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The last time you felt ‘seen’…...... or ‘processed’?

Warm Service Experience

'You felt taken care of'

Transactional Experience

'You felt like a number, 

processed like a receipt'

IN DISRUPTIVE TIMES, RELATIONSHIPS ARE CRITICAL FOR SUSTAINABILITY

A receipt?

“If I Were the Client…” 



MOST 
MEMORABLE 

CLIENT AT THE 
FIRM?

Risk management 
protects it.

Good  Relationships last 

and build trust

Client experience

What is the best client

relationship experience

you’ve ever had?

Outcome

What did you learn?

Process
What made it work?

Firm destiny!

Relationships determine 
whether you survive, 
thrive, or struggle

Lessons

The reverse?



Structured approach:

• Identifying 

• Assessing

• Responding 

• Monitoring risks 

CREATING A ROBUST RISK MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK FOR FIRMS

• Client relationships 

• Service quality

• Reputation

• Long-term sustainability

that may undermine 

Strong and effective client relationships are the backbone of a successful firm.

• Requires a structured approach and best practices



THRIVING IN A DISRUPTIVE ERA

WHAT KEEPS A FIRM SUSTAINABLE - ‘TRUST’

Trust is built on ‘strong client relationships’ reinforced by ‘sound risk management’ practices.

People will forget what you said. They will forget what you did. But they will never forget how you 

made them feel," by Maya Angelou. A satisfied customer is the best business strategy of all.



WHY THESE TWO PILLARS MATTER?

• Firms operate in a high-risk, high-trust environment.

• Retaining is cheaper than acquiring. Trust drives

sustainability.

• Strong client relationships grow the firm and vice versa

• Risk management protects reputation, compliance &

credibility.

• Sustainability formula:

Quality Audits + Trusted Relationships + Risk management

= Resilient Practice

• Disruptive era - balance client engagement & risk

discipline.

Relationships build trust.

Risk management protects it.



• Form 80% of firm value - client goodwill.  

• Strong relationships = retention, drive referrals, revenue growth, sustainability

• Competitive advantage: while technology can be copied, client care cannot—

its a firm’s competitive advantage.

• Audit firms are not just service providers, but strategic partners in client 

survival

• Technical work retains compliance -relationships retain business

WHY MANAGE   CLIENT RELATIONSHIPS?

'The best way to predict the future is to create it.' Peter Drucker  



MISTAKES THAT 
DAMAGE CLIENT 
RELATIONSHIPS

Focusing only on

compliance

Over promising -

under delivering

Junior staff handling key 

client interactions

Ignoring Client Industry trends

Silent auditor-no proactive
communication (only during
audit)

No value beyond the

signed opinion

Destroys credibility instantly

Seen as lack of respect 

& senior attention

Client feels auditor is our of 

touch!  - case of funded NGOs

Creates anxiety & surprises 

clients

No feedback mechanism

post audit

Firm loses learning

opportunities to adjust

approach

Using fear instead of 

partnership

Clients hide information 

- higher audit risk

“Weakens trust, reduces referrals, and increases risk exposure.”



Delayed 
communication?

Staff handling the 
relationship instead of 
partners?

Limited partner
involvement

Unanswered email 
or calls

Are they empowered 
enough?

What retains our  clients? the reverse!



BUILDING A SUSTAINABLE AUDIT ENGAGEMENT

1

(Referral / Tender / Inquiry)

INITIAL CONTACT

2

Clear scope, strong first impression,

understand client expectations & 

pain points

VALUE PROPOSITION PHASE

3

• Consistent communication

• Meet deadlines

• Minimal disruption

ENGAGEMENT & DELIVERY

4

• Reliability, transparency

• Identify risk early

• Be solution-oriented

TRUST BUILDING STAGE

5

• Sector insights & benchmarking

• Identify opportunities for improvement

• Anticipate client needs

PROACTIVE PARTNERSHIP

6 Renewals, referrals, 

reputation,

stronger position in fee 

discussions

SUSTAINABLE LOYALTY

Be flexible!

FLEXIBILITY
7

What is Your Signature Move??



EARLY WARNING SIGNS OF CLIENT RELATIONSHIP RISK

• Client stops replying promptly

• Increased complaints or questions

• Delay in providing information

• Reduced access to client management

• Frequent scope disputes

• Silence after deliverables

• Team turnover or burnout

• New decision makers appear

• Client requesting “comparative quotes” / Requesting work to be ‘re-tendered’

• Train teams to detect these early signs and escalate them fast — BEFORE the client 

starts looking elsewhere



Staff are the daily face of the Firm
Their professionalism and attitude shape the client’s perception 

of the entire firm.

They can make or break client relationships

Poor communication or behavior erodes trust -drive clients 

away.
Invest in staff experience to improve client experience

Well-supported, well-trained staff deliver better service 

Equip them to represent the firm well

Coaching, soft-skills training, field allowances.

Treat staff well to keep clients loyal
• Respected, motivated team - reflects that positivity back to client.

• Empower them to feel in charge - they feel trusted

• Job security - they will protect the firm and client relationships 

...they gain and lose with you

• Do you discuss succession planning?



BUILDING A CLIENT 

RELATIONSHIP 

MODEL

Communication

Proactive updates; regular check-ins

Personal engagement

Empathy, availability

Value creation

• Go beyond compliance 
- insights and solutions. 
benchmarks, industry 
trends. 

• Demonstrate problem-
solving, not just 
reporting.

Understanding Client 
business
Know their risks,
operations & pressure
points

Ethics and independence

Build strong relationship -
with boundaries

Trust and credibility
Deliver on promises -
avoid surprises

Engagement & Delivery

• Meet deadlines 

Audit progress updates, emerging risks 

Email + call + face-to-face - combo 

• Attend key meetings.

• Show client there’s senior 

attention & strategic oversight.



1.Risk Identification – internal & external

2.Risk Assessment – likelihood × impact

3.Risk response and mitigation 

4.Monitor & Report 

5.Leadership & Culture  -Tone at the Top

PILLARS OF A CLIENT RISK MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

• Operationalise the Firm ISQM Manual  

• Other policies – Operations manual, AML, communications, ICT, HR, Code of 

ethics  etc ensure they are followed



Risk Example Impact

Staff turnover, Capacity & 
Competence

•Overstretched engagement team
•Inexperienced staff handling complex 
clients

•Poor quality work, 
•delays, 
•client frustration

Weak governance /Partner 
Oversight

•Partner rarely meets client or reviews 
deliverables

•Client feels neglected; issues 
escalate

Poor Communication
•Unclear timelines; poor responsiveness; 
Unclear roles & responsibilities

•Loss of confidence; complaints

Leaking house:
• Process Gaps, weak internal
processes

•Quality issues/- poor quality work / 
errors,
•Inconsistent methodologies; 
•Missed deadlines

•Loss of credibility, and clients

1. RISK IDENTIFICATION

A. Internal Risks

Identify internal and external risks that could erode client trust or service delivery.



Risk Example Impact

Regulatory/Compliance 
Changes

•New ISA/ISQM requirements/tax 
updates

•Client sees firm as outdated if not 
proactive

Economic downturns •Budget cuts by clients
•Fee pressure, 
•Scope reductions

Competition pressure
•Aggressive competitor pricing / 
underpricing

•Client poaching risk

Client industry risks -
unforeseen circumstances

•Cutting funding in NGO sector •Loss of clients, revenue

Technology Disruptions
•AI-driven reporting
•Cybersecurity threats

•Clients expect more value & 
innovation

Changing client 
expectations

•Demands more from auditor at no 
extra cost

•Uncharged time

A. External Risks

The 5-Second Impression Test ….What’s the first thing a client notices about your firm?



Assess risks based on Likelihood and Impact, using a simple matrix.

Risk Assessment (Client relationship focused):

• High-impact, high-likelihood: Poor communication and delayed deliverables

• High-impact, medium-likelihood: Loss of key engagement team staff mid-

assignment

• Medium-impact, high-likelihood: Fee pressure from client leadership changes

Response: Prioritize risks that could directly harm: Trust, Service quality, Regulatory 

compliance, relationship continuity

2: RISK ASSESSMENT



A. People & Capacity Risks

• Maintain a skills matrix for every client; match complexity to staff capability.

• Ensure partner visibility - client check-ins.

• Develop a succession plan for key staff to avoid disruption.

• Conduct pre-engagement resource planning to avoid overbooking.

To do! 

• Before confirming a new engagement, a partner reviews available staff resources

and rejects or reschedules work if capacity is stretched. This prevents late

reporting or burnout.

• Some assignments are too complex for us, we need to accept or strategize.

3: RISK RESPONSE & MITIGATION STRATEGIES



B. Communication & Service Delivery Risks

• Define Client Communication Protocols -(e.g. response within 24 hours, weekly 

updates).

• Agree on deadlines and expectations in writing at the start.

• Develop a client relationship log capturing concerns, praises, risks, and trends.

• Conduct post-engagement debriefs with the client.

C. Regulatory & Quality Risks

• Adopt ISQM-aligned controls

• Staff training on updates, CLIENT Specific reporting e.g. Donor funded projects

• Conduct internal file quality reviews to identify weaknesses early.

• Quality-focused culture: right from staff onboarding



D. Technology & Cyber Risks

• Responsible use of AI

• Use secure portals for client data transfer.

• Regularly update software, enforce strong access controls.

• Educate staff on data privacy, confidentiality.

E. Client-Side Risks

Risks arising from the client’s environment.

• Governance, financial health

• Early signs of relationship fatigue (slow responses, reduced scope, shifting 

expectations). Partner intervene asap

“The Client’s View” 

“If a client is to described your firm in 3 words, what would 
they be?” 



• Tools & Processes: Client relationship health assessment  

• Should be continuous   

E.g. If a key client turns “yellow” on the dashboard because they received three late 

deliverables, partner to meet client immediately

4: MONITORING & REPORTING

•Annual portfolio review

•Satisfaction surveys

•Dashboard: complaints, turnover, delivery, quality



Risk Type H M L Examples

Regulatory risk ✔ Unresolved tax issues

AML/KYC risk ✔
High cash transactions; shady 
expenditure, unconfirmed income

Reputation risk ✔ Industry not conversant with

Fee recovery ✔ Good payment history

Litigation risk ✔ Ongoing claim with competitor

RISK PROFILING 



CLIENT SEGMENTATION MATRIX

Purpose: Decide which clients deserve more time, upgrades, or exit strategy.

CLIENT SEGMENTATION FOR RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT

• High-value / strategic clients → personalized attention

• Moderate-value clients → Regular check-ins

• Low-value clients → periodic check-ins

Category Description Strategy Actions

A – High Value / Low Risk VIP clients Retain & grow
Partner contact 
yearly

B – High Value / High Risk Sensitive Monitor closely Risk register monthly

C – Low Value / Low Risk Stable Automate & streamline Fixed-fee model

D – Low Value / High Risk Dangerous Exit or redesign Disengage



01
02

05
04

Monitoring 

Review feedback and act on 

weaknesses

06

03

SETTING THE TONE: LEADERSHIP COMMITMENT TO CLIENT RELATIONSHIPS

Leadership and culture

Set a tone at the top that

prioritizes quality & client care

Governance
Accountability for engagement 

outcomes

Risk Management:

Detect and respond to client
relationship risks

Resource Assignment

Ensure right people and 

ample time, meet 

deadlines

Leadership -ISQM 
perspective

ISQM holds leadership responsible for setting expectations for quality, 
ethics, and client engagement - critical to relationships.

We don’t lose clients only due to technical errors —
they lose them when trust fades. 

Communication

Clarity with clients & audit 

teams

Quality-first mindset



In an era of disruption, client care is not optional—your personal availability is a strategic asset.

COMMIT TIME - BE AVAILABLE FOR YOUR CLIENTS

⌡ Clients want access to you, not just your team - They feel more 

confident when the practitioner is directly reachable.

⌡ Presence builds credibility : Availability especially in critical times 

strengthens trust. Attend meetings - at least online.

⌡ Human connection differentiates your firm - In a disrupted era, 

personal attention stands out. Follow through on promises

⌡ Listen deeply and intentionally - Clients remember how you made 

them feel heard. Review communication tone (email & verbal), send 

reminders to staff

⌡ Create structured touchpoints - Brief calls, check-ins, or partner-led 

reviews show you genuinely care.

Every relationship needs 

presence

Your Presence is a Competitive Advantage



Managers should set a clear tone in the middle 

• Implement partner expectations daily

• Maintain client communication

• Track timelines and deliverables

• Escalate risks early

• Coach junior staff on client etiquette – even dress code!

• Performance management -assign right person to the right role. 

“Clients feel leadership through the behaviour of the team — not by seeing the partner’s 

name on the audit report.”

Embed risk management in daily firm culture



CLIENT RELATIONSHIP STRATEGY

THE 5Ps FRAMEWORK 

Profile

Know your client deeply 

Example - Risk profiling, history01

Professionalism
Deliver excellence
E.g. Timeliness, documentation04

Personalize

Tailored interactions

E.g Partner calls, updates02

Protect

05

Proactive

Anticipate needs

E.g Business advisory03 Review Results

Risk mitigation

E.g. AML/KYC, independence

06

Note: Not all clients are good clients! A time to let go



RISK MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK FOR FIRMS

01 Governance & Leadership 
Partners define risk appetite 

and oversight.

02 Identify Risks 

Strategic, operational, compliance, 

financial, reputational, technology

03 Assess Risks 

Likelihood, impact, and velocity.

04 Respond 

Avoid, reduce, transfer, accept.

05 Control Activities

Implement ISQM, reviews, 

supervision, cybersecurity.

06 Monitor & Review 
Continuous evaluation and 

internal inspections.

07 Communicate & Report 
Proactive communication is 

critical - transparent reporting 

at all levels.

08 Continuous Improvement
Update processes to match new 

disruption

Strong client relationships = foundation of firm sustainability



Client expectations - to have good 
relationships  Vs risks we face. 

THE SEESAW 

Balancing

Lets maintain an equilibrium  - to manage risks and remain sustainable.



• Disruptive forces in practice management exist (internal and external) and can 

damage client relationships if not managed proactively.

• Strong relationships are built on good service and protected through 

proactive risk management.

• Client relationships rarely collapse suddenly — they erode quietly—unless risks 

are managed (avoid accumulation of unmanaged risks). Lets not ignore them.

• Not all risks are technical. Many are relational.

• Firms that manage risks retain clients longer - are sustainable.

Write 3 actions you will implement in you firm.

After this course — DO SOMETHING. Even small change matters.

FINAL WORD



Thank you


