity to realize personal potential 3.00 9 
Autonomy 3.40 5 
Membership in a partnership that shares 
similar values 

3.50 4 

Membership in a partnership of other like-
minded entrepreneurs 

3.60 5 

Opportunity to mentor and develop other like-
minded individuals 

3.75 8 

Opportunity to be a leader in the firm 4.00 5 
Opportunity to focus on business development 4.33 3 
Longevity of the role 4.50 4 
Time off 5.00 1 
Social life; flexibility; and, other 0.00 0 

 

Open-Ended Comment:  

1. The number one reason is the opportunity to work with clients in fulfilling their 
needs in the areas of service that we provide. Perhaps that is entrepreneurial opportunity. 

Question 7: Please rank your top 5 reasons that discourage you from pursuing partnership, with 
1 being what most discourages you and 5 being what least discourages you.   

Answer Options Average 
Rating 

Response Count 

Requirement to do business development 1.86 7 
Potential time commitment to the firm related 
to fulfilling client responsibilities 

1.88 17 

Personal values not in alignment with the 
partnership 

2.20 5 

Regulatory requirements related to the role of 
partner 

2.78 9 

Perception of the technical skills, or lack 
thereof of existing partners 

3.00 8 

Don’t enjoy the work  3.00 5 
Other, open ended 3.00 4 
Liability risk 3.10 10 
Having to be responsible to other partners for 3.25 8 
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practice metrics 
Not enough partnership spots available 3.67 3 
The responsibility associated with serving 
clients 

3.71 7 

The responsibility and challenges related to a 
workplace filled with multiple generations 

3.75 4 

Poor rapport with existing partners 4.00 2 
Lack of familiarity with existing partners 4.75 4 
Age of partners 5.00 3 

 
Open-Ended Comments:  

1. The idea that you would be locked into a long-term partnership commitment and you may 
find being a partner is not what you want to do. 
2. No life - comparing partners to CFO clients; partners put in far more hours. 
3. The long term commitment. To want to be partner you have to look at potentially being here 
for the rest of your career. Once you are in the partnership it's not that easy to get out. 
4. Having to bring in new clients 

 
Question 8: Please rank what you perceive are the top 5 barriers to being elected to partnership 
with 1 reflecting the biggest barrier and 5 being the smallest barrier.  
Answer Options Average 

Rating 
Response Count 

Insufficient interpersonal skills 2.20 10 
Insufficient technical skills 2.29 17 
Lack of urgency to elect or admit a new partner 2.67 9 
Personal rapport with existing partners 2.92 12 
Other, please specify 3.00 1 
Insufficient recognition of my skills and 
abilities 

3.17 12 

Lack of established practice to inherit 3.25 12 
Failure to build a sufficient size practice prior 
to [being] appointed to partnership 

3.33 12 

Current profitability of the partnership 3.91 11 
 
Open-Ended Comments:  
1. I don't feel there are any barriers 
2. There are not a lot of barriers right now to those with the right skill set and attitude - we 
need partners. 
3. Fit with partners and managerial philosophy 
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Question 9: Is there anything else you feel we should know about your perceptions of 
partnership, its attractiveness or barriers to admission? 
1. perception is that as a partner you have to know all aspects of all types of accounting and 

all industries 
2. Partners are not team-focused as the setting for a manager group.  they function 

independently and that is not attractive to me 
3. I enjoy poublic practice, in my opinion the work is the most important thing.  If you enjoy 

what you do the rest is secondary.  Once I realized this is what I wanteed to do it was easy 
to see CB was where I wanted to do it. 

4. Potential candidates need to want to be a Partner and have a fire in their belly to be 
committed in the role. 

5. I think the largest barrier to admission to the current partnership is the perception that the 
current partners struggle to agree on firm and team policies. It is very evident that Team 1, 
Team 2 and Tax operate as separate business units and in my opinion makes it difficult for 
the partners to operate effectively.  

6. Having worked for partners on both teams I've been able to observe the benefits and 
pitfalls of both teams. I think the Partnership needs to do a better job of ensuring the firm 
operates as one firm rather than three businesses co-existing. 

7. Newer generating has much different views on what work-life balance looks like and 
values outside of work much more importantly than running a successful, growing, 
demanding business. 

8. There are not a lot of barriers right now to those with the right skill set and attitude - we 
need partners. What is needed are: 1) core skills useful to the partnership, which do not 
need to be in the same areas for each partner, and 2) willingness to commit to the 
partnership and the common values held by the existing partners. 

9. To me partnership is not that attactive.  You have to be able to work the existing partners 
and you have to look at who else behind you can potentially be a partner one day and 
decide if you would want to work with these people for the next 20-30 years.  I think to 
want to be a partner you have to look at it for the long term. 

10. Overall, the current partners do a great job at communicating the attractiveness of 
partnership and do what they can to limit any barriers. This is especially the case for those 
who communicate an interest to move into this role. 

 
Question 10: If you could change 2 to 3 things about the roles and responsibilities of partners; 
partnership selection criteria; and/or partnership development, what would those be? 
1. Managers should be informed more promptly if they are not headed towards partnership 

and not in the partners' future partnership plans. 
2)  Partners should be more engaged in ensuring the overall happiness of their staff.  It 
should not be left to HR and managers to boost employee morale and provide suggestions 
for improvement.  Partners will have ideas as well. 

2. Partners need to trust managers more and listen to their views on staffing and recruiting, 
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give them more autonomy (managers) 
3. More candidates wanting to be a Partner and being willing to be mentored on how to 

achieve the goal. 
Perception that women need to give up too much life balance to be a Partner. 

4. The ideal 360 degree partner does not exist. Partners need to look at individuals strengths 
and what each individual would bring to the partnership. CB currently acts like 13 sole 
practioners sharing office space. They need to look at it more globally and see 13 strong 
individuals contributing certain strengths to one partnership. 

5. Don't have all partners contribute equally/similarly to the partnership - focus on individual 
partner strengths in specific areas - marketing/rain-maker, technical/chargeable hour 
worker, interpersonal mentor/coach, etc. 
- put in place partner mentor/coaching for regular monitoring, partner development 

6. Better mentoring for new partners, better communication (largely via mentoring) of the 
benefits of partnership to potential candidates. 

7. I don't think any one of us really knows what the partner role really entails.  No one really 
talks to us about opportunities to be a partner or really how to get there.  I know I have 
been told that if I want to be a partner I just need to let them know and I could be put on 
the partner track.  I have no idea what being on the partner track really means.  I don't 
know what criterias need to be met to be a partner. 

8. The one tough aspect of the current system is that it is a unanimous decision to promote 
new partners. This is tough because the barriers of truly getting to know partners cross-
team is limited due to the varying types of work. This could lead to potential candidates 
not being promoted simply due to some partners not knowing that person very well even 
though there is a majority push to promote. 

9. Less time commitment, more training and leadership opportunities 
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