WHAT ISTHE ‘PAPERLES ENGAGEMENT’ ?
There is a strong possibility that you are reading this document for one of two reasons. Firstly, because you are sceptical about the whole ‘paperless’ concept and expect to remain so, or secondly that its something your firm has been discussing for some time and have yet to crystallise your thoughts. In either case we hope this will give you some more food for thought.

What do we actually mean by paperless ?

Lets deal with the biggest question first, because the way you perceive the concept of paperless working will govern the way in which you attempt to implement a solution and the chances of success.

1
Does it mean the paperless office ?

Definitely not. We are talking about the way in which your accounts, audit, tax and other engagements are planned, performed and completed. We are not dealing with how the firm handles its post, how it deals with ‘knowledge management’ or general filing. Obviously this may be part of the plan and if so your project plan needs to take this aspect into account.
2
Does it mean handling no paper at all ?

Again, no. Any firm attempting to go entirely paperless from the start will face enormous obstacles, not just technological but far more importantly, human. We use a paperless filing system ourselves, but I can guarantee that even as I write this I know I will print out a copy to review it. 
What is important are the ground rules for users. For example, an average audit (if such a thing exists these days) will involve a number of staff at a variety of levels, possibly from more than one department. Even in a paperless environment these people will be handling paper for a variety of reasons. 

Documents may be printed so that someone can review work while on a train journey. In the paperless environment this is fine as long as that individual ultimately ‘signs’ the central copy of that document in the electronic file. 
The ground rule therefore is the assumption that the latest, up to date work is reflected in the electronic file, and that manually signed documents are not regarded as having any authority. Everyone reviewing the electronic file must assume that an unsigned document on the system has not been reviewed, and a ‘signed’ document is the latest and final version available.
Good electronic working papers software will have proper security structures in place to ensure that only authorised users can perform appropriate tasks. It will also ensure a proper workflow, so that partners cannot sign-off work that has yet to be signed off by the managers or seniors, something that a manual system certainly cannot ensure.

3
So ‘paperless’ must mean having no paper records on file then ?

No. Firms that adopt a paperless approach generally still have some paper files but they aim to retain the minimum possible information in a paper form. Certain key documents are retained in this way but what is important is that a version of every document is available as part of the engagement’s electronic file. This makes it an almost instant task to retrieve it, and everyone knows where it is. 

Paperless working is about minimising the amount of times you physically handle documents and maximising the efficiency of your work by being able to retrieve information electronically and at the time that you need it.

It is also about the control and integrity of processes, ensuring that schedules are only signed off when they are ready, and by the appropriate member of staff. 

Electronic systems should give you an instant overview of an engagement, what work has been done, what work hasn’t. What schedules or tests remain uncompleted and what are the outstanding review points. Electronic systems can give you this information in seconds, no matter how many documents are involved.

THE ‘REAL WORLD’

Lets have a quick look at a few common comments and objections.

“We’ve been talking about it for some time…”

Hasn’t everyone. The truth is that this is a major project, not just financially but culturally. It’s one that needs leadership from the top because it can affect every aspect of the practice and will inevitably raise opposition from certain quarters. But the evidence suggests that a committed and, more importantly, a planned approach will reap big returns. 

“The paperless office is an impossibility !”

That all depends on what the aim of the exercise is. If you are aiming for empty desks and a minimalist idyll then you’re probably right. It comes back to the point about having a realistic and practical goal for the project, and not trying to achieve everything in one go. Good planning means you can develop in stages.

“We love the idea, but the partners…”

More often than not we hear that the partners will not accept the idea of the paperless engagement. The real question is have the partners discussed the issues together. And in case this sounds a bit ‘touchy feely’ how will anyone know what is expected of them unless they have discussed it. Often it is a misunderstanding about what ‘paperless’ actually means for the firm that lies at the heart of any misgivings.

“If I thought the staff were ready …”

Has anyone actually discussed the idea with them. A successful paperless engagement project is not just about discussing concepts. You have to look at the detailed working processes and this means talking to the staff involved. After all, they will be the ones importing data, scanning documents and preparing the file for review.  They may actually prefer to work this way.

“It might be fine for some, but it’ll never work here…”

Remember, this is about what your firm and it’s working practices will look like in two to three years time, not tomorrow. There are outside forces and demands being placed on every firm that will involve changing the way you interact with clients in the future. 

Bear in mind that very few firms had requests from clients to e-mail their accounts three or four years ago !

So what are the basic rules

1. Be aware that the project needs investment.

2. Have a very clear aim for each stage of the project.

3. Get senior management and partners to ‘buy in’ to the project. Without this we absolutely guarantee you will fail.

4. Involve junior staff. Remember, this is about workflow and data capture and its with the junior staff that this all begins. They will be among the keenest proponents of the whole exercise and behind any successful project is a group of enthusiasts.

Train the staff properly. A project that looks successful after 6 months will still ultimately fail if you don’t invest in training. A ‘paperless’ project needs new skills and methods of working and there is only one way to provide this.

Anything else ?

Yes. Make sure you buy software that can actually deliver the promise.

