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Robert Walters, totaljobs and Jobsite surveyed almost 1,000 accounting and finance professionals 
across the UK to gain insight into key skills shortage trends, the potential impact of Brexit in a 
global market, changing candidate expectations and the recommended recruitment strategies to 
combat skills gaps.
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Top three strategies to combat skills shortages: 

43% 
Upskilling junior 

staff 

52% 
Recruitment 

agencies 

61% 
Temporary or contract 

workers 

of employers expect their workload to increase 
throughout 2018

80%

Only 6% of employers think industry experience 
is more important than qualifications

6%

Where are FINANCE professionals looking for jobs? The top skills in demand in the accounting and finance industry: 

38%

Analysis 

36%

Business 
Partnering 

29%

Financial 
reporting 

50% of CFOs believe the accounting and finance skills  
shortage will be exacerbated by Brexit

3 in 10 hiring managers face competition for high-calibre 
accounting and finance professionals

Using a 
recruitment 

agency/
consultant 

Online Job 
Boards 

Searching on 
LinkedIn



Moderate extent 51%

With ongoing improvements in the UK economy, a number of opportunities are arising across the accounting 
and finance recruitment market, coupled with industry developments and sectoral changes which open up 
new, specialist roles, particularly within the professional services sector.

As the industry picks up and businesses expand into emerging specialist areas, high-calibre accounting and 
finance experts are increasingly sought after to support business growth, address financial instability across 
multiple sectors including retail and restaurant sectors, and provide vital in-house functions for businesses 
across the country.

As a result, CFOs are beginning to look for a greater range of technical and soft skills from finance 
professionals to adapt to this changing landscape.

As industry developments bring new opportunities, increasing demand for top talent leads to new 
recruitment challenges. Many hiring managers in the industry now find they are faced with a distinct sector-
specific skills gap, which is exacerbated further by national trends.

National factors such as immigration as well as the lasting effects of the recession have left a distinct 
impression on the industry.

CHAPTER ONE
shortages in the accounting and finance sector
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TO WHAT EXTENT DO YOU ANTICIPATE SKILLS SHORTAGES?

Limited extent 33%

Great extent 9%

I do not anticipate talent shortages 7%



Over half of employers anticipate facing talent shortages in 2018, with nearly 10% expecting this to negatively impact on business performance.

Establishing a sustainable talent pipeline is an area of concern for hiring managers. While 60% of hiring managers acknowledge they receive adequate candidates, 
less than 2 in 10 are receiving high quality applications from their current candidate pool, with only a fraction (1%) of respondents receiving exceptional candidates.
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This shortage in talent is prevalent on a regional level, with the Midlands (67%), London (62%) and the South 
East (61%) expecting to struggle the most to source suitable talent to fill accounting and finance roles. On 
the other hand, only 41% of respondents in the North West think that talent shortages will affect the quality 
of their candidate pool.

What is the overall quality of accounting and finance candidates?

Very high 1%

High 19%

Adequate 61%

Low 18%

Very low 0.5%
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At what level of seniority do you expect to face the most acute talent shortages?

Senior/Director

8%

Mid/Management

54%

Junior/Executive

38%

The research highlighted the types of role, and levels of seniority, where talent is perceived to be low. The talent shortage is not expected to negatively impact 
the appointment of senior or director level positions, but both mid management (54%) and junior/executive (38%) positions will be increasingly challenging 
to recruit for in 2018. The industry is besieged with a talent gridlock at junior and managerial levels.

of accounting and finance employers expect to 
face talent shortages in 2018

50%

Top three regions expecting skills shortages

67%

The Midlands South EastLondon

61%62%
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9%
Somewhat

unprepared

As the accounting and finance sector continues to develop, businesses face increased pressure to keep 
up with the pace of change in the industry to continue compete on a global level. Coupled with this, 
candidates are increasingly looking for careers with global potential, and will opt for businesses which 
offer opportunities in multiple countries.

CHAPTER TWO
Competing on a global SCALE

How well is the UK set to compete on a global scale?

Somewhat
prepared

54%

21%Neutral

14%
Very 

prepared

1%
Very

unprepared
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While more than two thirds of accounting and finance professionals believe the UK is prepared to compete on a global level (68%), they expect performance 
to be impacted by the UK’s departure from the EU. Half of respondents believe that skills shortages will be exacerbated by Britain’s departure from the EU, 
with the most acute shortages being anticipated in London (55%), the North West (53%) and Yorkshire (50%).

Accounting and finance employers in the UK rely on the migration of international students coming to the UK to study a sector-related 
degree – a fall in net migration is likely to decrease the candidate pool for hiring managers looking to fill both junior and senior positions.

locations that expect to see skills shortages after Brexit

2. North West 53%

1. London 55%

3. South East 39%

4. Midlands 21%

5. Yorkshire 50%
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CHAPTER THREE
Skills in Demand

of employers highlight a lack of general business 
skills in candidates.

38%

Top skills in demand in 2017

Top skills in demand in 2018

27% 
Financial 
Reporting

28%
Analysis

38% 
General Professional 

Skills

29% 
Financial 
reporting 

36%
Business

Partnering

38% 
Analysis
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What are the most sought after accounting and finance skills?

Analysis
Business partnering
Financial reporting
Compliance
Financial planning
General professional skills
Forecasting
Performance management

38%
36%

29%
27%
27%

26%
22%

20%

There has been a surge in demand for financial analysts over the past year, with over 38% of accounting 
and finance managers stating it was a focus this year, a 10% increase over 2017. As businesses are 
becoming more complex in terms of their finances, employers are looking for specialists who are 
able to forecast diverse financial scenarios and use expert decision-making skills to provide solutions 
which contribute to business strategy. 

While 38% of accounting and finance professionals noted a shortage of general professional skills 
in the 2017 candidate market, more specialist skills including business partnering (36%), financial 
reporting (29%) and compliance (27%) are considered more important this year. 

Transferrable skills such as organisation, time management, stakeholder management, communication 
and problem solving have experienced a 12% drop in demand from 2017 to 2018. 

As the skills shortage is felt most acutely at the mid management level, expert finance professionals 
including business partners, analysts and compliance officers are the most sought after to fill more 
specialist senior and mid-management positions.

Other skills that employers highlighted as valuable for the positions they recruit for include interim 
management and project management (17%), audit (15%), statutory accounts (14%) and budget 
management (13%).
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Although general professional skills are still valued by businesses, 
industry-specific skills are what many employers are looking for first in 
potential staff.
Lee Allen, Sales Director, Jobsite
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Strongest skills amongst accounting and finance professionals
The research shows that the current candidate market is somewhat prepared to meet the skills demand 
within the industry. Almost 8 in 10 accounting and finance professionals possess advanced general 
professional skills required to fill a generalist accounting and finance role, often sought after for junior 
and entry-level positions.

Professionals are also technically equipped to supply the most sought after skills. With 66% of 
respondents stating they would be able to take up a financial analyst position without additional 
training or support. Over 63% of the candidate pool are advanced business partners, indicating the 
candidate competency is increasing in line with demand for these professionals.

Top 5 advanced skills amongst accounting and finance professionals

Analysis

General Professional Skills

66%

79%

Business Partnering 63%

Forecasting

Finacial Planning

41%

41%

Increasing demand for qualified finance professionals indicates there will be fierce competition in 
industry over the next twelve months to secure high calibre candidates.
Lucy Bisset, Director, Robert Walters
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Candidate competency for sought after skills

ANALYSIS

Intermediate

Advanced

28%

66%

Beginner 5%

BUSINESS PARTNERING

Intermediate

Advanced

30%

63%

Beginner 7%

FINANCIAL REPORTING

Intermediate

Advanced

35%

53%

Beginner 17%
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Whilst general professional skills are still highly valued by hiring managers recruiting for junior level accounting and finance positions and 
are invaluable for professionals throughout their career, at mid-management and specialist levels, there is a detectable skills gap. The 
factors behind this are two-fold. Again, this can be attributed to a reduced graduate intake following the 2008 recession, leading to a 
reduced number of specialist professionals at more senior levels. As well as this, as niche skills emerge in importance in the industry, 
such as compliance and financial planning, a gap emerges as training and development frameworks seek to keep up with the 
changing accounting and finance landscape.

Where is improvement required?
As newer, emerging select skills are becoming paramount for organisations, the response from professionals is mixed. While they rank their knowledge as 
advanced for both analysis and business partnering, they rank significantly lower in certain skills.

More than a quarter (27%) of employers expect compliance professionals to be most sought after professionals in 2018, a 13% increase in comparison 2017. 
However, 64% of accounting and finance professionals would need further training to fill a compliance position. Similarly, less than half of the candidates have 
advanced financial planning ability, with this particular skill growing in demand at a 12% yearly rate amongst businesses.

Beginner and intermediate level skills amongst accounting and finance professionals

Statutory Accounts

Compliance

61%

64%

Auditing

Financial Planning

64%

52%
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QUALIFICATIONS IN THE ACCOUNTING AND FINANCE INDUSTRY
All accounting and finance professionals rank certifications as more important than experience in 
the field. Over half of employers (53%) rank ACA/ICAS as the most important technical qualification, 
closely followed by ACCA (50%) and CIMA (41%), with candidates following suit.

AAT is not as well recognised, with only 12% of employers willing to consider candidates with this 
vocational qualification.

A unique sectoral trend for the accounting and finance discipline is the lack of importance of 
experience working within the sector. Only 6% of employers consider experience in the profession as 
more important than possessing a qualification, while only 1 in 10 professionals (11%) think possessing 
industry experience will assist them in their career.

As industry experience is not essential for the role, CFOs who do not look outside their industry for 
new staff are at a significant disadvantage when looking to secure top talent, as they are drawing on a 
far smaller pool of potential candidates. Currently only 2 in 10 businesses are currently looking outside 
their industry for new staff. 

ACA/ICAS 53%

ACCA 50%

CIMA 41%

University degree 17%

AAT 12%

A-level qualification 4%

EMPLOYERS

What qualifications are important to the accounting and finance SECTOR
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51%ACCA

48%CIMA

46%ACA/ICAS

University degree 22%

AAT 19%

A-level qualification 7%

CANDIDATES

Interestingly, a university degree, although not as important as professional certifications, is considered more important than experience in the sector. 17% 
of hiring managers believe a university degree is important to the sector and more than 2 in 10 (22%) of professionals believe a university degree is useful to 
progress quickly in the discipline.

As almost a quarter (24%) of employers still identify generalist professional skills as important to the industry, a university degree enables professionals to 
develop ‘soft’ skills relevant to the discipline, namely problem-solving, analytical ability and stakeholder management. Furthermore, a discipline-related degree 
often allows professionals to commence qualifications to progress to qualified status earlier in their career.

In a similar vein to the legal industry, accounting and finance differentiates from many professional sectors regarding its emphasis on 
technical training and certifications. There is a robust training and development framework in place for candidates to progress and 
acquire the skillsets integral to the profession, rather than the concept of learning on the job.



CHAPTER FOUR
Challenges for accounting and finance recruitment
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Candidates lacking sufficient experience for the role
38%

Candidates lacking the right soft skills (e.g. communication, 
teamwork, time-management, proactivity, etc)

34%

Candidates lacking the right technical skills
31%

Competition for candidates and candidates receiving 
multiple job offers

31%

Recruitment process taking too long once good candidates 
are sourced

29%

Candidate salary expectations being too high
28%

TOP 6 CHALLENGES TO RECRUITING ACCOUNTING and FINANCE PROFESSIONALS



SOLVING THE UK SKILLS SHORTAGE  |  17

The top challenges for accounting and finance employers are focused around receiving a 
high proportion of unsuitable applications for positions. Almost 4 in 10 employers find that 
candidates lack sufficient experience for the role. Similarly, over 30% confirm that candidates 
lack the technical skills specific to an accounting and finance career.

The aforementioned reduction in graduate intake by the large accounting firms, due to the 
impact of the recession, means there are fewer experienced candidates with a robust industry 
background. A quarter receive too many unqualified candidates applying for roles.

Increased competition 

With a lack of both part-qualified junior candidates and qualified candidates at managerial 
level, competition between accounting and finance employers is fierce to secure the top tier 
professionals. More than 3 in 10 hiring managers face competition for skilled candidates who 
receive multiple job offers.

Salary expectations 
In line with increased competition, 28% of employers now find that candidate salary 
expectations are too high, with accounting and finance professionals in a position to demand 
higher remuneration packages and enhanced benefits to choose between job offers. This has 
the greatest impact on start-ups and SMEs who struggle to compete with the recruitment 
budgets of international accounting and finance firms.

Lack of skills or experience



Professional perspective

While firms struggle with increased competition and salary increases, accounting and finance 
professionals searching for new opportunities find the jobs on offer do not meet their raised 
expectations. 44% of job seekers do not believe that companies are offering high enough 
salaries and almost 40% cannot find a company they want to work for, with factors including 
location, distance to travel and reputation in market deterring prospective candidates from 
applying for roles.

In 2018, companies will need to take an analytical approach to ensure their employment 
offers meet, if not exceed those of their competitors if they aim to recruit outstanding 
accounting and finance professionals. 

Both employers (29%) and professionals (36%) agree that the recruitment process takes too 
long. This suggests that work needs to be done to streamline the process both to fill skills 
gaps quickly and maintain the interest of sourced candidates.
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TOP 3 CHALLENGES WHEN SEARCHING FOR ACCOUNTING AND FINANCE ROLES

Recruitment process 
taking too long once 
you’ve applied to a 

role

36%

Not finding a company 
you want to work for

39%

Companies not 
offering high enough 

salaries

44%
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Businesses will need to be increasingly innovative with their employment 
offers, not only to meet rising salary expectations, but to differentiate 
from their competitors. This includes the provision of enhanced 
development packages, flexible working practices and increased role 
autonomy.
Luke Higgs, Associate Director, Robert Walters





21  |  SOLVING THE UK SKILLS SHORTAGE

80% of employers expect their workload to increase throughout 2018, with almost half (48%) anticipating a significant increase. 

This comes as businesses are increasingly recognising the importance of finance professionals to aid decision making, coupled with new emerging professional 
finance functions requiring skilled professionals to work on challenges affecting multiple industries, such as compliance, risk and fraud.

The need to expand finance teams is increasingly urgent to meet the increase in expected workload. However, the majority (55%) of professionals attempt to 
increase output by increasing the workload across their current team. Only 8% of businesses would decline jobs or projects.

Cost is an important consideration here, with CFOs keen to take on work to increase profitability, but avoid the costs associated with bringing new talent on 
board. 

Over half (52%) would hire interim professionals as a short-term solution to temporarily fill skills gaps, while 45% would adopt internal training to upskill junior 
staff. This is a popular strategy amongst the industry which can not only add to the knowledge and skill base of a finance team, but also aid productivity, 
maintain a company culture and boost retention.

CHAPTER FIVE
Managing rising workloads

OF ACCOUNTING AND FINANCE EMPLOYERS EXPECT THEIR 
WORKLOAD TO INCREASE THROUGHOUT 2018

80%
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An emerging trend in the industry is the use of technology to alleviate workload currently conducted 
by professionals. Adopting automation and decisioning tools across finance departments increases 
output and allows accounting and finance professionals to make valuable insights from financial data, 
as opposed to processing it. Almost a quarter (23%) of CFOs are looking at investing in a non people-
focused solution, with this inclination expected to pick up speed throughout the year. 

Increase the workload across the current team
55%

Hire interim professionals to temporarily fill skills shortages
52%

Upskill junior staff to take on additional workload
45%

Look for an innovative automation or non people-focused 
solution

23%

Prolong recruitment until you find a suitable candidate, and 
increase your headcount

16%

Outsource to specialist accountancy firm
16%

Decline jobs or certain projects
8%

How would you manage an increase in workload?

Technology
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CHAPTER SIX
Combatting skills shortages

Using temporary or contract workers to fill skills gaps
61%

Engaging recruitment agencies
52%

Using internal training to upskill and/or moving internal staff 
into more senior positions

43%

Utilising an internal referral programme
33%

Advertising for staff through LinkedIn
33%

TOP FIVE STRATEGIES CURRENTLY USED TO COMBAT SKILLS SHORTAGES

In line with other industries, the majority (61%) of accounting and finance employers are recruiting 
temporary or contract workers to strengthen their accounting and finance teams. This technique goes 
hand in hand with working with recruitment agencies, who tend to have the key connections with 
contractor finance professionals. More than half (52%) of employers are engaging with recruitment 
agencies to access those high-calibre contract candidates.

However, employers are also realising the benefits of implementing internal strategies to develop their 
current talent. 43% of companies are using internal training to both upskill current staff, and move 
individuals into more senior finance roles. A third (33%) of employers have established an internal 
referral programme, using incentives to utilise the connections of their current workforce.
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Internal training 

Although internal training can be a resource and time intensive strategy, it can be a highly effective way to maximise the potential of finance teams. Your 
current workforce is a ready-made pool of talent, who already possess the background knowledge to be able to benefit immediately from an internal 
training programme.

43% of companies are currently adopting this technique, with the majority of this investment coming from the national accounting and finance firms 
with the financial means to implement a talent development programme at scale.  

Temporary or contract workers
 Many contractors bring highly specialist skills which can transform a finance team struggling to perform in a competitive industry with few skilled 
candidates.  

This group of professionals are finance experts, having acquired skills and knowledge from working in multiple companies. Contract recruitment enables 
you to capitalise on the skills and knowledge offered by these specialist workers.

ALTERNATIVE STRATEGIES 

Many businesses in the industry are starting to diversify their recruitment strategies, rather than sticking to the ‘tried and tested’ 
platforms. A third of organisations are advertising for staff through LinkedIn, while 28% are advertising more roles on online job 
boards or offline media in an effort to reach skilled finance professionals.

As the recruitment market is saturated with finance positions, 22% of hiring managers are dealing with this competition by 
headhunting from similar businesses. To overcome talent shortages at junior and managerial level positions caused by the 
recession, more than 20% of employers are beginning to look outside the UK for top tier industry talent who are willing 
to relocate.
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22% 
Headhunting from 
similar businesses

20% 
Looking outside 

the UK

28%
Online job boards/

offline media

33% 
Advertising through 

LinkedIn

EMERGENT STRATEGIES TO COMBAT SKILLS SHORTAGES

Regional differences
Regionally, employers in the accounting and finance sphere follow similar patterns in their approaches 
to alleviating talent shortages. However, more than two thirds 67% of employers in the Midlands are 
adopting internal training, well above the industry average.

INTERNAL TRAINING PROGRAMMES ESTABLISHED ACROSS THE UK

2. North West

1. London

41%

39%

3. South East 28%

4. Midlands

5. Yorkshire

67%

50%
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Using a recruitment agency/consultant
80%

Searching for roles on online job boards 
71%

Searching for roles through LinkedIn
62%

Working in a temporary, interim or contract position while 
continuing to search for a permanent role

49%

Looking for roles in other fields where your skills would be 
transferable

46%

How accounting and finance professionals search for jobs

Contracting and the use of the recruitment agencies are also central to the behaviour of professionals 
looking for their next opportunity. A significant majority (80%) of professionals within the accounting 
and finance industry are currently liaising with a recruitment consultant as they tend to be able to source 
multiple career opportunities for skilled workers. Almost half (49%) also enjoy the flexibility of working 
in temporary, interim or contract positions whilst continuing to search for a permanent role, whilst more 
than 4 in 10 professionals prefer to carry out contract work permanently.

However, the research highlights that emergent strategies to look for skilled candidates will become 
increasingly important for employers during 2018, as these are the mediums accounting & finance 
professionals are engaging with now to seek new positions.

71% of professionals are searching for roles on online job boards, which is particularly popular for areas 
where talent shortages exist in junior and mid-management level positions, while 62% are searching 
for new opportunities through LinkedIn, both through job advertisements and utilising their current 
connections. A growing number of candidates (46%) are considering looking for roles in other industries 
where their skills might be transferrable, suggesting a level of dissatisfaction with the current employment 
offering in the accounting and finance sector.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Creating a sustainable talent pipeline

TOP 6 STRATEGIES TO PROMOTE ACCOUNTING AND FINANCE CAREERS

Educate students on potential career paths
48%

Being more open to transferable skills, and promoting 
career opportunities to those professionals

45%

Companies partnering more effectively with local 
universities

34%

Companies offering more work placements to students in 
the field

32%

Offering apprenticeships for professionals
32%

Increasing internal communication within businesses about 
career opportunities

26%

EMPLOYERS
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Accounting and finance professionals were also surveyed on the future strategies that should be employed to ensure a sustainable talent pipeline for the industry.

As niche skillsets demand specialist professionals, 48% of hiring managers believe there will need to be more focus on educating students on the numerous 
potential career paths available in the field. As generalist professional skills are desired for accounting and finance roles, 45% of employers agree that they 
should focus their recruitment efforts on candidates that possess transferable skills, with the intention to upskill this pool of talent to accounting and finance 
specialisms.

With businesses increasingly relying on financial data in their decision making, many accounting and finance leaders will seek to boost their teams with talent 
that can improve analytical problem-solving, along with those who have strong communication and decision-making skills to support financial planning and 
collaboration with a variety of internal stakeholders.

More than a third (34%) of employers believe partnering more effectively with local universities and promoting career opportunities to target areas would be an 
effective long-term approach to deliver a sustainable talent pool for the industry.

Top 6 strategies to promote accounting and finance careers

CANDIDATES

Companies being more open to transferable skills, and 
promoting career opportunities to those professionals

56%

Educating students on potential career paths
53%

Companies offering more work placements to students in 
this field

50%

Companies partnering more effectively with local 
universities

50%

Offering apprenticeships for professionals
48%

Increasing internal communication within businesses about 
career opportunities

33%
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Professionals agree with employers regarding the top strategies to promote accounting and finance 
careers, with 56% encouraging businesses to be more open to transferrable skills. Similarly, 53% think 
work needs to be done at a higher-education level to inform students of potential career paths. 

Taking an accounting and finance career path offers excellent graduate prospects, cross-sector and 
international work opportunities, as well as a sustainable career and real-life application. Endorsing 
these benefits could serve to increase the quantity of junior level candidates looking to forge a long-
term career in the division.

3 in 10 professionals feel there is only adequate support within the current education system for an 
accounting and finance career. Almost a third (32%) think more needs to be done to support students 
to have a successful career within the industry.

Only 3 in 10 hiring managers believe offering more work placements to students in the field would 
combat the accounting and finance skills shortage, yet half of professionals advocate this method to 
engineer more skilled specialists in the future.

How would you rate the current education system?

Could be better 32%

Adequately 29%

Very well 14%

There is little or no 
support

8%



Almost a quarter (23%) of CFOs are looking at investing in 
a non people-focused solution to manage rising workloads 
throughout 2018.

A skills shortage is apparent across the accounting and finance 
industry, with 60% of employers expecting to face at least a 
moderate shortage in 2018.

CHAPTER SEVEN
Key conclusions

Shortening recruitment processes, upskilling staff and 
recognising transferrable skills are key ways employers can 
secure top-tier accounting and finance professionals.

80% of CFOs expect their finance teams’ workloads to 
increase in 2018. To manage this, 55% will increase the 
responsibilities of their current team and more than half 
(52%) will hire interim or contract professionals to fill the 
skills gaps.

Businesses are beginning to diversify their recruitment 
strategies. Emergent strategies include looking at posting on 
job boards, headhunting, advertising on LinkedIn, as well as 
looking outside the UK.

Only 6% senior finance professionals say industry experience 
is more important than technical qualifications, yet only 2 in 
10 employers are targeting professionals from other fields that 
possess transferrable skills.

Whilst 68% believe the UK accounting and finance industry 
is prepared to compete on a global scale, over half of CFOs 
believe the accounting and finance skills shortage will be 
exacerbated by Brexit.

When looking to address skills gaps, 43% of CFOs are 
adopting an internal training programme to upskill their 
existing workforce, preferring to encourage internal 
promotion than bring new talent on board.
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Professional qualifications are more important than 
experience in the accounting and finance sector. Over half 
of employers (53%) rank ACA/ICAS as the most important 
technical qualifications, closely followed by ACCA (50%) and 
CIMA (41%).
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