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E�ciency is Not Enough to Power a
Successful Accounting Firm
The concept arises in articles, webinars and conferences. Accountants who have
operated in a particular manner for years are now re-evaluating everything from
services to marketing to communications and more, scouring each area for
opportunities to ...
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The accounting world is obsessed with ef�ciency.

The concept arises in articles, webinars and conferences. Accountants who have
operated in a particular manner for years are now re-evaluating everything from
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services to marketing to communications and more, scouring each area for
opportunities to simplify processes and amplify bene�ts.

The ef�ciency movement is ultimately powered by the desire to grow and pro�t.
Whether you want to add more clients without adding overhead or expand to new
areas of services, ef�ciency seems to be the key to accomplishing this.

The Importance of Ef�ciency

Traditionally, accountants have accommodated their clients’ preferences – using
their software and following their processes. If a client preferred paper, a �rm might
be faced with a slew of hard copy �les during onboarding and need on-site visits to
reconcile accounts and get checks signed. Firms maintained numerous versions of
desktop software, depending on what clients were using. And, �rm employees had to
learn each one – no matter how obscure.

Many times, �rms have had to reinvent the wheel for each client, eating up time,
effort and patience. Multiply that by 100, 200 or more and the idea of ef�ciency gets
cut off at the knees. It’s simply too hard to implement �rmwide efforts when you’re
supporting dozens, if not hundreds, of work�ows and standards.

Now, accountants are retiring that philosophy. Instead, they outline work�ows,
standards and technology. They identify the type of clients they want to work with –
as well as the type they won’t work with – and set up systems that can be tested and
honed to perfection.

The point of this endeavor, overall, is to save time and effort in order to grow the
�rm. Suddenly, you don’t have to add employees to grow. The ef�ciencies you
cultivate allow you to incorporate more services or clients without having to
augment overhead. It’s the accounting version of the assembly line – an operational
strategy proven to pump up pro�tability.

Ef�ciency is important. Absolutely. But it is only one side of a coin. To focus solely on
ef�ciency from an internal perspective (i.e., what works best for my �rm and its
staff) is to decrease bene�ts and results.

Let’s take a step back and reset the conversation.

Any movement toward ef�ciency is undercut without considering effectiveness.
Ef�ciency cannot be deployed in a void but must be part of an overall strategy. If you
only consider it from a singular point of view, you’re setting yourself up for failure.
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Ef�ciency vs. Effectiveness

“Ef�ciency is always a measurement, but effectiveness is always a judgment.” (Ron Baker,
CPA, founder of the VeraSage Institute)

Effectiveness is the vision. Ef�ciency is the strategy.

Effectiveness, often, is a concept we can’t assign success to without considering other
perspectives – primarily those of clients and employees. You may have instituted the
most ef�cient practice in the world, but that doesn’t mean these two groups view
them as effective.

For example, you’ve created an onboarding work�ow that happens to be heavily
paper-reliant. As the work�ow’s creator, you may be well accustomed to the process
and feel it’s ef�cient. But do your clients think it’s effective to corral paper and �ll out
forms? At a time when technology offers electronic means to accomplish the same
tasks, probably not.

What about your employees? They may have to take your paper-based process and
key in data across multiple systems. They probably would not judge the process as
effective either.

In this light, ef�ciency needs to transform into the strategy that enables
effectiveness.

For example, let’s consider employees again. Are employees frustrated by the uneven
balance of administrative work (data entry, check runs, etc.) versus more challenging
endeavors (planning with clients, forecasting, problem solving, etc.)? Is there a way
to decrease their administrative contributions so they can devote time to higher-
yielding advice and projects for clients?

Likewise, does your �rm suffer from a high client turnover? Are they dissatis�ed?
Why? The answers to this can vary from timeliness, work product, showing value,
communications, accessibility and more. Depending on the reasons, instituting a
higher level of transparency and ef�ciency could provide these clients with on-
demand �nancial performance and information (rather than waiting for your phone
call or email.)

To grow, your �rm must be effective. It has to get the job done and get it done well.
Remember that effectiveness is judged differently by different parties. From your
�rm’s perspective, effectiveness might be measured by �rm pro�ts, number of clients
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or employee satisfaction. However, from your clients’ perspectives, effectiveness
focuses more on a variety of factors, including:

How they feel about your services.
How quickly they receive responses to questions.
How often you provide proactive strategic advice to help them build their business.

Sustainable Ef�ciency

“But wait,” I can hear you saying. “Didn’t you just write that �rms are more ef�cient
now because they dictate standards, work�ows and technologies instead of yielding
to the clients’ preferences? With this idea of effectiveness, aren’t you advocating that
we go back to the traditional ways of business?”

Not at all.

What I’m advocating is long-term ef�ciency, a concept that cannot be enacted by
considering only one perspective. Once you have a good grip on effectiveness and
clients’ and employees’ judgment of it, then you can truly institute sustainable
ef�ciencies.

In this context, you’re not creating ef�cient work�ows simply to introduce ef�ciency.
Each improvement supports a higher level of effectiveness and, ultimately,
pro�tability.

Let’s take a look at this concept in action.

Consider how you buy movie tickets. If you go online or through an app, you select
your movie and have your tickets immediately. It’s more ef�cient for the movie
theater staff since they don’t have to spend the time to sell you tickets. It’s also more
ef�cient for customers because they don’t have to wait in long lines. Online movie
tickets are an ef�cient solution that is more effective for both customers and the
theater since it bene�ts both parties.

Consider this for accounting. On the business side, it’s less ef�cient from a time, labor
and cost perspective to send a paper check for a client than to pay online. If a client
can approve a payment via an app in only a few taps (versus being tied to a desk to
review it), it’s easier for him/her to focus on business rather than signing checks. Not
only is it more ef�cient, but due to convenience and time savings, both the �rm and
its clients experience the bene�ts and deem the process effective.
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Conclusion

Ef�ciency cannot thrive when it’s created for its own sake. When you apply
ef�ciency under the umbrella of effectiveness, you’ll generate a much more robust
and sustainable level of ef�ciency that will help you compete, enrich client
relationships and encourage more referrals.

In the next two articles of this series, my colleagues Charles Crabtree of Bill.com and
Blake Oliver of Armanino LLP will explore how to implement ef�cient work�ows
from both internal and external perspectives.
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