M anchor

Make your
accounting firm
sellable.

Even if you have no intention of selling.

The standard every firm owner should aim for in 2026 and beyond.
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Introduction

This guide isn’t
about selling

In the last few years, private equity in accounting went from a

niche headline to a constant drumbeat. Roll-ups, partner buyouts,

recapitalizations, platform firms. The vocabulary keeps expanding.

But the most important change wasn't financial. It was

operational.

When serious buyers look at a firm, they tend to look for the same
underlying signals: recurring revenue, healthy EBITDA, room to
grow through adjacent services, and a business that isn't overly

dependent on leadership.

But they aren't just pricing the P&L; they're asking for evidence

that the firm operates the same way without the owner having to

translate every exception.

That's why the pressure is showing up everywhere, not just in deal
rooms. Banks want cleaner reporting. Partners want a defensible
view of AR. Teams want fewer “we'll work it out” moments that

land on senior staff.

Buyers are forcing a question many owners avoid:
“Does this firm perform because it's structurally sound,
or because the owner is constantly holding it together?”

That isn't a selling question. It's a structural question.

That's why this guide isn't about selling your firm. It's about
becoming sellable, even if you have no intention of selling.
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Introduction

Sellable isn't an exit event. It's an operating condition where
your firm holds together without you having to interpret
what was agreed to, what was billed, what changed, what
was collected, and what's actually true in the numbers.

At Anchor, we've seen this pattern across firms of all sizes.
The issue usually isn't effort. It's that too much of the work
still depends on people explaining, remembering, and
cleaning up what the system should already carry.

This matters even if you never sell, because weak structure
taxes you every month.

It shows up in the Sunday night mental load, the quick call
that becomes a fee dispute, the invoice you review because
you don't trust the trail, and the month-end that closes only
because a few people know how to clean it up.

That hidden cost has a name in this guide:
The Interpretation Tax.

It's the price a firm pays every time a person has to clarify,
correct, or carry what the system should already make clear.

If you take nothing else from this guide, let it be this:
Sellable isn't a future event. It's a present operating
condition.

And the firms that build it aren't just easier to buy.
They're easier to lead.
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What professional buyers
value most

62%

49%

Strong Differentiated Strong market
mgmt team products/services position

Across 200 serial acquirers surveyed by EdgePoint,
the top value drivers were management strength,
differentiation, resilience, market position, and
scalability. In accounting firms, those same signals
often show up as leadership continuity, recurring
revenue, and systems that hold under pressure.
[EdgePoint survey of 200 serial acquirers.]
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Introduction

Most firm owners measure what's visible: revenue, margins,
retention, headcount, service mix. Those metrics matter, but
performance is the scoreboard, not the structure. A firm can
post strong numbers while relying on invisible effort:
repeated checking, clarifying, and cleanup that keeps the
machine moving.

This guide is built around one distinction:
Profit is performance. Sellable is structure.

Structure determines whether growth makes your firm
stronger or heavier. Why this matters more in 2026 and
beyond is simple. The profession has more scrutiny and less
slack. Buyers are disciplined. Banks ask better questions.
Senior talent has options. Firms that only “work” because a
few people keep translating what the system doesn't hold
are starting to feel the consequences faster, in cash terms,
in stress, and in retention.

Most firms compensate for weak structure with vigilance.
Someone reviews invoices, steps into scope conversations,
delays payment issues, and cleans up the close because the
system doesn't hold on its own.

Vigilance can look like professionalism. It's also fragile. It asks
humans to carry rules that should be part of the operating
model.

Sellable is what happens when enforcement replaces
vigilance, so the firm doesn't need the same people in the
same seats to stay coherent.

Becoming sellable starts with one question:

If you were no longer part of your firm,

would it run cleanly without you interpreting it?

A anchor
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The sellable
work chain




Chapter 1
The sellable work chain

The structure that makes Every firm, regardless of size or specialty, follows the same

sellability visible path. A client agrees to a scope of work. The firm delivers.
The firm bills. The client pays. The transaction is reconciled.
The results appear in reports.

It's so familiar that most firms stop seeing it. It starts to feel
like “admin.” But it isn't just admin. It's the structural spine of

the business. The spine is what keeps the firm upright when
things get heavier: more volume, more services, more
people, more clients, with exceptions.

When that spine is coherent, the firm feels steady. When it's
informal, the firm feels heavier than it should. Oversight
increases. Clarifications multiply. Exceptions become

normal. Month-end expands. You can still run a strong firm
this way, but the strength is coming from people
compensating, not from the operating model holding on its
own.

To evaluate structure without getting lost in opinions, look

at the work as a chain:

This work chain isn't a new process you have to adopt. It's
the process you already have. The difference is whether
each link is defined and enforced, or left informal and open
to interpretation.

Determining whether that chain is truly sellable isn't just a
way to diagnose the problem. It also points to the operating
pattern Anchor is built to reinforce, because predictable

billing, payment, reconciliation, and reporting all depend on
whether those links hold together.
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What sellable looks like

A anchor

Here's what “sellable” looks like, link by link:

Agreement is the source of truth. Scope, price, schedule,
and payment expectations live in a structured place that the
firm actually treats as authoritative. No scavenger hunt
across proposals, inbox threads, and memory.

Trigger is the activator. Billing starts because a defined
schedule or milestone says it's time. It doesn't depend on
someone remembering, nudging, or checking a
spreadsheet.

Invoice is the output. The invoice reflects what was agreed
to. It isn't reconstructed from prior versions and edited
based on “what we think is right this time.”

Payment is the expectation. The client's payment behavior is
set up at onboarding and followed without recurring
negotiation. The firm doesn't re-decide how payment works
every cycle.

Reconcile is the mapping. Payments land cleanly in the
accounting system, aligned to what was billed. Close is
verifying, not reverse-engineering.

Report is the result. Revenue and AR can be reviewed
without a walkthrough of special cases. The output doesn’t
require narrative support to be usable.

Notice what isn't required in that description: The owner no
longer serves as a checksum.
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The pressure test

A anchor

A chain is only useful if it helps you quickly locate the weak
link. Here's the simplest test:

Pick one client and walk the chain end to end. Do it as if
you're explaining it to someone new who doesn't have
history, context, or patience for "what we usually do". When
you hit the first moment where you need to add a side
explanation, you've found the first link that's still running on
interpretation.

That's the point of the model. Not to label your firm. To
pinpoint where the structure stops and translation starts.

Now we can look at the predictable places that translation
tends to hide, and what it costs when it becomes normal.
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breaks




How firms get heavier
over time

= Agreement:
When clarity becomes
conversational

A anchor

Sellability rarely fails all at once. It wears down over time.

That erosion usually starts in small places that seem

manageable on their own. A scope change goes
undocumented. A billing step depends on memory. A
payment issue gets handled informally. Nothing feels
serious enough to stop the firm. But over time, those weak
spots add weight.

Each weak link creates two costs at once:

- Financial cost: margin erosion, cash drag, and less
confidence in forecasting.

« Human cost: attention drain, stress on senior staff, and
more dependence on a few people to keep things
straight.

That's what the Interpretation Tax really is. It's not just lost
time. It's the hidden cost of asking people to explain, fix, and

carry what the system should already make clear

What follows is a list of the breakpoints that create erosion,
and what tends to happen when those breakpoints are left
informal.

When the agreement isn't treated as the source of truth, the
firm has to keep re-deciding what's real. Scope lives across
proposals, emails, comments, and memory. Extra work gets
absorbed “for now.” Pricing shifts quietly. Billing cadence is
assumed rather than clearly set.

That may feel flexible in the moment. But later, someone has
to explain why an invoice changed, why the work expanded,
or why a client is questioning the fee. Those conversations
usually land on the most expensive people in the firm.
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Trigger and invoice:
When billing depends on
attention

Payment:
When rules soften after
the work starts

Reconcile:
When cleanup becomes
normal

Report:
When the numbers need
a harrator

M anchor

In many firms, recurring invoices go out because someone
remembers to check. A spreadsheet gets reviewed. A
milestone gets noticed late. An old invoice gets copied and
edited.

The work still gets billed. But cash timing drifts. Invoices
become less consistent. Review becomes routine. Over
time, the firm starts to confuse oversight with control.

If payment behavior isn't set up clearly at the beginning, it
gets managed later as a relationship issue. One client pays
by card, another by ACH, another only after a follow-up.
Different people handle it differently. Concessions happen

quietly.

That may feel client-friendly, but it shifts leverage away from
the firm. Collections become recurring labor. Cash becomes
less predictable. Teams stop expecting payment terms to
hold.

When the early parts of the chain are loose, the cleanup
shows up later. Payments don't map cleanly. Adjustments
pile up. Month-end only works because one or two people
know how to sort out the exceptions.

Because the close still gets dong, this often gets accepted
as normal. But that “normal” usually depends on senior time.
And as the firm grows, so does the cleanup.

If AR aging always comes with qualifiers, if revenue reports
need context before people trust them, or if leadership has
to walk everyone through what the numbers really mean, the
reporting isn't carrying enough truth on its own.

That slows decisions down. It weakens planning. And it turns
leadership into the interpreter of the numbers rather than

their user.
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What these breakpoints
add up to

What this looks like in
practice

A anchor

None of these breakpoints looks catastrophic in isolation.
That's why they persist. But together they produce a firm
that performs and still feels heavy.

That's the diagnosis.

Picture a 12-person firm that's profitable and growing but
still too dependent on one partner to keep billing clean.

Scope changes live in email. Invoices go out because
someone remembers. Payment behavior varies by client.
Month-end gets cleaned up by one senior team member
who knows where the exceptions are.

Nothing looks broken enough to cause alarm. But the firm
feels heavier than it should.

Then a shift occurs, and it starts small. One service line gets
tightened. Scope changes are updated in the official record.
Billing runs from a rule. Payment setup happens up front. A
few cycles later, the work is easier to trust, the close is
lighter, and leadership is spending less time translating what
the system should already make clear.

That's the shift this guide is really about: moving from
performance held together by people to a firm that can
absorb pressure without multiplying supervision.
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Chapter 3

The resilient
operating model
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How firms hold under
pressure

Share of firms reporting talent
constraints as a top challenge

100%

80%

60% 68% %

60%

40%

20%

2022 2023 2024 2025

73% of accounting-services leaders cited talent
constraints as a top challenge in 2025, up from 60% in
2022, underscoring the need for an operational
structure to free senior talent from cleanup and
translation work.

[capstonepartners]
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A sellable firm doesn't prioritize higher performance over
everything else. It prioritizes resilience.

That's because a resilient firm doesn't buckle every time
pressure rises.

That's what makes a firm easier to lead.

In a resilient firm, pressure doesn't create confusion. It
shows you whether the structure is doing its job. The real
world will always present edge cases. Clients will still ask for
changes. New services will still create complexity. But the
basics keep holding.

That changes what pressure feels like inside the business.
A key manager can take leave without slowing down billing.
A partner can step back without clients becoming “owner-
only.” A service line can grow without inventing new billing
logic in chat threads. Busy season can increase volume
without forcing extra meetings just to keep invoices
straight.

That's the difference between a firm that survives pressure
and a firm that absorbs it.

A resilient firm creates operational autonomy.

That doesn't mean leadership disappears. It means
leadership is no longer needed to make the firm legible.
Senior attention can be directed toward decisions, planning,
and growth rather than constant checking and cleanup.
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Operational autonomy,
defined

A anchor

Here's what operational autonomy looks like in a resilient,
sellable firm:

= Agreements govern what happens next.

Billing runs from defined rules.

©

Payment behavior holds without recurring negotiation.
Close is mostly verification, not reconstruction.

I"e <0

Reports are usable without lengthy explanations.

When those basics hold up, leadership posture changes.
You stop spending energy asking whether someone
checked the work, and start spending it on what the firm
should build next.

That's where operational autonomy starts to show up. Not
just the autonomy that makes your firm more sellable. The
autonomy to step back without chaos, shift responsibilities
without destabilizing revenue, and grow without making
month-end close more painful. The option to keep senior
staff focused on senior-level work.

This type of autonomy isn't a soft idea. It's what makes
sellable a practical operating condition. It's what lets the firm
keep its shape under pressure.
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Chapter 4

When enforcement lives in the workflow

Process doesn't hold up
on its own

Process matters. Most firms wouldn't survive without it. But
process depends on people. It assumes someone will
remember, follow through, and catch what slips. In a
growing firm, that becomes the weak point.

Most firms try to strengthen operations by adding more
process. They document the steps. They train the team.
They add review layers. They schedule more check-ins. For a
while, that can help.

Then the firm gets busier. A key person leaves. Busy season
hits. A new service line introduces new billing logic.
Attention shifts toward delivery. The checklist still exists, but
it's no longer what carries the work. What replaces it is more
reviews, more checking, and more senior involvement.

That's the limit of process.

When the workflow depends on people to keep reapplying
the rules, supervision becomes the backup system. The firm
may still perform well, but it stays dependent.

That's why this distinction matters:
Process is guidance. Infrastructure is enforcement.

M anchor
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Where rules become Infrastructure isn't about adding complexity. It's about
infrastructure building the rules into the way the work moves, so the
disciplined path becomes the default. As the chart below

shows, nearly two out of three firms are responding to labor
and capacity pressure with automation, higher pay, and
offshoring. Those moves can help, but they don't address
the underlying issue if the workflow still relies on memory,
supervision, and cleanup.

In a firm with real infrastructure, the workflow carries more
of the load:

- Agreements are treated as the source of truth. The firm
isn't re-litigating terms inside conversations.

- Billing runs from clear triggers. It doesn't depend on
someone’s calendar or memory.

- Invoices reflect defined terms. Fewer custom edits,
fewer “close enough” adjustments.

- Payment behavior is configured at onboarding. It doesn't
soften over time because it was never designed.

- Scope changes update what governs billing. Drift

How accounting firms respond e . :
to capacity and labor constraints doesn't live in email threads and goodwill.

oo - Reconciliation is cleaner because the inputs are cleaner.

Month-end close is verifying, not rebuilding.
80% -+ Reporting becomes more trustworthy, because the

chain holds earlier.

60%

That doesn't remove flexibility. It changes where flexibility

0% lives. You can still make exceptions, but they’re no longer

informal, accidental, and hard to trace.

20%

0%

Automation/ Higher Offshoring Narrowing M&A/
technology  compensation services consolidation

Faced with persistent labor shortages, 62% of
accounting firms turned to automation/technology
while 45% pursued offshoring, but structural
enforcement in workflows provides leverage that
scales without headcount dependency.
[capstonepartners]
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The enforcement layer

A anchor

At a certain level of volume, you cant SOP your way out of
interpretation. You can't checklist your way into
enforcement. You can't supervise your way into structural
integrity.

That's when firms start looking for an enforcement layer that

keeps the sellable work chain connected by default instead
of asking people to hold it together.

Anchor is that enforcement layer, so the chain holds on its
own without constant oversight. Agreements are captured
in a structured way that can govern what happens next.

Billing triggers are activated by defined terms, not memory.
Payments are set up front as designed behavior, not a
recurring negotiation. And because upstream activity is
handled consistently, reconciliation and reporting get
cleaner downstream.

The point isn't convenience. It's risk reduction: fewer
breakpoints where revenue becomes a judgment call, and
fewer moments when a person has to translate what the
system should already know.

Infrastructure doesn't replace leadership. It protects it by
reducing how much leadership you have to spend on basic
enforcement, so you can focus on actual leadership.

Anchor doesn't solve one step in the process. It reinforces
the sellable work chain itself. That's what moves a firm from
vigilance to enforcement, and from owner dependence to a
structure that holds.

Now let's turn the standard into a few non-negotiable
decisions.
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The rules that make the By now, you've got the lens: sellable is structure, and weak

standard real structure creates the Interpretation Tax. The question is
whether you're willing to draw hard lines so your firm stops
defaulting to interpretation.

These commandments aren't “best practices.” They're
structural commitments. When you adopt them, ambiguity
disappears, and the chain gets cleaner fast.

Commandment O1: When scope changes live in emails, Slack messages, or
Sc:ope Changes don't memory, billing gets messy. People start guessing what
live In conversation should be billed. Senior staff gets pulled in. It gets harder to

explain or defend the invoice later.
The fix for this is simple:
If scope changes, update the governing record. Every time.

That means the official record of the work must change
every time the work changes.

Many firms hesitate here because they want to stay flexible.
Understandably, they don't want to seem rigid or make
clients uncomfortable. But unmanaged flexibility creates
confusion. And the firm pays for that later through extra
calls, discounts, and cleanup.

' Start here Pick one active client whose scope has drifted.

If you use Anchor, update the client agreement to reflect

the current scope, price, cadence, and payment terms.
Otherwise, update the official record that your team treats
as the source of truth.

Then send one internal message:

“If scope changes, update the governing record. If it isn't

updated there, it doesn't count.”
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Commandment 02: If billing depends on someone remembering to do it, it will
BI"Ing doesn't depend break under pressure. The only question is when.
on attention

Here's a straightforward commitment that will help you
avoid this situation:

Billing is triggered by a defined rule, or it isn't reliable.

“Monthly” isn't enough. A real billing rule is specific. It names
the date, cadence, or milestone that triggers the invoice.

This doesnt make your firm robotic. It makes billing clear.
When billing runs by rule, cash flow gets steadier.
Forecasting gets easier. Clients know what to expect.

' Start here Pick one recurring service line where billing still depends on
someone remembering, checking a sheet, or doing one last

manual step.

With Anchor, you can define the billing trigger clearly. If

you're not using Anchor, write the trigger in plain language
SO No one can misunderstand it.

Once the trigger is set, remove the reminder step tied to
that service line.

You're not trying to fix every service at once. You're making

one stream of revenue behave the same way every cycle.
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Commandment 03: If every report needs a long explanation, your system isn't
Numbers should speak doing its job, and the problem is most likely happening
for themselves upstream.

The way to fix this is by insisting on the following rule:

If a number needs explanation before people trust it, the
upstream structure is still too weak.

Many firms accept this as normal. They say, “The report is
right, but..” Those “buts” are signals. They show where the
workflow still depends on people to explain what the system
should already make clear.

' Start here Open your latest AR aging report and read it cold. No
context. No backstory.

Mark any line you would need to explain. Why is it late? Why
is it still collectible? Why doesn't it match what you
expected?

If you use Anchor, open the client record and check
whether the problem stems from old cleanup or a current
enforcement gap. If you're not using Anchor, trace it back
through the agreement, the invoice, the payment setup, and
the reconciliation notes.

If it's old cleanup, assign an owner and a deadline.
If it's a current gap, fix the upstream cause so the issue
doesn't recur next month.

The goal isn't perfect AR; it's fewer explanations next month

because the system is carrying more of the truth.
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Why these work

How to roll it out

A anchor

These commandments don't ask your team to be more
diligent. They remove ambiguity as an allowed operating
condition.

That's enforcement: fewer moments where senior team
members have to translate what the system should already
know.

Don't try to implement all three commandments everywhere
at once. Start where the Interpretation Tax is loudest. Most
firms get the fastest relief by moving in this order:

1. Make scope changes official so reality stops living inside
threads.

2. Lock one billing trigger to a rule so cash stops
depending on attention.

3. Use the numbers as a signal: any report line that needs
an explanation points back to the link in the work chain
that still isn't enforced.

Pick one service line or client segment and run it through
the chain. When it holds in one place, expanding it is
execution, not reinvention.
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Conclusion

Sellable Is
how your firm
holds

Your firm won't become sellable by aiming for perfection.
It becomes sellable by insisting on coherence.

When the system stays coherent, growth strengthens the

business instead of straining it. Billing becomes predictable.
Payment behavior stabilizes. Scope stops drifting. Month-
end gets lighter. Reporting stays usable without a defensive
explanation.

The question is no longer whether your firm is profitable.

It's whether your firm can operate on rails under pressure.

’
7

A quick self-check

Before you do anything else, test your firm against the sellable standard.

- When scope changes, is the official record updated every time?

« Does billing run from a defined rule, or from someone remembering?
- Is payment behavior set up front, or managed later?

+ Does month-end mostly verify what happened, or rebuild it?

- Can you trust your reports without extra explanation?

- If one key person stepped away, would the chain still hold?
If two or more of those answers feel shaky, the issue is probably structural.
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That's where the Interpretation Tax is still active in your firm.

\
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A anchor

Run a
sellable
audit

If you want clarity on where your firm stands, click the
button below and book a 15-minute audit call with one of
our advisors.

This isn't a product demo. It's a focused structural review.
During the session, wel'll:

« ldentify where your chain relies on memory instead of
enforcement.

+ Pinpoint the single weakest link affecting billing,
payment, or reporting.

« Quantify where the Interpretation Tax is costing time or

margin.
+ Outline the most direct path toward operational
autonomy.

You'll leave with clarity, not a pitch.

Sellable isn't a marketing concept. It's an operational
standard. Structure either holds under pressure or it
doesn't.

Better to test it deliberately than discover it under stress.

Click to book your 15-minute call
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