
ONE 
Believe that it’s okay to run  
the firm like a business.

TWO 
Determine the type of business 
you want to be and evaluate 
decisions through that lens.

THREE 
Separate governance  
from operations.

FOUR 
Define, communicate, and uphold 
standards of excellence—for your 
partners, employees, and clients.

FIVE 
Prepare people for promotions, 
rather than promoting people to 
their level of incompetence.

SIX
Align evaluations, feedback, and 
incentives with desired behaviors, 
rather than lagging metrics.

SEVEN 
Invest in the future of your firm.

EIGHT 
Cultivate and nurture an 
environment for the leadership 
team of vulnerability-based trust.

NINE 
Focus on the future you want  
to create instead of the past.

TEN 
Live out the idea that  
action creates clarity.

Running your firm like a business 
rather than a traditional partnership 

is key to thriving in today’s 
competitive landscape. Upstream 

Academy has identified 10 essential 
principles to help accounting firms 

make this shift. These principles 
provide a roadmap for creating a 

sustainable, growth-oriented, and 
client-focused operation. 

 
Principles  

for Running  
Your Firm Like  

a Business

About Upstream Academy
Built on real-world experience and thought leadership, Upstream Academy equips accounting 
firms with innovative solutions for higher performance. We position firms and professionals to 
navigate the challenges of the future successfully.
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To learn how to put these 
principles into action, download 
our in-depth guide on Running a 
Firm Like a Business–actionable 

steps and detailed insights to help 
you translate these principles into 

practical, impactful changes.
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BUILDING THE FIRM OF THE FUTURE

The accounting industry is rapidly evolving, and 

firms’ operations must evolve, too. I remember 

speaking with a managing partner not too 

long ago who expressed frustration with the 

pace of change and decision-making in their 

firm. It wasn’t that they didn’t see the need 

to evolve—they did. However, moving away 

from the comfort of the traditional partnership 

approach to something more business-oriented 

felt daunting. This kind of story isn’t unique. It 

illustrates the importance of having the right 

mindset and straightforward strategies to 

navigate the change successfully. 

Traditionally, many accounting firms have operated 

as partnerships, focusing on serving clients and 

sharing profits. However, today’s competitive 

landscape and client expectations call for a 

different approach: running a firm like a business. 

But what does it mean for accounting firms to 

operate as a business rather than a partnership, 

and why is this shift essential to their future 

success?

This white paper focuses on the critical elements 

necessary for running a firm like a business. 

For a complementary overview 

of the core principles that serve 

as a mindset foundation, see our 

‘Principles for Running a Firm Like 

a Business’ infographic, available  

for download.

Below, we’ll explore the critical elements of running 

an accounting firm like a business, offering insights 

on leadership, growth, efficiency, and innovation. 

These elements can help create a sustainable, 

forward-looking firm that thrives in today’s 

challenging market.

Disclaimer: This whitepaper does not provide advice on 

your firm’s legal structure. All references to “partnership” 

and “business” refer to your mindset.
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CONTACT US today to learn more about how Upstream Academy can support  

your firm in running like a business and achieving high performance.

READY TO TAKE 

THE NEXT STEP? 

These 10 principles 

are the foundation 

for building a 

future-ready, 

high-performing 

firm. By embracing 

these guidelines, 

you position your 

firm for sustainable 

growth, innovation, 

and success in an 

evolving industry.
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