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In June 2016, we hosted an Accountancy Salon 
on blockchain: an open discussion on the 
impact of this technology on the profession and 
opportunities for our members. The event was 
part of our AuditFutures programme and was run 
in collaboration with ICAEW’s IT Faculty.

The purpose of the Salon was to provide an 
overview of blockchain technology, its original 
vision and current developments. The speakers 
helped explain some of the concepts and 
tensions around blockchain and explored 
the deeper implications for the accountancy 
profession.

The internet disrupted the distribution of 
information and blockchain could prove to be 
as disruptive in the distribution of value. Some 
of the examples given at the event were the 
benefits around cheaper, faster and more secure 
transaction and operational chains in industries 
like education, pharmaceuticals, banking and 

international development. Such innovations 
would pose challenges to many intermediaries, 
including accountancy and finance professionals.

We need to further our understanding of 
blockchain and its long-term impacts. FinTech 
and blockchain are on the radar for many. In his 
speech intended for the Mansion House Dinner, 
Mark Carney focused on the potential of FinTech 
to deliver a more resilient and inclusive financial 
infrastructure and noted that ’the ledger, once 
stone, wood, or paper – and always centralised – 
is now digital and may become distributed’. 

Trust is fundamental for our profession and 
there is a need for more understanding and 
confidence building around technologies like 
blockchain. 

A standard database has an expected taxonomy. 
You know what you have on the X-axis and 
what on the Y-axis. For blockchain, the structure 
is something that has to be discussed and 

agreed. You can argue that blockchain is not a 
database but a data-dump. The real problem 
is that everyone is talking about removing of 
intermediaries. However, before you can even 
build a ‘blockchain database’, you need to build 
a structure and agree on common taxonomy. 
Current discussions on this a quite naive. 

It is quite important to think about what 
metaphors are useful. Especially, what metaphors 
could help moving the discussion forward. 

Blockchain is not removing intermediaries, 
instead it is creating a different typology of 
intermediaries. Therefore, we need to first think 
about the shared norms that will inform and 
orient the approaches of creating blockchains. 
This could be a key role for the accountancy 
profession to play - in the designing and 
implementation. 

Public beneficiaries organisations will soon be 
put on a public register and this would be a 
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perfect structure for blockchain. You can create a 
global database for companies that 

Machine learning is another aspect that is 
often mission in the discussion. If you put all 
the data in some format and adopt an open 
culture, machine learning will help systems make 
sense of data.

We believe that blockchain is not a 
technological solution - it is cultural and 
governance solution. Technology should follow 
the need. Technology opens the opportunities to 
think about a problem but the use cases should 
be developed from a number of perspectives.

Most of our business practices are based on 
very Renaissance notions of seeing the world. 
We tend to think about objects and entities 
in isolation. Like thinking about the atom as 
the indivisible single element. Even today, our 
institutions are designed by our world views - 
seeing things in isolation. This is how we think 
about corporations, about individuals. We 
approached it like that because it was easily 
manageable. Now, we see that things are 
actually interdependent and we are trying to 
understand systems risks. 

The big question here is how to start thinking not 
only about technology but also about changing 
world views. In the western world, the narrative 
has always been about the individual and the 
corporation at both cultural and product level. 
We can see this now being challenged at many 
levels. We could argue that the individual as 

a discreet method of measurement and the 
corporate philosophy are both products of the 
existing bureaucracies. This is the true cost of our 
existing model of bureaucracy structured in the 
way we see the world. 

Technology is now changing the cost of 
administration. And this will allow to unleash 
new types of organisations and new types of 
behaviours. 

Blockchain could be as innovative 
as the double-entry bookkeeping. 
Or, it might not change anything 
- it all depends on us taking the 
right approach. 





During the Salon, we tried to put blockchain 
in context as many people find the technology 
quite confusing. Therefore we decided to 
explore some of the fundamental principles, 
ideas and concepts around blockchain and raised 
key questions that we believe the profession 
should consider. 

Many people think that bitcoin was the ‘dark 
early ages of blockchain’ but in fact, it is still 
being used and has attributes and capabilities of 
most blockchain systems.

Bitcoin was originally thought to be digital cash. 
This is highly misleading way of thinking about it. 
The essential thing about bitcoin was to do find 
a decentralised way of doing what a central bank 
does around electronic payment systems. So, 
bitcoin was not a digital version of cash, it was 
a decentralised version of digital transactions. If 
we look at how the global bank systems work, 
we can see that private banks create databases 

in response to the messages that people send 
them. To move money around the system, you 
send a message to your bank - you ask them to 
create an account entry for you and then there 
is an elaborate process to reflect the change in 
their database.  

The essential feature of the banking system is 
that you have almost an oligopoly - a relatively 
small group of private banks, control the 
databases that you interact with. This how the 
existing digital currency ecosystem works. 

The essential feature of bitcoin was to try to do 
that without the private banks. What bitcoin 
did was it replaced the private databases of 
the banks with a public database and allowed 
a much wider range of people to alter this 
database. So if the banking system is a private 
database, altered by a small number of 
intermediaries, the bitcoin is a public database, 

open to a wide range of people, who collectively, 
keep the accountability of the system.

Because of this feature, many groups became 
very excited about bitcoin - from tech geeks, to 
conservative libertarians, to people concerned 
about the stability of the financial system. 

INTERNAL BATTLES

The first internal battle or skirmish was when 
some people decided they want an alternative 
form of bitcoin. Like Dogecoin, which was 
introduced as ‘fun currency’, it reached at one 
point a capitalisation of over $60 million. So 
some of the initial skirmishes were around the 
alleged advantages of each of those alternative 
currencies.

The other set of battles were around the 
technical aspects of these currencies - like 
the size of the block, which specifies the total 

Key points from the 
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number of coins in the system, the number of 
transactions per second, etc

FROM BITCOIN TO BLOCKCHAIN 2.0

At some point people started thinking - if we 
have this decentralised way of electronic money 
transactions, could we use the same underlying 
system to record things other that currency 
transactions? This is how the ideas for blockchain 
2.0 emerged. 

One of the interesting incarnations of this was 
Ethereum. An anthropologist might find the 
language of bitcoin and Ethereum teams are 
quite different even in their language. Bitcoin has 
this language about battle, metallic, aggressive 
fight against the financial system. Ethereum 
has this sophisticated, silicon valley dynamic 
networked imagery about collaboration. Both 
use the same underlying technology.

This is when some of the corporate interests 
became more apparent in developing more 
flexible and close systems. This has created 
another fork in the blockchain community.

PRIVATE VS OPEN

The Ethereum system is open and anyone can 
use it. Most of the interests of the financial 
services industry comes from ideas about taking 
this existing technology to improve the existing 
infrastructure. Philosophically, this is quite 

different from the original reason why blockchain 
was created. 

PERMISSIONLESS VS PERMISSIONED 
SYSTEMS

Bitcoin is permissionless system and everyone 
can join without any identification. Therefore, 
verification of transactions takes a very secure 
cryptographic approach. Permissioned systems 
on the other hand - like Rolls-Royce’s supply 
chain system - has very high bar of identity and 
low verification on transactions. More research 
and thinking is needed in the area of digital 
identity. In May 2016, at the annual summit 
of ID2020, following the UN Global Goals, a 
large group of humanitarian organisations and 
technologist discussed how to bring legal and 
digital identity to 1.5 billion people.  There is 
a global desire to embrace technologies like 
blockchain from a pure humanitarian perspective. 

MORPHING LANGUAGE

Another evolving aspect of blockchain is its 
language. At its basic form, blockchain is 
distributed or decentralised or shared. These 
terms are quite similar but at the same time they 
are quite fiercely debated on forums.  Basically, 
they mean non-centralised or without a central 
authority. 

We also have digital or crypto, referring to the 
digital or cryptographic algorithms involved. 
People also use the words ledger or database. 



Thus we have ‘different’ versions of ‘distributed 
digital ledger’ or ‘shared crypto- database’. 
These variances of language come with their full 
debates about the technicalities of the words. 

JUSTIFICATIONS FOR DEVELOPMENT OF 
BLOCKCHAINS

The original justification for developing 
such system had quite a political edge to 
it. Essentially, there was a critique around 
centralisation, which could be found in both 
conservative libertarian communities (who 
believe that markets should be complete free 
and there should no interventions in how markets 
operate) but also left-wing anarchists who 
believe that centralisation degrade humanity. The 
question that was how do we create a system 
to combat this centralisation in society, using 
blockchain. 

Anti-centralisation is common among left-
wing, libertarians and pro-market groups. 
Yet, in places with weak institutional settings 
or non-existent central systems, people were 
asking the questions whether we can use these 
technologies to help. In war zones for example, 
where there is a collapse of centralised system, 
could we use these technologies to provide 
basic services. A lot of international development 
agencies are interest in this. Could this could 
help in areas with humanitarian disasters? 

The third wave of justifications for blockchain 
was around efficiency. This is where most of 

the closed or proprietary systems are focusing 
- how to maximise profits by improving the 
efficiency of existing systems. Projects like R3 
and Everledger are about optimising profits. 
The original language of bitcoin was about 
resilience - it is very questionable whether you 
can combine resilience and efficiency. Efficiency 
often means centralising things, resilience means 
decentralising. 

So one of the main questions we need to be 
asking is what are the right justifications for 
having blockchain. 

REGULATION OF TECHNOLOGY

No regulator wants to regulate technology. 
Instead, regulators want to ensure that 
legislation is met effectively by technology. If 
technology allows any institutions - whether it is 
pharmaceutical or financial services companies 
- to meet the legislation, and do so in a efficient 
manner - regulators will be absolutely delighted.

In terms of governance, most people are 
sceptical of the ‘crypto-anarchy’ view that 
distributed systems will allow you to remove 
governance. In the bitcoin/blockchain example, 
it allows you to remove the middle man from 
transactions but it does not imply the removal 
of governance. These are two separate things 
and we can see this in the blockchain community 
today - people have consensus around 
transactions but cannot agree on the size of the 
block.  

THESE TECHNOLOGIES ARE STILL ABOUT 
PEOPLE

Something very important to take into account 
when we talk about these technologies is that 
they still interact with people and people can still 
disagree with each other. Perhaps we don’t need 
standardisation for this type of technologies 
as the protocol used is itself a standard. What 
might be needed is standardisation around the 
implementation in certain industries.

WOULD PHARMACEUTICAL INDUSTRY BE 
THE FIRST TO ADOPT?

There is a new legislation coming to 
pharmaceutical industry in Europe mandating 
that every single pack of pills would need to 
have a barcode on it. That barcode has to be 
registered with a central European regulator. So 
every single pharmaceutical company in Europe 
will have to introduce technological change 
in the next two years. Another big issue in the 
industry is the counterfeit drugs.  

SO, WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO ‘PUT 
SOMETHING ON THE BLOCKCHAIN?’

A great challenge for most ‘solutions’ that ‘put 
things on the blockchain’ is that they are not 
really blockchains (in the sense of decentralised 
trustless systems). Most of these solutions could 
easily be provided by more secure central 
databases. LinkedIn is a good example - you 
create a profile, add your credentials and share 



your record with the rest of the world. We can 
easily imagine a scenario where LinkedIn adds 
more verification and security and thus becoming 
a recognised central authority on legitimacy of 
information. All this is not a blockchain per se. 

WHAT ARE THE PROBLEMS THAT 
BLOCKCHAIN MIGHT BE ABLE TO SOLVE?

Imagine a situation where there are 100 or 1000 
people who all need to keep the same account 
of reality. This would prove to be technologically 
extremely difficult. So most blockchain solutions 
start with the technicality of the question: how do 
you reach a consensus? 

However, the second and more important 
question is what can you do once you have this 
system in place? You could do very trivial things 
like certifying university diplomas.

WHAT IS SO PROFOUND IN THE ABILITY TO 
ACHIEVE CONSENSUS?

This is the question that led to the development 
of different visions for blockchain. One of them is 
the political vision: we could use this process to 
avoid having central institutions (which are prone 
to corruption and manipulation) to coordinate 
activities. The second argument is that maybe it 
is faster or cheaper. 

WHAT IS A BLOCKCHAIN ENABLED WORLD?

If we take the example of pharmaceuticals. 
Today, if we need to audit a company, we go in 
and ask for every single work order, purchase 
order, invoice, receipts or information for all 
transactions on let’s say 23 February last year. 
Someone then has to go away to collect all the 
piece of paper. Similarly, someone else in Europe 
and US has to do the same. They all need to 
copy, scan or fax copies to the auditors. Auditors 
might need to ask to verify all this, check for 
phone records, etc.

In a blockchain enabled world, you won’t have to 
do this as all the information about transactions 
from 23 February will be stored on a trusted 
immutable ledger. You could even go for real-
time auditing, real-time accounting, real-time tax 
collecting. 

All this is a long way from today but the 
new products and systems will need a lot of 
assurance. Boards need to be assured that any 
new technology that will be implemented will 
deliver. 

WHY IS BLOCKCHAIN CHEAPER AND 
(POTENTIALLY) EASIER TO USE?

Perhaps the main reason is that it is open 
source technology. Because there are no IPs 
involved and no rent-seeking from developers, 
organisations and industries can easily develop 
their own platforms and systems. We can think 
about blockchain like the HTML of the internet. 

Another reason is that it is immutable. Blockchain 
does not have a single point of failure, compared 
to the other systems that we hear about on 
a regular basis. The list of companies and 
databases being hacked grows constantly. 

WHY IS THIS INTERESTING FOR 
ACCOUNTANCY AND AUDIT?

One of the predominant perspectives is that 
this will disrupt the accounting industry. If we 
have shared account of reality, if we have these 
shared databases to keep account of things, 
we shouldn’t need these intermediary parties 
and validators to check things for us. So, would 
blockchain disrupt the trusted intermediaries of 
auditors and accountants? A second perspective 
is about the new opportunities that blockchain 
could open to the profession to offer new 
services to their clients. Internally, blockchain 
could offer efficiency improvements for the 
profession, like a cost-cutting measurement. 

The most interesting perspective is when we 
think more broadly about these open-source 
projects. Is there a role for the profession to 
maintain public trust in open systems? The  
Ethereum hack of June 2016 created a huge 
turmoil in that community. One of the early 
reflections was that it is an open system which 
did not have a proper close inspection (audit). Is 
there a role for the audit profession to maintain 
trust in such systems?



IMPLICATIONS FOR AUDITING

One of the biggest implications for the 
accountancy profession is that auditors would 
need to learn how to read code. We have seen 
the need for this with the governance issues 
around Etherium, when an ability of the system 
was exploited.

Also, there will be need for assurance around 
companies and sectors implementing any 
blockchain solutions. Boards will require 
assurance that blockchains are designed and 
coded as resilient and cyber-secure.

WHAT TYPE OF ASSURANCE SERVICES 
MIGHT BE NEEDED?

If we think about the blockchain technology 
as a box, we would need assurance on the 
technology that is in the box. Perhaps once or 
twice a year. Then, we would need assurance on 
who has what rights to access the information. 
For example, regulators would need access to 
read but not modify records, auditors would 
need special rights too. Tax authorities would 
have permissions to access certain transactions. 
So assurance on the set of permissions and 
identities would be needed. 

How do we train people to think long-term? 
Especially, people in tech world who are focused 
on short-term results. Another key question is 
whether these new systems still relying on the 
existing systems? If so, they are just adding 
layers of intermediaries.



Brett Scott is a Senior Fellow of 
the Finance Innovation Lab, a 
campaigner, former broker, and 
author of ‘The Heretics Guide to 
Global Finance’.



A historical and 
philosophical perspective
Contrary to many popular descriptions, Bitcoin 
is not ‘digital cash’. Rather, it is a decentralised 
alternative to our existing centralised, bank-
run digital payments system. It is decentralised 
digital currency, rather than centralised digital 
currency.

This may sound like pedantic nitpicking, but it is 
crucial. Cash takes the form of bearer instruments 
that can be passed around anonymously 
between individuals. There is no recording of 
who is in possession of a particular unit of cash at 

any one point. This is not the case with Bitcoin. 
Every unit of Bitcoin is attributable to a very 
particular account – a public address – that is 
visible on a highly transparent ledger, a database 
of transactions between accounts, called the 
blockchain. You cannot move the units about 
by simply handing them to someone like cash. 
Rather, you must request a change to the ledger, 
a job fulfilled by a decentralised network of 
techno-clerks colloquially called ‘miners’.

You might have heard lots of complex jargon 
about the cryptography in the system. A key 
point to grasp with this is as follows: The core 
technical challenge with maintaining such 
a decentralised ledger is how to maintain 
consensus of what should be on it. To illustrate 
this, imagine you are in a room with 100 other 
people and you all have a laptop with an Excel 
spreadsheet open. You are all seated around 
a central pit in which traders are trying to do 
deals with each other, and those deals need 
to be definitively recorded before they come 



into effect. Your task is to maintain a coherent 
record of the trading events, and to always have 
the same information on your spreadsheet as 
everyone else. The key question would be how 
you got consensus among all 100 observers to 
make sure you are all always ‘on the same page’. 
Otherwise, the traders might have multiple 
varying recordings of the same events and will 
not know whose record to trust.

In a room with 100 observers, it might be 
possible for all of them to discuss the issue and 
form a communal way of recording the same 
information, but in the context of the internet, 
with millions of people who do not know 
each other, maintaining coherent databases 
of transactions has historically relied upon big 
central intermediaries who will maintain a single 
central database that everyone defers to. The 
core technical breakthrough of Bitcoin was to 
figure out how to have thousands of people all 
maintaining local databases in a way that gave 
the effect of there being a single global account 
of reality. To go back to the earlier analogy, it 
made it possible for thousands of strangers to 
maintain a ‘spreadsheet’ that had the exact same 
information on it as everyone else’s, thereby 
making it as if there was a single spreadsheet 
rather than thousands of slightly different ones. 

The early days of Bitcoin were characterised 
by debates on the relative merits of different 
consensus protocols, such as the ‘proof of 
work’ method used by Bitcoin versus the 
‘proof of stake’ method used by alternative 
implementations of cryptocurrencies. That 



soon gave way though, to discussions about 
how the underlying blockchain technology that 
underpinned Bitcoin could be applied to other 
areas. In other words, people shifted the focus 
away from the consensus recording of currency 
transactions on a decentralised digital ledger, 
and started seeing blockchain technology as a 
more general means for consensus recording of 
states of being, and changes to those states of 
being.

Accountants and auditors have long been 
involved in the business of recording and 
checking changing states of being, movements 
of goods, services and money between one 
moment and the next, beginnings, endings and 
fulfilments of contracts. One of the reasons for 
this is that data may be localised or ringfenced 
– how does an investor know that BP really 
did ship a certain amount of oil in exchange 
for a certain amount of money? The growing 
blockchain community claims that the technology 
will enable new forms of collective recording 
of states, breaking through fragmented silos of 
information. 

The original vision
Blockchain technology allows for the creation 
of databases that no one person controls, but 
that are rather collectively maintained by the 
participants in the network. One emergent 
feature of such an arrangement – at least in 
theory – is the ‘immutability’ of the database. 

If no one person controls it, it is very hard to 
‘reverse’ transactions, or ‘edit’ information 
that has already been added. Once something 
is definitively recorded, it stays there, unless 
a majority of participants can collectively be 
convinced to change it (sometimes referred to as 
a ‘fork’).

Blockchain technology has thus been 
characterised as a ‘trustless’ infrastructure 
for strangers to interact with each other, 
one that replaces the need for third-party 
verification or assurance. In the early days of 
cryptocurrency, this vision was often justified 
on political grounds. The large-scale political 
and economic organisation of modern society 
currently relies upon trusted third parties that 
facilitate interactions between counterparties 
who are otherwise strangers to each other. This 
‘institutional trust’ layer includes the institutions 
of defence, policing, legal, and financial systems 
that enable basic economic interaction to 
potentially occur between complete strangers. 
Then we have more specific institutions built 
upon this for more specialist areas. Thus, the 
banks are intermediaries in large-scale payments 
systems, official stock market exchanges mediate 
company shares alongside investment banks, 
and large corporates come to be central hubs for 
many people.

In this context there are specific procedures 
and parties tasked with maintaining the trust in 
institutions. Politicians and corporate leaders 
are meant to show exemplary behaviour to 
assure people and adhere to professional 

codes of conduct. This is complemented by 
systems of balances of power (as in separation 
of executive, judiciary and legislative branches 
of government, or separation of board and 
management in corporations). As an extra check 
on abuse of power there are special watchdog 
organisations, including regulatory bodies 
(watching corporations), civil society watchdogs, 
media watchdogs, ombudsman bodies, and 
standards committees. Then there are an array 
of third party ‘stamp of approval’, ‘ratings’ or 
‘reputation-granting’ organisations, including 
ratings agencies and auditors.

At a deep political-philosophy level, blockchain 
systems were often cast as a potential alternative 
to the ‘institutional trust systems’ described 
above. Whether they can actually do that is open 
for debate, but from an ideological perspective 
they were grasped upon by libertarian-leaning 
groups as the Great Hope for achieving that end. 
For example, in the case of Bitcoin it seemed to 
enable free market transactions (or ‘contracts’) 
of private property between people without 
requiring any centralised trust intermediaries.

If you have a political critique of centralisation, 
then a technology for decentralisation appears 
desirable. But imagine a scenario where – de 
facto – central authorities have broken down, 
or there simply are no central authorities. A 
technology for decentralised consensus might 
be desirable in such a context. It might even 
be more robust and transparent. It is for this 
reason that many international development 



organisations and humanitarian groups have 
become interested in the technology.

The widening: visions of 
extreme decentralisation
Over the last year in particular, two trends that 
have emerged is the widening of use-cases 
amidst the simultaneous narrowing of – or 
tempering of – the original open philosophy of 
the early blockchain movement. The widening 
has been reflected in the change of language 
used. The key trend is to articulate the idea 
of either a database or a ledger that is not 
controlled by any one node, a property that 
can variously be described as ‘decentralised’, 
‘distributed’, or ‘shared’. These elements allow 
for a fair amount of variation and ambiguity in 
the language used, leading to terms like ‘shared 
digital ledger’, ‘distributed digital database’, 
‘decentralised digital database’ and ‘distributed 
ledger technology’.

In terms of applications for these distributed 
ledgers, there has been a distinct trajectory. 
Bitcoin essentially was a ledger with a native 
token that was seen to be a ‘thing-in-itself’, 
but the progression then moved to how the 
ledger could record things ‘in the real world’, 
such as other digital assets or physical assets, 
personal identity, and even voting decisions. 
Then there was the recording of basic financial 
contracts like a share certificate – cryptoequity. 
The big excitement though, was the use of 

a decentralised system to record executable 
scripts – sometimes called ‘smart contracts’ – that 
could be collectively held in play and collectively 
executed. In that sense, blockchain systems like 
Ethereum have become seen as more than just 
‘database maintainers’, but rather ‘decentralised 
computing networks’, resembling a kind of 
‘virtual computer’. More recently, this vision has 
started to intersect with the hype around the 
‘internet of things’, leading to projections of 
decentralised databases of executable smart 
contracts fused into real world physical assets like 
cars. 

Whether any of this will actually work remains 
to be seen. And, even if it does work, it’s 
very apparent that there are big issues to be 
resolved. You might solve certain problems with 
the technology, but only at the cost of creating 
new problems. We recently saw an example 
of this with The DAO, a decentralised venture 
capital fund set up on the Ethereum network. It 
managed to create a ‘democratic’ infrastructure, 
but when it was hacked, the community of 
people around it descended – at least for a while 
– into chaotic fragments due to the lack of clarity 
or clear structure of responsibility. 

Originally marketed as being characterised by 
‘unstoppable autonomous code’, the people 
soon adapted and made decisions to change 
the code. Politics involves battles over rule 
systems, and the apparently ‘utopian’ idea of 
setting up an unstoppable rule system that is 
‘autonomous’ due to its decentralisation turned 
out to be neither desirable nor even possible. 

For a start, the code is never neutral: somebody 
or some group of people had to originally write 
it, which means it carries whatever agenda they 
were hoping to promote. Furthermore, it is not 
everlasting: computer systems change and the 
code needs updating and debugging, and this 
requires co-ordinated efforts between people, 
lest the systems stagnate and concretise in an 
outdated form. 

The narrowing: 
Re-centralising 
blockchains for efficiency
Aside from these governance problems, it is 
also apparent that there are scaling problems. 
Already the apparently decentralised systems like 
Bitcoin have shown a strong tendency towards 
getting more centralised. This can be attributed 
to many factors, including the specific design of 
Bitcoin, but the more general point is that while 
decentralised systems work well on a small-
scale, centralised infrastructures are often more 
efficiently at scale.

In the blockchain scene, this tension is 
exemplified in the internal debate about open, 
public blockchains vs. private ‘permissioned’ 
blockchains – the former is the original P2P form, 
requiring a lot of energy to be spent in validation 
and propagation, but the latter is a private form, 
seeking the benefits of distributed database 
technology but without all the cost and hassle 



of a truly P2P system. Thus, when large banks 
are looking at blockchain they are looking at 
the closed, private blockchain potential, not the 
open one.

Many original blockchain proponents have 
‘pivoted’ to become consultants to set up private 
blockchain systems for consortiums of banks. The 
key point is to limit the number of participants 
in the shared ledger system, and to have forms 
of centralised control over who gets what access 
and what privileges on the system. An example 
is the R3 group, working on clearing systems that 
might be collectively implemented by banks, 
which access points for regulators to watch.

The road ahead
What questions does this pose for the 
accounting and audit profession? How does it 
impact the traditional role of the accountant as 
faithful recorder of actions, and the auditor as 
noble validator of accounts? The answer is likely 
to be quite ambiguous, because the technology 
remains full of contradictory and ambiguous 
potentials.

THE QUESTIONS, HOWEVER, MIGHT BE 
FRAMED AS FOLLOWS:

The disruption perspective: to what extent is 
the traditional role of the auditor actually being 
disrupted or threatened by blockchain, and in 
what contexts in particular?

The new services perspective: to what extent 
can accounting firms get involved in the business 
of creating private blockchains for clients, or to 
offer services around them?

The enabling perspective: to what extent do 
blockchain systems make the more mundane 
aspects of auditors and accountants jobs easier, 
freeing them up for higher value work?

Public interest perspective: what role does 
the profession have in maintaining public trust 
in open, public blockchain systems? Is there 
a role for a ‘decentralised audit profession’ 
to keep check on a decentralised technology 
infrastructure?

Brett Scott tweets as @Suitpossum and has a 
thought-provoking blog at http://suitpossum.
blogspot.co.uk



The AuditFutures thought-
leadership programme of ICAEW 
is an open inquiry into what is 
possible. 
It is an inspiring journey of innovation to raise 
the quality of the accountancy profession and its 
social value, to motivate, equip and retain talent 
and foster culture of collaboration, ethicality and 
responsibility.

We are constructing a holistic and innovative 
approach to rethinking the profession and 
creating opportunities for dialogue and 
collaborations to emerge. Through action 
research, thought-leadership, and practical 
engagement on the ground, we are working on 
a number of interlocking initiatives to re-imagine 
accountancy and its evolving role as a profession 
in modern society. 

We aspire to re-imagine accountancy and its 
evolving role as a profession in modern society. 

We hope to instill a sense of pride in the 
profession, so each individual is able to identify 
their role and purpose in the work they do, 
adding value to society and winning their trust.

AuditFutures is about challenging current 
ways of thinking, working and doing, creating 
a change through exploring new approaches, 
methods and innovative ways of thinking, and, 
preparing the profession for future through 
proactive exploration and equipping people.

Inspiring debate, 
innovation and collaboration



Three distinctive principles define our work: 
experiment with new ways and new approaches, 
encourage inclusive and collaborative 
participation and engage a holistic approach, 
combining creative and critical thinking.

Our initiatives and projects aim to:

• Create purpose in the work we do, 
by defining the role of audit and the 
accountancy profession in society.

• Catalyse new thinking and offer fresh 
approaches, infusing creativity and critical 
thinking to inspire collaborative innovation 
and constructive dialogue around 
understanding issues and creating solutions 
for communities, businesses and the wider 
society.

• Raise the bar of the accountancy profession, 
demonstrating our social value and license to 
operate in the public interest so as to attract, 
motivate and retain talent.

• Provide a new way forward through 
building trust  in business and society 
combining inquiry, integrity and professional 
commitment to serve the interests of the 
public

For more information, please visit 
www.AuditFutures.org 



Professionalism in world of 
algorithms
We launched an initiative to explore the image 
and definition of a professional in the modern 
age. Whilst artificial intelligence could challenge 
the knowledge professions, does it really have 
the potential to replace professionals? We 
explored the role of ethics within the professions 
and how ethics will inspire the future of the 
profession.

Future of professional services 
firms
How might the shape and scope of accounting 
firms evolve, given changes in technology, 
business, society and culture? Following our 
workshops, interviews and surveys exploring 
what the future of professional service firms may 
look like, we are publishing a report with our 
findings around the interlinking dimensions of 
the firm including structure, governance, culture, 
people, services and technology. 

Fostering Ethical Organisations
We hosted a conference exploring the concept 
of organisational culture and what systemic 
approaches we can take to foster ethical culture 
within organisations, particularly professional 
service firms. This interdisciplinary conference 
and workshop engaged around 100 leading 
international academics, business leaders and 
accounting professionals in a holistic discussion 
on the significant role of culture in organisations. 

Highlights from 2016



Assurance Innovation
With a series of Assurance Design Workshops for 
ICAEW members, we explored the ways in which 
design-thinking can assist accountants to adapt 
the traditional audit skills to meet the needs of a 
changing world. The events are part of our Open 
Design Studio – a design-led incubator for new 
thinking and innovative ideas. We bring together 
a diverse group of accountants and businesses to 
flex their creativity and to solve real and complex 
problems that create new opportunities for 
Accountancy in society 

What should be the leadership 
role of the profession?
In partnership with the Royal College of Art and 
Cambridge Judge Business School, we ran a 
project on the UN Global Goals. Design and 
business students worked in interdisciplinary 
teams with ICAEW members to develop new 
ideas that enable start-ups and established 
enterprises. Their projects promoted the Goals 
as an inspiration to transform business models 
and philosophy.

University engagements taken to 
a new level
In addition to developing sessions and teaching 
approaches for accounting modules, we are 
now involved with designing and delivering 
innovation and visioning workshops for business 
school departments These sessions help 
academics rethink the mission and values of their 
curriculum, reflect on the educational methods 
and approaches and foster enthusiasm and 
motivation in students
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AuditFutures is an opportunity for you to bring your ideas and passion 
and to learn and contribute to shaping the future of the profession.
How you join and what you do is up to you. We have mobilised a movement and have developed 
a comprehensive programme to reimagine the future of the profession. Our collective ambition 
depends on collaboration with others. We invite you to bring your passion, experience and 
commitment to achieving something bigger together.

PLEASE CONNECT WITH US WITH TO

• Join our discussions and events
• Contribute to our thought-leadership
• Attend or organise university sessions
• Host a workshop at your organisation
• Sign-up to our mailing list
• Speak with us over the phone or in person

Everyone and all perspectives are welcome!

www.AuditFutures.org


