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Introduction: The Evolving
Landscape of CA Firms

The profession has undergone
a remarkable transformation
over the past three decades.
From a largely compliance-
driven practice in the 1980s and
1990s, Chartered Accountants
today are engaged across audit,
taxation, valuations, transaction
advisory, insolvency, risk
consulting, and forensic work.

A striking reality, however,
remains thatamajority of Indian
CA firms are small or mid-sized
practices. While a handful of
large players dominate high-
value assignments, smaller
firms form the backbone
of the profession, servicing
SMEs, start-ups, family-owned
businesses, and, increasingly,
global clients.

In this environment, growth is
notoptional, itisamatter oflong-
term sustainability. Effective
strategies =~ must = combine
time-tested approaches with
newer models built around
technology, collaboration, and
internationalisation.

The Indian Chartered Accountancy profession stands at a pivotal juncture. With
over four lakh members and more than 90,000 practising firms registered under
ICAI', the landscape is increasingly competitive, particularly for small and mid-
sized practices. Traditional models of organic growth are no longer sufficientina
market shaped by technology disruption, client sophistication, and globalisation.

This article explores practical growth strategies for CA firms, with a focus on
global outsourcing partnerships. It examines how Indian CA firms can leverage
cost efficiencies, regulatory alignment, and sectoral expertise to expand their
professional footprint, while adhering to ICAI’s Code of Ethics and applicable
foreign jurisdiction rules.

Traditional Growth Strategies

1.

Organic Growth through Client
Relationships

Building deep trust, delivering
timely solutions, and cross-
selling services remain
fundamental. A tax client, well-
served, can be a natural referral
to assurance or advisory work.
Firms that invest in structured
relationship management
consistently outperform those
relying on reactive service
delivery.

Sectoral Specialisation

Firms are increasingly
recognising  the value of
industry focus. Positioning as
a sector specialist allows firms
to command better pricing and
differentiate  from  generalist
competitors. Key areas include:

¢ Infrastructure and renewable
energy, requiring expertise
in long-term project finance
and regulatory compliance.

e BFSI clients, demanding
deep knowledge of RBI
guidelines, Basel norms,

and risk  management
frameworks.

e Start-ups and technology
companies, needing

support in valuation, ESOP
accounting, and international
tax structuring.

Domestic Alliances and

Networks

Joining national-level alliances
allows firms to pool expertise,
share resources, and collectively
pursue larger mandates. In multi-
state GST audits, for instance, an
alliance enables firms to handle
cross-geography  assignments
without  relinquishing client
control.

Firms considering formal
aggregation or network
arrangements should refer to
ICATI’s Guidelines on Networking
of CA Firms and the regulatory
framework  governing  firm
aggregation and associations,
which set out the permissible
structures and disclosure
requirements applicable to such
arrangements.

! ICAI membership and firm registration data as per ICAI website
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66) Adoption of cloud-
based audit tools, Al-
powered analytics, and
blockchain-assisted
reconciliations is no
longer a luxury but a
competitive necessity.
Firms investing in digital
capabilities can deliver
faster, more reliable, and
value-added services,
strengthening both
client retention and new

business prospects. m

New-age and Technology-led
Growth Strategies

Adoption of cloud-based audit
tools, Al-powered analytics, and
blockchain-assisted reconciliations
is no longer a luxury but a
competitive  necessity.  Firms
investing in digital capabilities
can deliver faster, more reliable,
and value-added services,
strengthening both client retention
and new business prospects.

Beyond  tools,
growth  involves  re-designing
workflows  so  that routine,
repetitive tasks are automated,
freeing professionals for higher-
value analysis, advisory, and client
engagement. Firms that make
this transition early will have a
structural advantage over those that
do not.

technology-led

Global Integration and
Outsourcing: A Strategic Lever

India as a Professional Services Hub

India has emerged as a preferred
destination for professional services

outsourcing.  Several structural

factors underpin this:

Cost Audit

efficiency professionals in
the US and UK
typically cost
USD 70-100 per
hour; comparably
skilled Indian
professionals are
available at USD
20-25 per hour?

India produces
over 20,000

new Chartered
Accountants
annually?,
alongside a large
pool of finance
graduates and
MBAs

Indian teams can
work overnight
to deliver for

US and UK
clients, enabling
near-continuous
service models

Ind-AS is
substantially
converged with
IERS; ICAI's
Standards on
Auditing are
aligned with ISA;
and ICAI’s Code
of Ethics mirrors
IFAC guidelines

Talent
availability

Time-zone
benefit

Regulatory
alignment

An lllustrative Example*

Consider a hypothetical scenario:
a mid-sized Mumbai firm with
renewable energy expertise partners
with a UK-based financial advisory
firmadvising onasolarinfrastructure
project. The Indian firm provides
IFRS-compliant financial modelling,
valuation analysis, and regulatory
review. The UK firm retains the
client relationship and issues all

final opinions and sign-offs, as
required under UK regulations.
The Indian firm earns a fee in
foreign currency at rates well above
domestic equivalents, improves its
team'’s exposure to global valuation
methodologies, and builds a track
record for future international work.

This model where the Indian firm
focuses on execution and technical
support, and the overseas partner
manages the client relationship and
formal sign-off is the appropriate
structure for cross-border
professional collaboration and is the
one firms should seek to replicate.

Regulatory, Legal, and Ethical
Considerations

One of the strongest advantages
Indian firms enjoy in international
collaborations is the alignment
of professional and regulatory
standards. At the same time, it is
essential that firms structure such
arrangements carefully and in full
compliance with applicable rules.

Standards Alignment

= Accounting standards: Ind-
AS is largely converged
with IFRS, making Indian
professionals readily adaptable
to Western financial reporting
requirements.

® Auditing standards: ICAI's
Standards on Auditing (SAs) are
aligned with the International
Standards on Auditing (ISA).

® Tax frameworks: GST has
structural ~ parallels  with
VAT systems, and Indian tax
professionals are increasingly
proficient in  cross-border

compliance.

= Professional ethics: ICAI's
Code of Ethics mirrors
IFAC guidelines, ensuring

2

Audit professionals in the US and UK typically cost USD 70-100 per hour; comparably skilled Indian professionals are generally available at USD 20-25 per

hour — a differential widely cited in professional services outsourcing literature, including reports by NASSCOM and Deloitte’s Global Outsourcing Survey.
These figures are indicative only and subject to variation by engagement type, firm size, seniority, and jurisdiction; they should not be treated as definitive market

rates for any specific arrangement.
3 Link - ICAI Exam passing data press release .

specific actual engagement.
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The India~UK solar valuation example in the section is a constructed hypothetical scenario for providing better clarity purposes and does not represent any
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consistency with
professional standards.

global

Ethical and Regulatory Compliance
in Outsourcing

Firms entering into international

outsourcing or

collaboration

arrangements must observe the
following:

1.

Scope of work: Indian firms
should limit their role to
execution and technical
support. Final client opinions,
audit sign-offs, and regulated
deliverables must remain
with the licensed overseas
partner. This is not merely a
commercial arrangement; it is a
regulatory requirement in most
jurisdictions, including the US
and UK.

No surrogate practice: Indian
firms must not represent
themselves  as  practising
in foreign jurisdictions or
allow their name or brand to
be used in ways that imply
direct practice overseas. Any
arrangement that creates this
impression, even inadvertently,
would raise serious ethical and
regulatory concerns.

ICAI Code of Ethics: Firms
are directed to the following
ICAI reference materials when

structuring international
arrangements.
ICAI Code of Ethics,
2020 (aligned with

IFAC’s Code of Ethics for
Professional Accountants)
— in particular, Part 4B
on independence and
Part 1 on the fundamental
principles of integrity and
professional behaviour.

ICAI Council Guidelines
on Outsourcing of
Accounting/Finance
Functions (where
applicable).

ICAI's Ethical Standards
Board pronouncements on

confidentiality and third-
party arrangements.

Members may also refer
to the ICAIFICAEW and
ICAI-CPA Australia
Mutual Recognition
Agreements for guidance
on permissible cross-border
professional activity.

Foreign jurisdiction rules:
Before entering any arrangement,
firms should seek legal advice on
the rules of the relevant foreign
jurisdiction to confirm the
structure is compliant.

Advantages of Global Collaboration

What It Means in Practice

Challenges and Mitigation 3.
1.

Brand and Perception Gap

Global clients may be unfamiliar
with Indian firms relative
to established international
networks. Building credibility
requires a  demonstrated
track record, robust quality
assurance processes, and, where
appropriate, affiliations with
recognised foreign professional
bodies. Investing in case studies
and testimonials from early
international engagements can
accelerate this process.

Access to wider client
base

Revenue diversification

Skill and knowledge

upgrade

Reputation building

Talent retention

Future readiness

Regulatory
Restrictions

Many countries restrict foreign
firms from directly practising
such as

regulated services

and Licensing

Partnerships open doors to multinational
assignments, cross-border M&A,
infrastructure, and ESG that are difficult to
secure independently

Earnings in foreign currency improve
profitability ~and offset domestic fee
compression

Exposure to IFRS, US GAAP, global valuation
methods, and advanced audit technology
strengthens professional competence

A track record of international work attracts
both global clients and larger domestic
mandates

Young professionals value international
exposure; global assignments help firms
retain their best people

Firms with international linkages are better
positioned as global standards in accounting,
tax, and ESG continue to converge

Talent Retention and Training

International exposure raises
expectations. Professionals
who gain global skills are in
demand. Continuous training

in IFRS, US GAAP, valuation

statutory audit. In the US,
CPA firms cannot outsource
audit opinions; in the UK,
only registered firms may sign
statutory audits. Indian firms
must structure collaborations,
carefully focusing on execution
and technical support, while
leaving final opinions and
client-facing  sign-offs  to
overseas partner.

methodologies, and emerging
areas such as sustainability
reporting (under ISSB
standards) is essential. Firms
should consider structured
pathways for dual qualifications
such as ACCA, CPA, or CFA
alongside the CA as a retention
tool as much as a quality
measure.

August 2026 / www.icai.org/ 77
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4. Technology and Cybersecurity

Cross-border work
secure data sharing,
brings  obligations around
data confidentiality, GDPR
compliance (where EU clients
are involved), and broader

requires
which

cybersecurity governance.
Firms should:
Deploy encrypted
communication channels

and secure cloud platforms
approved for client data

Adopt a written data
protection policy aligned
with international
standards (ISO 27001
provides a useful
framework)

Ensure engagement
letters ~ with  overseas
partners explicitly address
data handling and

confidentiality obligations

Conduct  periodic  IT
security reviews and staff
training on data protection
protocols

5. Pricing Discipline

While India’s cost advantage
is real, competing purely on
price commoditises services
and erodes firm value. Firms
should anchor pricing to the
expertise and outcomes they
deliver, not just the labour
cost differential. Tiered pricing
models where execution-only
support is priced differently
from specialised analytical
work allow firms to capture
value more effectively.

Strategic Roadmap for Firms

The following roadmap provides
a  structured  approach to
internationalisation for small and
mid-sized CA firms:

Step 1: Build Targeted Global
Alliances

Rather than waiting for a merger
opportunity, firms should

78 /www.icai.org/ August 2026

proactively — approach  overseas
firms in sectors where they have
genuine expertise. A firm with
renewable energy or infrastructure
knowledge, for example, could
approach US or UK advisory firms
needing execution support on IFRS
valuations or ESG compliance
work. These alliances create clear
win-win structures: the foreign firm
retains the client; the Indian firm
earns forex revenues and builds a
track record.

Step 2: Invest in Technology and
Workflow Systems

Overseas clients expect seamless
digital collaboration. Firms should
invest in audit analytics tools,
Al-assisted  valuation  models,
cloud-based reporting platforms,
and secure data rooms. Real-
time dashboards and automated
workflows are not differentiators
abroad; they are baseline
expectations.

K With Ind-AS aligned

to IFRS and ICAI
actively deepening
its relationships with
global bodies, including
through memoranda of
understanding with CPA
Australia, CPA Ireland,
and ICAEW, the regulatory
barriers to cross-border
collaboration are steadily
reducing. This trend
is likely to continue as
international standard-
setters push for greater
harmonisation. E[Y)

Step 3: Specialise as a Differentiator

Competing on generic services
against established global networks
isnota viable strategy. Firms should
identify two or three domains where
they can genuinely be an expert:

infrastructure valuations, transfer
pricing, forensic accounting, green
finance, or ESG reporting are all
areas of growing global demand.
Depth in a niche is more valuable
and more defensible than breadth

across many areas.

Step 4: Strengthen
Management

Quality

Global clients expect work that
meets  international standards.
Firms should implement ISQM
(International Standard on Quality
Management) frameworks, conduct
regular peer reviews, and maintain
strong engagement documentation.
The ICAI's own quality review
programme provides a useful
internal benchmark. Developing
dual-qualified professional
CAs with CPA, CFA, or ACCA
credentials adds credibility and
reassures overseas partners.

Step 5: Apply a Considered Pricing
Strategy

The foreign exchange benefit
means that even moderately priced
international work is typically
more profitable than comparable
domestic  engagements.  Firms
should use this margin to invest in
quality and specialisation, rather
than simply competing at the lowest
price point. A tiered model, where
basic execution support is priced at
a lower rate but specialised analysis
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commands a premium, reflects the
actual value delivered.

Future Outlook

The projections and trajectories
outlined in this section are
indicative of directional trends
rather than definitive forecasts;
actual outcomes will depend on
regulatory developments, market
conditions, and the pace of adoption
by firms and clients alike.

Global Demand for Cost-efficient
Professional Services

Inflationary pressures in Western
economies have accelerated
interest in outsourcing. Industry
surveys indicate that a significant
proportion of mid-tier US firms
are actively exploring outsourcing
arrangements to manage costs.
This demand is structural, not
cyclical, and Indian firms are well-
positioned to serve it.

Regulatory Convergence

With Ind-AS aligned to IFRS
and ICAI actively deepening its
relationships with global bodies,
including through memoranda of
understanding with CPA Australia,
CPA Ireland, and ICAEW, the
regulatory barriers to cross-border
collaboration are steadily reducing.
This trend is likely to continue as
international standard-setters push
for greater harmonisation.

ESG and Sustainability Reporting: A
Realistic Growth Path

Global investors are demanding
disclosures aligned with IFRS
S1 (General Requirements for
Disclosure of Sustainability-related
Financial Information) and IERS
52 (Climate-related Disclosures),

issued by the International
Sustainability ~ Standards Board
(ISSB). In the Indian context,

SEBI's Business Responsibility and
Sustainability Reporting (BRSR)
framework that is mandatory for
the top 1,000 listed companies by

market capitalisation, provides
an immediate domestic reference
point. CA firms advising listed
clients should be conversant with
BRSR Core requirements and
their alignment with IFRS S1/S2,
as convergence between the two
frameworks is actively progressing.
A practical path involves:

Training two or three team
members in ISSB standards and
climate risk frameworks in the
near term

Offering ESG data assurance
or gap analysis to existing
clients as a starting point,
before moving to full assurance
engagements

Partnering with overseas firms
on ESG-related assignments to
gain exposure to international
reporting expectations before

building an  independent
practice
Over time, this incremental

approach allows firms to develop
credible ESG capability without
over-investing before the market
matures domestically.

Renewable Energy and
Infrastructure Advisory
With the US, EU,
economies  targeting  net-zero
emissions by 2050, there is a
substantial pipeline of renewable
energy projects requiring
valuations, financial modelling, and
compliance reviews. Indian firms
with sector expertise in solar, wind,
battery storage, or green hydrogen
are well-placed to support global
demand in these areas.

and major

India’s Emerging Role in Professional
Services

Just as India became a global hub
for IT outsourcing in the 1990s,
there is a credible case that the next
two decades will see Indian firms
play a meaningful role in global
professional ~ services  delivery.
ICAI's international recognition,

combined with India’s large and
growing CA community of over
four lakh members and more than
8.5 lakh students as of 2025° provides
the talent base for this shift.

Conclusion

Growth for CA firms today requires
a balanced approach: strengthening
domestic practice while building
selective international capability.
For small and mid-sized firms,
outsourcing  partnerships  with
overseas firms represent a genuine
and realisable opportunity,
provided they are structured
correctly, ethically, and with a clear
focus on the value the Indian firm
brings.

The combination of regulatory
alignment, cost efficiency,
growing sectoral expertise, and an
expanding talent base positions
Indian CA firms favourably for this
transition. The journey demands
vision and sustained investment,
but the potential rewards for firms,
their teams, and the profession as a
whole are substantial.

Author may be reached at
dsrhtr@gmail.com and
eboard@icai.in

> ICAI student and member figures as of 2025, per ICAI public disclosures.
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