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Accounting Meta In�uencers Discuss
Trends, Provide Actionable Insights
Nearly two dozen accounting thought leaders, organized by compliance automation
provider Avalara as the Accounting Meta In�uencers,gathered for an online video
roundtable to discuss current trends facing the accounting profession.
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Staf�ng, Technology and Pricing Posing Greatest Challenges to Profession

As we near the two-year mark of coping with the effects of Covid-19 on personal and
professional lives, staf�ng, remote �rm and client management, and evolving
advisory services are among the key areas challenging professional accounting �rms.

Nearly two dozen accounting thought leaders, organized by compliance automation
provider Avalara as the Accounting Meta In�uencers,gathered on November 1st for
an online video roundtable to discuss current trends facing the accounting
profession. The practitioners and in�uencers are challenged to develop actionable
strategies for �rms to address pressing issues, and will convene quarterly.Gail Perry, a

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

https://www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/contributor/isaac-m-obannon
mailto:info@cpapracticeadvisor.com
https://www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/


CPA, editor-in-chief of CPA Practice Advisor, and member of the Accounting Meta
In�uencers, moderated the discussion.

Sta�ng
Firm staf�ng challenges arose as one of the most pressing issues being faced by �rms.
Perry noted a recent survey by PwC that showed 25 percent of employees nationwide
changed jobs during 2021, either through retirement, leaving the workforce, starting
a new job or career, returning to school, or for parental or other reasons.
Additionally, the survey found that 65 percent of workers were considering looking
for a new job, and most wanted one with at least three days per week being remote.
Nearly 20 percent wanted a new job that was fully remote.

This restless workforce is affecting �rms directly as well as their clients, as businesses
of all sizes are also facing the challenges of labor shortages.

“Clients are struggling,” said Yvonne Scott, founder, CIO Concierge. “We now have a
national labor market, even for �rms and businesses that are not national
companies. Unfortunately, many are still trying to source staff locally, and want
people to move closer. Professionals are increasingly unwilling to do that, and so it’s
necessary to change how we consider compensation and salary structures.”

“That’s the beauty of remote work,” said Jen Wilson, CEO and founder of
ConvergenceCoaching, LLC, which provides �rm management consulting.
“Borderless reach for clients and staff allows �rms to reimagine ideal clients and fee
structures. That includes client pricing, and as much as 20 percent price increases
and letting go of clients you can’t serve pro�tably.”

According to Wilson, the dynamics of the market are increasing the need for
accounting and advisory services, at the same time �rms are facing staf�ng
challenges. The result is a seller’s market for �rms, which are now able to adjust their
fees upward or focus on more pro�table clients. Likewise, however, staff
compensation and bene�ts must be adjusted upward, as well. Wilson noted that
many larger �rms on the coasts are poaching remote staff to work remotely but at
coastal salaries.

“Raises have to be 10% or better, but that still doesn’t keep pace with coastal
companies,” Wilson said. “Four or 6 percent won’t cut it. Additionally, stay bonuses
are critical, so �rms need to conduct re-recruiting interviews with questions like,
what do you like, and how can I help you?”

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

mailto:info@cpapracticeadvisor.com


She also noted she doesn’t care when her staff does their work. “Many of these
people are night owls. Where and when they do the work, who cares, as long as
clients feel served.” Wilson said a key part of maintaining work-life balance during
the holidays is that her of�ces close for about 3 weeks, which is fully-paid leave for
all staff.

Pricing Concerns 
To cover the increased staf�ng costs, many �rms are increasing pricing, focusing on
more pro�table services, or referring less-pro�table clients out. Any changes in
pricing must be communicated to clients, of course.

“A small �rm we advise sent letters to clients about pending pricing changes, and
explaining that they may end up having to pay even more if they left and went to
another accounting �rm,” said Michelle River, president of Fore LLC, which provides
growth and pricing consulting to �rms. She noted that most of that �rm’s clients
accepted the price increases and those who were most reluctant were generally less
pro�table clients, anyways. 

Not all �rms have the same ability to raise fees to cover increased staf�ng costs, said
Shayna Chapman, a CPA and owner of Ohio-based Shaynaco LLC. “Non-coastal
�rms are not able to poach coastal staff,” she said. “Firm revenue and compensation
can’t be as competitive for many reasons, including smaller clients with lower
revenues, and even lower income tax clients.”

For �rms that can’t match the coastal salaries, work-life balance and other bene�ts
can be a critical factor in recruiting. However, as Dan Luthi pointed out, “Over-
in�ating prices and pay will lead to an imbalance of pricing and negotiation.” Luthi
is a partner at Ignite Spot Accounting Service and an author at the “Firm of the
Future” blog.

“It’s critical to make sure current staff are happy – when and how to change
compensation – to make sure they don’t leave,” said Nicole Davis. At her Atlanta �rm
Butler-Davis Tax & Accounting, she says “we’ve made Fridays optional [4-day
workweeks], increased PTO, and moved to 20-day PTO accruals in addition to
holidays and other PTO days.”

Donny Shimamoto agreed. “Our �rm has longer tenure, but we manage to pay below
market because of our greater work-life bene�ts,” he said. “We give our staff lots of
trust and leeway and teach them how to draw boundaries. With increased
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workloads, staff need to learn how to turn off.” Shimamoto is the founder and
managing director of Intraprise Techknowlogies.

Randy Johnston, founder of Network Management Group, Inc. and executive vice
president of K2 Enterprises, noted that professionals are feeling pressure from many
directions: Clients, staf�ng, technology, advisory pricing, and that these pressures
seem to have accelerated in last decade.

“In my client base, for managing partners and businesses, the turnover rates are
substantial. Some are as low as 4 percent, but the highest is 54 percent,” Johnston
noted. “One �rm never had more than 4.5 percent turnover in 30 years, but in 2021
they had more than 20 percent. With many professionals now working from home,
there are many more options, and �rms are taking more care, better addressing
compensation and workload, as well as paying more attention to people details.”

In his consulting �rm, Johnston says they typically pay more, restrict hours, and give
the best bene�ts they can, including perks medical like orthodontia. “If the business
owner is making money, I want to share it.”

Like most �rms, Gabrielle Luoma, CPA, says her outsourced accountancy and
advisory �rm, Tucson-based MOD Ventures, has increased the use of virtual
meetings, not only for clients, but also for one-on-one conversations with staff. “Are
the staff taking PTO? Let them go, encourage them to use it. We try to ensure the �rm
supports the team we currently have and make sure they stay happy,” she said.

The �rm also invests time in cross training, Luoma said, so other staff are up-to-
speed on each others’ clients. “This way, when it comes to vacation, they can really
unplug and not have to check in. When you have great staff they want to check in
while on vacation, but you don’t want that. You need to build an environment that is
collaborative and supports other staff.”

According to Rick Telberg, CEO of CPA Trendlines Research, the high turnover rates
and staf�ng challenges may not be a negative. “Forty percent of �rms are not taking
on new work, but 60 percent say they are in expansion mode – even if they can’t �nd
the people. But �rms with the highest potential turnover are the best �rms,
innovating, ahead on technology, hitting their numbers. The people in play are at
the best �rms, and yes, the best people are in play. It’s some of the not best who are
sticking around. Maybe �rms should force a little turnover with clients and staff.”

Education
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Directly related to staf�ng was the career-readiness of recent university graduates
joining the workforce. Many on the panel noted that newly-graduated accountants
have theory-based education but little practical skillsets.

“It’s important to remember the difference between training and education,” noted
Johnston. “Education is long-haul, training is short-term. Training is reactionary,
education is proactive. People are trying to do everything in reactionary mode, and
while automation will help, it won’t solve the issues �rms are facing.”

“What I’ve found in teaching at San Jose State are several disconnects,” said Annette
Nellen, CPA, a professor and director of the MST program at San Jose State University.
“Half of our students are working professionals, and their whole life is connected to
tech these days. But the employment model still has 19th century elements. Students
feel overworked. It may be time for a new social contract in the accounting �eld.

Shimamoto, who was involved in the AICPA’s CPA Evolution Initiative, said changes
are already being made to the model accounting curriculum to incorporate more IT
understanding and data analytics. These changes will also be re�ected in the CPA
Exam in 2024.

Luthi agreed, saying the development of education is moving in that direction. “In
three to �ve years from now the market will be challenged. Firms can’t own every
aspect of new worker life.”

Luoma noted her �rm is “reskilling everyone that comes in, because our �rm has
speci�c ways of doing things. We are not a traditional �rm and are constantly
evaluating how to do things better. Which is why we connect with local colleges – to
teach them what we’re looking for. Modern accounting is not just plugging numbers
into boxes – there is creativity needed.”

Moving Forward
How are �rms working toward solving these near and long-term challenges? In
addition to more generous compensation, more attentive staff management, and
proactive client management, many of the participants had speci�c advice.

Gail Perry asked the group, “What things are new because of Covid-19 and how can
�rms take advantage of these trends? Staf�ng, models, type of staff? How can �rms
change how we deal with remote employees and clients?”
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Nayo Carter-Gray, an EA and founder of 1st Step Accounting, noted that it may be
necessary to retrain clients. “We need to tell clients that there are few �nancial
emergencies. Rarely do they need an instant response. Firms should try to operate
like Apple or other large, successful companies,” she said. “You don’t tell them how
you want to do business with them, they tell you. Firms need to tell their clients the
same thing. Set boundaries and rules of engagement.”

Diane Yetter agreed. “Clients need to better adapt to remote processes,” she said.
Covid has made some adapt better, but old school industries were not as able.” Yetter
is the president and founder of YETTER Tax, a sales tax consulting and tax
technology �rm.

But overall, �rms need to be completely on board with either fully remote staff or at
least a hybrid model that enables staff to choose.

While many workers are attracted to remote work, Nicole Davis says some of her best
staff would prefer an of�ce setting. “Some staff say they can’t work from home. Some
people aren’t amenable to it,” because of workspace issues, distractions or other
factors like lower accessibility to business class internet at home.

Carter-Gray agreed. “Some people don’t like work from home – they need to separate
the two with a different environment.” She says that some �rms are providing
remote workers with a stipend to use for occasional of�ce space rental, such as
WeWork spaces to supplement their ability to get the job done.”
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