
Why Goal Setting Matters More Than Ever
In today’s rapidly evolving accounting environment, 
setting and accomplishing goals is more than just an 
exercise—it’s necessary. Effective goal setting helps 
firms:

•	 Align Partner Efforts with Firm Strategy: It is 
crucial for sustainable success to ensure that each 
partner’s objectives are in sync with the firm’s 
mission and strategic goals. Partner goals should 
directly contribute to firm-wide initiatives, such as 
growth in advisory services, digital transformation, 
or sustainability efforts. This alignment ensures that 
partners understand how their efforts are driving 
the firm’s overall success.

•	 Create Accountability: Goals bring clarity and ac-
countability—two essential components for moving 
beyond complacency.

•	 Drive Continual Improvement: Well-designed 
goals encourage partners to grow personally and 
professionally, positioning their firms as leaders in 
an increasingly competitive marketplace. Partners 
must be committed to active goal setting and incre-
mental improvement every single day. At Upstream 
Academy, we emphasize continuous learning and 
setting goals that contribute to daily progress.

•	 Energize Teams for Business Growth: Setting the 
right partner goals can create alignment across the 
firm, energizing the team to work together toward 
a common purpose, ultimately driving business 
growth. When leaders prioritize mentorship, succes-
sion planning, and talent development, they build a 
cohesive and motivated team ready to face chal-
lenges together.

Partner Goal Setting  
in Accounting Firms
 
BUILDING ACCOUNTABILITY  
AND GROWTH FOR THE FUTURE

At Upstream Academy, we’ve spent the last 
two decades partnering with accounting firms 
across North America to help them take their 
performance from good to great. One area 
that continues to challenge accounting firms is 
how to set goals for partners that aren’t just a 
box to check but a true catalyst for meaningful 
progress. Effective partner goal setting aligns 
personal growth, accountability, and firm 
strategy, ultimately creating a foundation for 
sustainable high performance.

This white paper redefines partner goal setting 
for today’s accounting firms, drawing on 
Upstream Academy’s experience developing 
leadership programs, driving engagement, and 
working with firms to elevate their performance.
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The Challenges with Traditional  
Partner Goal Setting
Historically, partner goals have often focused on met-
rics like billable hours or book of business. While these 
remain important, they do not fully encompass what 
makes a high-performing partner in today’s market. 
Accounting firms today need partners who are strate-
gic, forward-thinking, and continuously innovating their 
approach—qualities that go beyond hitting numerical 
targets.

The Upstream Approach  
to Partner Goal Setting
Partner goal setting must be comprehensive and 
aligned with the firm’s strategic objectives. A balanced 
approach that measures partner success across several 
key performance areas ensures that goals are holistic 
and tied to what matters most to the firm.

Six Key Performance  
Areas for Partners
Financial Performance
Strong revenue generation is still essential, but it needs to be 
accompanied by a focus on profitability, innovation, and creat-
ing client value. Setting specific, impactful financial goals that 
align with the firm’s broader strategic vision is key.

Client Management
Partners should aim to be more than technical experts; they 
should be trusted advisors who bring fresh insights and build 
deep relationships. Goals in this area should focus on proac-
tive client engagement, strategic client reviews, and expand-
ing advisory services.

Business Development
In today’s industry, business development should be a collab-
oration between partners and the firm’s marketing team, who 
are responsible for taking the lead on business development 
and marketing initiatives across both traditional and digital 
platforms. Partners are expected to support these initiatives 
through participation and leveraging their networks to amplify 
marketing’s efforts. Effective goals in this area might include 
engaging in targeted outreach, collaborating on client acquisi-
tion initiatives, and supporting other development efforts that 
align with the firm’s strategic marketing plan.

Team Development
The next generation of accounting leaders must be devel-
oped intentionally. Partner goals should focus on coaching, 
mentoring, and investing in the growth of others. Leadership 
development should be a core part of everyday practice, not 
a separate initiative. Strong leaders recognize that they need 
great team members just as much as team members need 
great leaders. When everyone is on the same page and work-
ing together, the possibilities for growth are limitless.

Personal Effectiveness
Growth starts from within. Partners today must be committed 
to lifelong learning, continuously improving their leadership, 
technical, and personal skills. Specific goals around skill devel-
opment, wellness, and stepping outside of comfort zones are 
crucial. Beyond continuous learning throughout the year, there 
must be active goal setting. At Upstream Academy, we help 
participants set good goals and work to get incrementally 
better every single day.

Leadership and Strategic Contribution
Each partner should see themselves as an owner and leader, 
responsible for driving the firm’s success. Leadership goals 
might include spearheading firm initiatives, serving on com-
mittees, or contributing to strategic planning processes that 
guide the firm’s future.
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Building a System  
of Accountability
Goal setting without accountability can quickly turn 
into an empty exercise. Leveraging best practices from 
across industries and human resources performance 
management, a robust accountability system ensures 
that partners are progressing toward their goals effec-
tively throughout the year. Key components include:

•	 Regular Check-Ins and Progress Updates: Establish-
ing regular check-ins is crucial. We suggest a combi-
nation of bi-monthly or quarterly progress updates to 
keep goals top of mind. These updates allow manag-
ing partners to stay connected with each partner’s 
progress, provide timely feedback, and make nec-
essary adjustments. Frequent, structured communi-
cation fosters alignment and ensures challenges are 
addressed early.

•	 Continuous Feedback and Coaching: Beyond sched-
uled updates, creating an environment of continu-
ous feedback is key. Partners should have access to 
coaching and real-time feedback that helps them 
overcome obstacles and leverage opportunities. Reg-
ular conversations reinforce personal connection and 
build trust, making support more effective.

•	 Recognition and Addressing Gaps: Accountability is 
not just about tracking progress; it also involves rec-

ognizing and rewarding successes, while constructive-
ly addressing gaps. Recognizing partners who excel 
in achieving their goals reinforces desired behaviors 
and keeps motivation high. Equally important is the 
process for addressing underperformance—partners 
should receive targeted support and specific action 
plans to get back on track, creating a culture of con-
tinuous improvement rather than punishment.

•	 Clear Incentives: To drive accountability, there must 
be a clear connection between goal setting and part-
ner compensation. This should go beyond rewards for 
good behavior or consequences for inaction. Instead, 
the performance component of partner compensa-
tion should function as an incentive structure for goal 
setting and achievement.

•	 Performance Management: Effective use of the right 
performance management solution is essential in 
goal setting. A performance management platform 
will streamline the process to record and approve 
final goals and objectives, track ongoing progress, 
and support communication between partners and 
leadership. Utilizing technology ensures that progress 
is documented, easily accessible, and can be reviewed 
regularly, making the entire process more efficient 
and transparent.

Building a strong culture of accountability within the firm 
ensures that goal setting becomes a dynamic part of 
partner development, driving progress and supporting 
individual and firm-wide success.

Setting SMARTER Stretch Goals 

(Specific, Measurable, Actionable, Risky, Timebound, Exciting, Relevant) 

A well-constructed stretch goal has the following characteristics:

Involves a new challenge 
or something the partner 

hasn’t done before

Requires  
sustained effort 

and commitment

Creates some 
discomfort, which 

signals growth

Directly tied to the 
firm’s strategic vision 

with a sense of urgency
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Conclusion
The accounting profession has changed, and with it, 
the expectations placed on partners have also evolved. 
Goal setting is no longer a simple checkbox exercise—
it’s the foundation of a dynamic, high-performing firm. 
By using strategies for partner goal setting aligned with 
Upstream Academy’s core philosophy, firms can ensure 
that their leaders are equipped to excel both today and 
in the future.

At Upstream Academy, we are committed to helping 
firms set impactful, well-rounded partner goals. We 
guide your firm and its leaders on the journey to high 
performance, providing the guidance needed to align 
individual performance with firm success.

CONTACT US to explore how to implement these 
strategies today. 

About Upstream Academy
Built on a foundation of real-world experience and thought leadership, 
Upstream Academy equips accounting firms with innovative solutions for 
higher performance. We position firms and professionals to successfully 
navigate the challenges of the future.
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