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WELCOME TO ROBERT WALTERS

Established in 1985, Robert Walters is a world-leading 
specialist professional recruitment consultancy. Hiring 
managers rely on us to find their best specialist professionals 
and our clients range from the largest corporates world-wide 
through to SMEs and start-ups. We recruit candidates for 
permanent, contract and interim roles across the world.

One of our most established and successful teams within 
our US financial services division is accounting & finance, 
where we place finance and accounting professionals at 
investment banks, investment management firms, broker 
dealers, fintechs, private equity & VC firms, insurance firms, 
retail banks and wealth managers. Many of these professionals 
come directly from Big 4 firms and it is often a pre-requisite for 
our clients that the candidates we represent should have Big 
4 experience. The rigorous training, commercial acumen and 
exposure to a broad range of clients that Big 4 firms provide is 
second to none and provides an excellent platform to launch a 
successful career.

While some aspire to follow the partner track and remain within 
the Big 4 environment, the majority will consider making the 
move ‘in-house’ at some stage. The thought of leaving the 
structure and support of a Big 4 environment can be daunting 
for some, as it is often their first and only employer since 
graduation. When is the right time to leave? What are the 
types of roles that would be available to me? What industries 
could I transition into? What salary can I command? These are 
just a few of the many questions we are asked by our Big 4 
candidates, so we have put this whitepaper together to help 
with the transition.

We hope you find this guide useful and invite you to get in 
touch if you would like to discuss your next career move. Our 
contact details can be found at the end of this booklet.

Henry Smith
Director 
Robert Walters New York

HENRY SMITH
DIRECTOR
ROBERT WALTERS  
NEW YORK
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SHOULD I STAY OR SHOULD I GO? 

After starting your career in a Big 4 company you’ve perhaps arrived at a crossroad which 
many before you have also come to: should you stick it out until that big promotion or should 
you find yourself an internal finance or accounting role within an organization? 

If you’re interested in branching out of the Big 4, but are intimidated to take the plunge, here 
are three reasons why an industry role might better suit your professional goals: 

1. Bigger impact on the business
Are you looking to have a greater impact on the business? Do you want to not only advise businesses 
but also implement your ideas and see them flourish? Although audit is very client-facing, you’re adding 
a limited value to clients’ businesses and the work is very process driven. A natural move from audit to 
industry, a role such as Financial Controller or Fund Accountant will allow you to add real value to an 
organization by becoming the financial “go to” person, participating in analyzing and resolving strategic 
issues and driving improvements. As a true business partner, you will apply strategic, forward-thinking 
skills and provide more strategic analyses which will contribute to the company’s success.

2. Broader and more stimulating job content
Have you been craving less repetitive work? Are you looking to dive deeper into technical issues and 
drive process effectiveness? A career in audit is a great way to learn the basics of a company’s financial 
performance, but an internal finance function will allow you to develop a broader business understanding 
and immerse yourself not only in the financials but also within the organization itself. You will get to 
know the ins and outs of your business, the products, the customers and the way everything comes 
together. If you’re looking to join a more stimulating or fast growing environment to compliment your 
career ambitions, a wide range of industries such as cutting edge pharmaceutical companies, technology 
companies, global manufacturers and top retailers highly value Big 4 backgrounds.
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3. Better work/life balance
Are you growing tired of the late nights, the busy seasons and constantly moving from client to client? 
Working in such a fast-paced, constantly changing environment can be stressful and take a toll on 
your life outside the office. Transferring out of Big 4 firms does not mean you will never again have busy 
periods where overtime may be necessary, but you will overall have more time for hobbies, family and 
yourself. 

Joining an organization’s internal finance team 
allows you to not only provide insights and 
advice but actually implement and support 
projects in order to make a true impact. Being 
able to see the fruit of your own labor is what 
makes the job so rewarding.

Chris Stringer, Manager
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WHEN IS THE RIGHT TIME TO LEAVE?

If you have begun to think about leaving your role in the Big 4, one of the many questions you 
might ask yourself is when is the right time to leave? 

The answer is not so clear-cut, as it will vary on each person’s situation and their goals. 
Whether you joined the Big 4 as a springboard for your career or were set on making partner, 
we generally advise professionals to make a move once you feel like you are no longer learning 
in your role. 

Exiting as an Audit Associate
With 1-2 busy seasons completed, you may feel like you have learnt a lot about the finance industry and 
have a strong feeling as to where your career will be going from here, be it within accounting or finance. 
At this stage of your career, the opportunities presented to you will vary, and this will likely be the pinnacle 
point you may be able to move into something new. Having 1-2 years’ experience shows employers that 
you have the readily available finance knowledge and exposure to be a good junior asset to the team 
and they will view you as more malleable to develop and grow in their organizations. With this being said, 
the likelihood that your depth of audit and accounting knowledge being as strong as your competition is 
unlikely, so the opportunities to command a higher compensation level may be limited. 

Exiting as an Audit Senior
By this point you will have more busy seasons under your belt and may in some cases, have been 
exposed to more managerial responsibilities. As a Senior Auditor, a promotion which usually happens 
around the third year, you will be given a team of juniors to supervise and will plan and oversee the audit 
process to ensure all client needs are met. This role will enable you to get a head start on developing 
some key leadership skills such as problem solving, communication and the ability to motivate others. 
As a Senior, you will also perform much more complex and risk-based audits and will need to identify 
business process improvements, all of which give you a deeper understanding of the full audit cycle. 
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For these reasons, staying put until you’ve become Senior Auditor will help you stand out from all those 
who left earlier on in their Big 4 career, particularly in roles such as financial analysis, corporate and fund 
accounting.

When stepping away from audit, you will need to further develop certain skills that are necessary to 
succeed in industry, such as systems or modeling knowledge (coding/ valuations) and a broader business 
understanding. Your new employer will recognize leaving as a Senior for a controlling or analysis role as a 
common first move into industry and assist in helping you settle in and develop in your new role. 

Exiting as an Audit Manager
Your extensive audit experience will have helped you gain a deeper knowledge of your clients’ business 
needs. However, with such a deep understanding of one particular sector, the products and general risks, 
your opportunities across industries can be limited. When applying for a manager level role outside of 
audit, employers look for seasoned professionals who are able to rapidly become operational and have 
a broader view and understanding of wider business needs. Similarly, at manager level, the technical 
accounting exposure you have had in your role will provide great leverage in entering industry as an SME, 
be it product, reporting, or regulation related.

However, management skills may differ. While you are used to managing a team of junior auditors, it is not 
the same as managing an internal finance team. Instead of expecting to take on a management function 
straight away, it could be wise to take a role where you can learn from a seasoned manager who is willing 
to show you the ropes. There is a risk that staying too long in an audit manager role, can price you out 
of the market while not equally developing or diversifying your accounting and management skillset. For 
this reason, we tend to advise professionals who wish to enter industry, to not wait too long after their 
Manager promotion to do so.

In the end, your Big 4 
experience will prove beneficial 
to your career no matter when 
you decide to leave. Like any 
job, just remember to leave 
gracefully.
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FOUR MYTHS ABOUT LEAVING THE BIG 4

1. “If I leave, can I ever go back?”
One of the biggest misconceptions many Big 4 professionals have is that once you leave the Big 4 
world you can never go back. “It’s comforting knowing that should anything go wrong outside of public 
accounting, there will always be the option to go back. If you had good ratings, strong relationships and a 
good work ethic this will always be an option”.

2. “What options are available to me?”
You may have a vague idea of what positions in accounting and finance are available to you, and roughly 
what each position entails, but it is vital to keep an open mind when you begin your job search. “Just like 
no business is exactly the same, not every position in every company will be the same.” Lucky explains, 
“read job descriptions carefully. Understand that a product control position at one investment bank is not 
the same as every other. This is where your recruiter can really add value in helping you understand the 
core responsibilities of each position, and how each company works. Your next position should be about 
the company just as much as the role’s responsibilities.” You can learn more about the types of positions 
available to you in the ‘Career Options’ section. 

Many Big 4 professionals are anxious about making a 
move based on common misconceptions about their Big 4 
journey or about what to expect from an industry role. Lucky 
Nguyen, Senior Manager at Robert Walters and former Big 4 
professional, clarifies.
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3. “Will leaving halt my career progression?”
“Leaving can be the best thing to happen to your career” says Lucky. For a plethora of positions in 
financial services, hiring managers are eager to see profiles of Big 4 auditors with 2-4 years of experience. 
A common problem with staying too long within audit, can be that you price yourself out of the market 
with no added ‘hands on’ experience outside of audit, particularly compared with your peers who 
perhaps made an earlier move. “Ultimately the best time to make a move is as soon as you realize you 
are no longer learning or developing within your role” explains Lucky. “You’ll gain more respect from hiring 
managers who will recognize your appetite for growing your career outside of the Big 4”.

4. “What are going to be the key differences outside of the Big 4?”
Salaries and bonuses: salaries are ultimately higher in industry, and you will be introduced to real bonuses 
that are significantly more than what you’ll already know. Moving to a small investment manager or fintech 
could also eventually give you the option for equity or carry in the funds. 

Adding value: you will be tasked with a way of thinking critically to solve problems directly related to the 
business you are working for, taking an active role in how senior management are informed about their 
business, or how companies can afford to grow. 

Diverse exposure: you will be diversifying both your experience and your way of thinking being 
surrounded by many different people, from different backgrounds, doing different jobs. This is a 
real culture change from the ‘Big 4’ way of training and can add invaluable exposure to your career 
development.

5. “Is a front office role attainable?”
“It is key to do your due diligence before trying to obtain a position in the front office,” says Lucky, “you 
need to understand what is expected of you, and that the search for these roles is incredibly challenging”. 
A front office position is difficult to obtain and hard to keep; networking and personal referrals play a huge 
part in helping you get a foot in the door, and salaries will typically be lower than accounting positions 
at entry level with hours being longer. Lucky continues, “there are stepping-stones you can take for 
these roles, such as taking time out to get an MBA, or moving internally to a transaction related position. 
However, if you think the internal roles are competitive, they have nothing on the external market.”
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Responsible for tracking the financial health of 
a business, a Financial Controller’s duties are 
important because the remainder of employees 
in the company, from workers to executives, 
rely on his or her interpretation of figures in 
order to make key business decisions.

Jennifer Redman
Senior Executive Recruiter
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WHAT ARE YOUR CAREER OPTIONS?

What does a financial controller do?
The duties of a financial controller revolve around 
ensuring the smooth running of a company’s 
finance department. The financial controller will be 
required to understand and ensure that all financial 
records are accurate and regulatory compliant. 

Day to day tasks include the management of the 
financial reporting process, preparing financial 
statements, translating financial data to the wider 
business, business planning and forecasting, and 
overseeing tax and regulatory issues. 

The financial controller will take responsibility of 
tracking the financial health of a business and is 
accountable for providing senior executives with 
logical interpretations of the financials in order 
to make key business decisions. Depending on 
the size of the business, the financial controller 
can also be responsible for tax, treasury, financial 
planning and various legal entities. 

What skills are necessary and where does 
this take you?
Strong analytical skills, financial reporting 
knowledge and awareness of regulatory issues are 
crucial when stepping into a financial control role. 
As the link between accounting and management, 
good data translating skills are necessary as you’ll 
be presenting financial information to the wider 
business. You will also need strong attention to 
detail, with the ability to work to tight deadlines. 

A career in financial control is the most common 
and most sought-after route to CFO. With strong 
corporate accounting knowledge and a track 
record of meeting deliverables, financial services 
companies look for financial control professionals 
to take the leap into a CFO position, in charge of 
the entire finance function. 

Job hunting can be confusing when you’re presented with multiple options and unsure where 
to direct your career. The most natural transitions from a Big 4 into industry include roles in 
financial control, fund accounting and FP&A. Which function should you go for? How do they 
differ? What are the skills needed to succeed?

We take a closer look at what each of these functions have to offer.

FINANCIAL CONTROL
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WHAT ARE YOUR CAREER OPTIONS?

What does a fund accountant do?
A fund accountant’s main job is to manage the 
reporting and accounting related duties for one 
or several funds. Positions in fund accounting 
will differ with regards to both the type of fund 
and size of fund. For example, a hedge fund 
accounting position can have you working 
quickly, adhering to tight deadlines to support 
the traders with the fast-paced hedge fund 
environment. A private equity fund accountant 
will offer more long-term analytical elements, 
such as complex calculations and deal support. 
Either way, the fund accountant will become the 
‘go-to’ person when it comes to finance related 
queries within specific funds.

What skills are necessary and where does 
this take you?
Fund accountants are organized professionals 
with the ability to handle deadlines under 
pressure. Employers prefer candidates with 
strong funds knowledge and the commercial 
acumen to add operational value to the firm. 
Good MS Excel skills are beneficial, and as this 
is a business facing role, fund accountants are 
always team players. 

The right attitude is vital, especially during 
interview stage. Employers are looking for people 
who have a strong interest in the funds industry 
and have a desire to progress within this area. 
There are a multitude of options available for 
fund accountants, be it knowledge of complex 
fund structures, analytical and modeling skills or 
general financial reporting experience. A long-
term career in fund accounting is a valid route to 
a CFO or COO position.

FUND ACCOUNTING

What does a financial planning analyst do?
FP&A analysts are responsible for performing 
budgeting, forecasting and analysis to present to 
such information to senior management to make 
operational and strategic business decisions. 
Financial planning analysts work closely with 
varying heads of business, so they need a strong 
understanding of the front to back operations of a 
financial services firm. 

FP&A analysts will pick up where accounting 
leaves off, adding commentary to the numbers. 
They will look to analyze and explain historic 
performance as well as forecast future results. 
Presenting such information to different business 
units means they build strong relationships firm-
wide and become a “go-to” person for strategy 
finance related queries. 

What skills are necessary and where does 
this take you?
FP&A analysts are real problem solvers, being able 
to handle large amounts of complex data at a time. 
Experience in understanding financial reporting is a 
must, as well as a strong modelling skillset would 
be considered a strong profile for FP&A roles. 

This function is more typically present in larger 
banks and institutional investment managers, and 
excellent, concise communication skills are an 
absolute must. To effectively communicate the 
impact of specific business issues and formulate 
growth scenarios, high emotional intelligence is 
essential too. An FP&A analyst can typically evolve 
into a more strategy aligned role, that focuses 
on more operational aspects to add value within 
the business. It can also be a popular route to 
CFO, provided enough time is spent working on 
modelling and reporting skills.  

FINANCIAL PLANNING & ANALYSIS
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SPECIALIZED ROUTES

Internal audit 
Internal auditors are valuable to any financial 
services industry. A pure business facing role, 
these opportunities take you away from the 
financial reporting nature of external audit and 
focus more toward business risk and controls. 
As an internal auditor, you will add real value 
to improving processes internally, it’s also a 
good way to expand your role into more of an 
operational or risk focused role in the future. 

Regulatory reporting
As possibly the most in demand job within 
financial services, regulatory reporting accountants 
are vital in assisting businesses adhering to rules 
and regulations. As regulations come directly 
from FINRA or the SEC, you will have to be have 
incredibly strong attention to detail and of course, 
accountability. It’s also important to keep on top 
of market trends as regulations are constantly 
changing and evolving.

Product control
Present in investment banks and hedge funds, 
product controllers work in close contact with 
the traders and valuations teams and gain strong 
knowledge of financial products and IB/ hedge 
fund operations. Controllers will analyze the P&L to 
assess a trader’s performance in accordance with 
market trends. The knowledge you build in this 
role offers great career prospects for the future, 
particularly with internal transfers, and can provide 
the opportunity to manage off and onshore teams 
at a junior time in your career. 

Operational due diligence
Operational due diligence teams in investment 
managers and consultancy businesses perform 
initial and ongoing research into potential 
investments, analyzing financial data, reviewing 
documents, writing reports and presenting 
detailed information to investors. Strong attention 
to detail and senior stakeholder engagement is 
key for these client facing positions, and auditors 
with investment management client experience are 
highly sought after. 
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ADVICE FOR BIG 4 PROFESSIONALS LOOKING TO 
MAKE THEIR MOVE OUT OF PUBLIC ACCOUNTING 

As a Big 4 professional with a sought after background, it’s highly likely 
that you have already received a number of LinkedIn messages, asking 
you to take a look at “new and exciting opportunities” and perhaps even 
a few unexpected calls or emails. It can all be a little overwhelming as 
it does require you to step out of your comfort zone, as you consider 
a move that will start to shape the future of your career. Christopher 
Stringer, Manager at Robert Walters has nearly 10 years of experience 
helping candidates from the Big 4 with their next career move. Here, he 
provides his top four tips he feels will help you with your search. 

Consider which skills you would like to be utilizing in your next role
Throughout your time in practice, you will have undoubtedly developed a vast array of skills ranging from 
hard skills such as understanding and interpreting financial statements to soft skills required to effectively 
manage expectations and develop relationships with stakeholders. When you’re looking to make the 
move out of public accounting and in to private there are a few factors to consider, none more so than, 
“which of these skills do I want to be utilizing in my next role?” and “which of these skills will I need to 
develop further in order to achieve my future career aspirations?”. Ultimately, as your career develops, you 
want to know that you’re improving upon the skills which interest you and keep you engaged at work, 
while also setting you up for future success (whatever that might look like for you personally).

Seek guidance from multiple sources
One of the hardest parts of beginning a job search is knowing where to start. You should ensure that 
you are doing your due diligence once you start to receive offers as you will have to make an important 
decision. You should utilize your network, ask your peers for advice and ask previous colleagues that 
have made the move already. Chances are there are plenty of people in your network that have had 
similar experiences to those that you’re having. More experienced professionals have naturally acquired 
knowledge throughout the years and could give you insight on what working within a particular field or 
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industry is like. Also, ask the opinions of those you trust; family, friends and mentors you have had. Finally, 
it is worth having an in depth and honest conversation with a recruiter you trust. Recruiters will have 
more experience than anyone of the process you’re about to go through and will have seen a number of 
different stories unfold in lots of different ways. Specialist recruiters will be able to provide sound career 
advice tailored to your criteria. 

Keep future career goals in mind
As mentioned before, It is important that you feel like your next role utilizes some of the skills you feel 
strongest in, but it is also important that the position sets you up for future success. It may be possible 
that the next company you join will offer you everything you ever need from a career, or more likely that 
at some point in the future, you decide it is time for your next career move. Either way, you will need to 
ensure you are developing and honing the skills that will open up opportunities for you down the line. Try 
to have an idea of what direction your career is heading in and ensure that you are developing the skills 
required to get there. For example if ultimately you would like to move into a CFO role, it is important 
that you are continuing to develop your understanding of the production and interpretation of financial 
statements while also looking for an opportunity that will allow you, down the line, to start to gain more 
exposure to the budgeting, forecasting and variance analysis process. 

Keep an open mind and meet people
It is true to say that for many people, they will spend a lot more time with the people they work with than 
they will with certain friends or even family members for the duration of the time they are employed with 
any given firm. At the end of processes, often candidates tend to boil a decision on accepting a role down 
to three things; title, role and compensation. While these three things matter, they have to be considered 
in conjunction with a number of other factors. Did you get on with your boss? Are they someone you 
would want to work for and will they have your interests and development in mind? What is the culture of 
the company? Does the business offer opportunities for internal mobility as well as progression? Where is 
the company based and what will my commute be like?



20 | Robert Walters Life After The Big 4



21 | Robert Walters Life After The Big 4

CONTACT US

New York
7 Times Square, Suite 4301
New York, NY 10036
United States
T:  +1 212 704 9900
E: newyork@robertwalters.com

www.robertwalters-usa.com

Follow us:

www.linkedin.com/company/robert-walters

www.facebook.com/robertwaltersplc

www.instagram.com/robertwalterslife/
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