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The Evolving State of Accounting Firm
Work�ow
Change comes in waves that sometimes are less astounding when looking at them in
the present, but can be dramatic when their cumulative e�ects are viewed after
several years.
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Change comes in waves that sometimes are less astounding when looking at them in
the present, but can be dramatic when their cumulative effects are viewed after
several years.

If you’ve been in practice for several years, the most signi�cant changes to the
profession, particularly for tax and accounting professionals in public practice, have
come through technology, of course. While there have been a few major alterations
of accounting standards and tax laws, the real changes have been seen through new
ways of doing business, both in interacting with clients and the functions that take
place in the back of�ce of your �rm.

A little more than two decades ago, �rms were largely paper-based, with the desktop
computer only slowly starting to edge its way into the tax and accounting practice.
The internet may have debuted in its public form around 1994, but didn’t fully
blossom until around the year 2000. Then, about a decade ago, came the concept of
the paperless of�ce: changing paper binders and client folders into digital documents
that could be more easily managed and searched.

Over the past �ve years or so, the accounting profession has largely started adopting
cloud-based accounting and tax compliance systems, as well as encouraging their
clients to do so as well. And in just the last two or three years, the widespread use of
mobile apps and systems by consumers and small business owners has driven
accounting professionals to also adapt and encourage the use of these systems.
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These tools and technologies have had monumental impact when you look at the
difference between a tax and accounting practice in the year 2013, compared to such
a practice in the year 1993. But these are only the tools by which speci�c tasks are
performed, they are not a re�ection of how client and �rm management is processed,
and they certainly are not an indicator of whether a �rm is performing ef�ciently.

There may be a hundred de�nitions of the term “work�ow,” but all look at the
broader, big picture aspect of how client engagements and back system processes
progress. Just using the most modern tools does not protect against productivity-
sapping logjams or misallocation of �rm resources.

Work�ow touches every part of an accounting �rm, whether you have adopted a
work�ow management strategy or not. Every �rm has a work�ow, it just may not be
working – or �owing – very well. And as new technologies and tools enter the
everyday client services and practice management functions of an accounting �rm, it
is necessary to stand back and assess how those processes may need to be
recon�gured in order to optimize the bene�t of the new technologies.

As an example, in 1993 virtually all small accounting practices (1-5 total staff) would
likely have had at least two of those staff members devoted entirely to clerical and
administrative duties. Today, it would likely be one. Twenty years ago, there were
large �le rooms that had to be maintained, folders logged, messengers used, master
calendars managed, libraries of books on tax law and code. Today, while you likely
still have an of�ce manager as a chief �rm administrator, the other tasks are mostly
managed through very simple, every day computer programs.

The key to work �ow management is optimization. How each part of your �rm’s
client services and internal management practices interact with each other, and how
best to optimize their effectiveness.

“Before any changes can be made to existing processes, a �rm must understand how
work is assigned and travels through the organization,” says Brock Philp, CEO and
President of Doc.IT, a company that makes work�ow solutions for accounting
professionals.

“Firms must start with the “as is” and then move to the “to be.” In order for the most
optimal “to be” state to occur it is important that the work�ow exercise is not
in�uenced by who does what in the organization today. The very act of examining
and then standardizing your processes allows you to re-de�ne them and remove

Hello. It looks like you’re using an ad blocker that may prevent our website from
working properly. To receive the best experience possible, please make sure any blockers
are switched off and refresh the page.

If you have any questions or need help you can email us

http://www.doc-it.com/
mailto:info@cpapracticeadvisor.com


inef�ciencies. The end-result is standardized work�ow processes being written as
�rm policy.”

It was once a widely-held belief that the best way to ensure more streamlined
work�ow was to use a comprehensive suite of programs, which would generally
guarantee that all aspects of client service and �rm management would be able to
integrate. This does have bene�ts, and systems like the CS Suite from Thomson
Reuters, the singular database that drives the new CCH Axess, and the new Intuit
Practice Management are excellent examples.

However, as accounting and small business tech expert Doug Sleeter looks at it, this
only guarantees interactivity, not the perfect �t for the �rm. In his concept of
“chunki�cation,” (read about it at www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/10452665)
sometimes �rms bene�t by seeking out the best tools and technologies for each
speci�c task as it relates to their needs and the needs of their clients, regardless of the
vendor. Then they bring these disparate systems together and work on making them
integrate.

When looking at work�ow in your �rm, think about how your practice manages
these processes:

In-Firm Functions

Time and Billing
Document Management
Due Date Management

Client Services

Tax Document Automation
Payroll
Client Accounting
Portals
Hosting services

Ideally, an ef�cient work�ow would automatically track time spent by a staff
member working on an engagement. Even in the preferred method of billing with a
�at fee or �xed rate, knowing the ef�ciency and time-cost spent on tasks and client
work is essential to managing productivity. Likewise, work�ow systems geared
toward tax preparation and payroll have greatly streamlined these processes, in
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many cases dramatically reducing manual data entry and turning once tedious and
low-margin services into potentially greater revenue centers.

The move toward web-based client accounting systems, such as QuickBooks Online,
Xero, Freshbooks, Kashoo and Wave (and others) have not only helped more small
businesses better manage their books and businesses, but also allow their public
accountant real-time access to their books and accounts. This keeps books cleaner
and fundamentally changes to de�nition of write-up functions. Our technology
editor, Brian Tankersley, CPA, wrote on the subject at
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/10822924.

The same, of course, can be said for document management and online payables
management, where systems from SmartVault andBill.com, among others, have
streamlined often time-intensive and low yield functions.

In addition to individual in-�rm practice management and client service functions,
there are also broader work�ow management systems that are designed to take a
more holistic approach to helping �rms oversee work�ow from a more
comprehensive, end-to-end perspective for their entire practice.

Comprehensive Work�ow Management Systems

CCH Axcess Workstream (www.cchgroup.com/workstream)
Deltek Maconomy (www.deltek.com/products/maconomy.aspx)
Doc.IT Suite (www.doc-it.com/docit-suite.html)
Of�ce Tools Professional (www.of�cetoolspro.com)
Thomson Reuters Work�ow Manager (cs.thomsonreuters.com/work�ow-
manager)
XCM Solutions (www.xcmsolutions.com)

These systems bridge �rm work processes and engagements document management,
time and calendar management, task routing, invoicing and client service, while also
tying into project and resource management, and enabling process control and
standardization.

Over the past few years, many of these systems often were introduced as either a
separately-branded offering from a technology vendor or evolved from the practice
management systems that were already on the market. In both cases, however, the
changing technology usage and changing needs of �rms and clients are diving the
need for changes in how work processes �ow through a professional practice.
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Work�ow will always be an evolving trend within �rms, and so it is a concept that
�rm partners need to be not only aware of, but constantly assessing in order to
ensure optimal productivity in an increasingly competitive marketplace.
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