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Introduction

In our work at Clearline Consulting, we hear from many practitioners who are considering whether or not
to continue providing assurance services. This is particularly true in provinces where there are minimum
continuing professional development hours required in accounting and assurance, as well as a minimum
number of hours spent in performing assurance work.
If you are a small full-service firm who has or is considering whether or not to continue providing assurance
services, namely review and audit engagements on year-end financial statements, this report is for you.
In this report, you will find:
• A look at the relationship between assurance services and general practitioners.
• A breakdown of costs related to providing assurance services.
• Questions and recommendations to help you consider your options.
• Insights on how your decision may or may not impact your clients and your business.
• Information on how we can help.

Assurance Services and The General Practitioner
The title of “general practitioner” has been a badge of honor for many CPAs for decades. Many sole
practitioners and small firms proudly note that although small in size, they are perfectly capable of
providing the full array of public practice services to clients.
Contemplating any form of restriction in services is difficult for many. For practitioners in smaller
communities, this can be particularly challenging as people expect, need and desire services that are as
diverse as their community. Additionally, for practitioners who have been steadfast in their commitments
to give back to the profession by training students, the thought of eliminating assurance from the practice
is difficult.
The good news is there is no reason for small firms to restrict their service offerings. The bad news is we
have hit a tipping point: the standards and regulations are too much for one practitioner to be able to be
good at it all. Some form of specialization within a firm or network of firms is going to be required.
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Is Assurance a Minimal Percentage of your Total Billings?

When you have only a few assurance engagements in various industries or sectors, there is little you can do
to provide an economy of scale. The total costs being incurred to service these clients are often overlooked.
We have worked with many firms with fewer than five assurance engagements. The total billings for these
projects were not covering the direct outlay costs for providing the assurance engagement. This does not
take into account the inefficiencies in these types of engagements as staff and the practitioner spend little
of their time working with the relevant accounting and assurance standards.

What does the Provision of Assurance Services Cost your Firm?

The assurance requirements are not easily maintained; nor should they be. You are providing an opinion or
conclusion that will be relied upon by third parties to make significant business decisions. Public trust and
protection is one of the key mandates of the profession and the standard setters. There is not likely to be
any future reduction or simplification in the accounting frameworks or the assurance requirements.

Costs of Providing Assurance

Consider these additional direct costs when assessing the business decision to continue to provide
assurance services.
CPA Provincial Additional Licensing costs (Review / Audit)
Quality Control Manual subscription
Professional Engagement Guide subscription (formerly PPM or CPEM)

$500 - $1,000*
$150
$500

Financial statement templates (Jazz-it / Caseware)

$500

*Note: all amounts are estimates dependent upon which province you reside in and the number of
licenses required.
Although this is not an all-inclusive list, additional costs besides the practitioner’s time also include:
• Ongoing monitoring requirements 		
• Cyclical monitoring requirements
• Meeting continuing professional development requirements
• Time to maintain the firm’s assurance template files
• Additional salary costs for senior staff
If you are interested in more information about the monitoring requirements you can download
our special report: The 5Ws of Monitoring
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Questions to Consider as You Move Forward
1. Can the services I provide be limited to a specific sector or industry?

One of the main reasons compliance on assurance engagements is difficult for a firm is the sheer volume of
knowledge that is required. Depending on your client’s sector, you are responsible for the in-depth
knowledge of the applicable accounting framework. It is not uncommon to see firms that have a limited
number of engagements being performed under each of the different accounting frameworks. This model
makes the required knowledge that much more extensive.

Focusing On a Specific Sector
A firm may wish to continue providing assurance
engagements in a more efficient and effective manner.
This could be accomplished by focusing on an specific sector
or industry and limiting involvement to one or two of the
accounting frameworks:
•
•
•
•

Accounting Standards for Private Enterprises
Accounting Standards for Not-for-Profit Organizations
Public Sector Accounting Standards
International Financial Reporting Standards

2. Can I eliminate a portion of the assurance services provided?

In addition to restricting the number of accounting frameworks you will provide assurance upon, you can
also restrict the type of assurance services you will provide. Instead of eliminating all assurance services
provided, you could continue to provide review engagements or focus on a niche area such as film credit
audits, common area cost or rental agreement assurance reports, or ministry or agricultural based
assurance reporting. It is not a coincidence that since 2009 – the time of adoption of the new Canadian
Auditing Standards – there has been a significant increase in the number of practitioners who have
self-selected out of the provision of audit services. Some of these firms restricted their practices to provide
no assurance whatsoever, and others just eliminated a portion such as historical financial statement audits.
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3. Will I be in a position to continue to train CPA students?

With the new training paths in the CPA profession, you will still be eligible to train CPA students.
However, those students will not obtain the required assurance competencies and work experience, unless
you arrange for some form of staff sharing, perhaps with provincial ministries or other assurance firms. For
those CPA students who want the full experience in public practice, you will appear to be a limiting option.
However, you may also be more attractive to CPA students who know at an early stage in their career that
business consultation and tax is where they would prefer to be.

4. Will I be limiting our ability to take on new work?

When new or existing clients require assurance be provided to third parties, you will not be in a position to
provide these services. It is important to ensure your target market is well defined prior to limiting the
services you will provide. If you have just started your firm or are in a growth stage, now may not be the
time to restrict the services you provide.

5. What is the future of the firm?

If you are a sole practitioner five to 10 years out from retirement, it will be considerably easier to reduce
the type of services you provide. However, if you have just started out or you are working on
transitioning your firm to the next generation, you will need to consider the future of the firm. The type
of work an accounting firm provides today will look considerably different in a number of years. The pure
compliance-based work will continue to be automated and the provision of some form of assurance will
likely be an area of growth.
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Not Providing Assurance does not Necessarily Mean Losing the Client

If the decision is made to reduce assurance services provided, you have options other than resigning.
Too often we see practitioners sending their long-term clients to another practitioner to provide all
future services. Consider if there is an option to retain the general business consultation, tax planning and
compliance work. Just as you are focusing your resources on the services you are willing to provide, so too
are assurance firms.
You may find you have clients you could sell to an assurance firm. Or, you may wish to complete a partial
client transfer where you retain the client and continue to provide accounting, taxation and consultation
services. The assurance practitioner would only be engaged to provide the assurance-related services.
These types of arrangements also work well when there are concerns around independence and / or a
conflict of interest.
Many practitioners are hesitant about introducing clients to another practitioner. You may want to take
into consideration Rule 306 in the Code of Professional Conduct in British Columbia. This rule addresses the
assurance practitioner’s responsibilities in respecting the relationship between you and your client.

CPABC Rule 306 Responsibilities Owed to an Incumbent
306.1 Responsibilities on Accepting Engagements
A registrant accepting an engagement, whether by referral or otherwise, to provide professional
services to a client of another registrant having a continuing professional relationship with that
client shall not take any action which may impair the ongoing relationship of the other registrant
with the client.
306.2 Responsibilities on Referred Engagements
A registrant receiving an engagement for services by referral from another registrant shall not
provide or offer to provide any additional services to the referred client without the agreement
of the referring registrant. The interest of the client being of overriding concern, the referring
registrant shall not unreasonably withhold such agreement.
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How Clearline Consulting Can Help
Whether you have made the decision to continue providing assurance services or you have decided to
eliminate assurance services from your firm, we can help.
If you are going to continue to provide assurance services, we can:
• Assess your assurance files for compliance and provide you with an honest opinion as to the
resources needed as you move forward.
• Provide cyclical monitoring services which will highlight areas for improvement in both efficiency
and effectiveness.
• Provide pre-release reviews on financial statements for compliance purposes.
• Train your senior staff to provide them with the knowledge and skills needed to effectively manage
assurance engagements.
• Provide in-house training for you and your whole team.
• Review your engagement templates and provide you with modifications and recommendations for
improvement.
If you are no longer going to provide assurance services, we can:
• Help you arrange a transition that makes sense for you and your client. We are licensed for and
focus on the provision of assurance services, and are interested in various arrangements that work
for all involved. This transition may be a full client transfer or a partial client transfer. It may be a
few assurance clients or a full block. If we are not the right fit we will introduce you to one of the
trusted assurance firms we work with.
• Introduce you to young practitioners who are looking to enter into a succession plan with an established practitioner.
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About Clearline Consulting
Clearline Consulting provides practitioners and their staff
with the tools, training and advice they need to succeed
and build thriving accounting firms. From compliance,
file monitoring and audit planning to professional
development courses, staff training and customized
consulting solutions, our team exists to serve the needs
of small to mid-sized public practice firms. Our
collaborative, integrated approach means clients have
access to and support from knowledgeable people who
are in front of the ever-changing standards environment.

For more information about our services and
how we can tailor them to meet your needs,
please call us directly at 778-375-3101.
Clearline Consulting CPA
1010-789 West Pender St.
Vancouver, BC
V6C1H2
info@clearlineconsulting.ca
www.clearlineconsulting.ca

Bridget Noonan, CPA, CA – Director
Bridget is a director at Clearline Consulting and also a CPA professional
development instructor and consultant to CPABC and CPA Canada. She has
over 15 years of experience in public practice with a mid-size firm in
Vancouver and as a professional standards advisor with CPABC. Bridget
applies her experience to empowering CPA firms and practitioners with
technical competencies, professional development, regulatory compliance,
and practice management matters.

Tom Gillespie, CPA, CA – Director
Tom has over ten years of dedicated accounting and assurance experience
having worked with several public practice firms and as the associate director
of practice review with CPABC. Tom provides file monitoring, training, audit/
assurance planning and on-going consulting services to CPA firms and
practitioners, easing their workload and facilitating their success. In addition
to his role at Clearline Consulting, Tom instructs professional development
courses with CPABC and also serves as a consultant and advisor to CPABC and
CPA Canada.
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