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How to Create a Frictionless Busy
Season
I know I sound like a broken record when other tax pros ask me about the “busy” in
busy season. My response? “The Berg Advisors' busy season runs smoothly with few
surprises.”
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busy season. My response? “The Berg Advisors‘ busy season runs smoothly with few
surprises.”
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I’ve spent the better part of my career striking a balance between having a �rm that
provides 360-degree services, including proactive services clients want, while having
excited and motivated staff. The key to our clients’ happiness is through our staff’s
happiness, and how happy could staff be with �exibility and not being unnecessarily
overwhelmed?

I think many �rms would hear my story and look at me sideways, but then came
March 2020 and COVID-19. Notwithstanding the devastation and tragic loss, the
pandemic might have been the best thing that happened to tax “busy” season. For
the �rst time, �rms were no longer in control of staff �exibility, and needed to
improve their technology and ef�ciencies. That pause or break in busy season action
may have given the profession and staff something they sorely needed to think about
for their future: more time. COVID-19 did for the tax and accounting profession what
I’ve been preaching a long time: Plan and run your �rm like a business.

To attract and keep great staff you need to evolve, provide �exibility and require
technology be a big part of your future plans.

I heard a great word from Darren Root of Rootworks when he talked about preparing
for busy season: friction or frictionless. We want to review every piece of the process
so that its mostly frictionless for clients, support staff, and preparers. The goal is to
provide a quality product to our clients as ef�ciently as possible, and with a
consistently branded message.

I’ve always believed that a �rm’s staff is just as important as the clients. If you aren’t
planning for a smooth busy season, then you aren’t thinking about the happiness of
your staff. Berg Advisors’ #1 goal is to reduce friction for our staff and clients, reduce
surprises, and work as a team to be proactively smooth out deadlines.

While we’ve always planned for a smooth busy season, COVID-19 brought the
question of change to more of the profession than ever before, and now I’m happy to
share how we plan. In today’s world, you will attract the right staff and clients if you
evolve. That means more access to information, less friction, more delegation, and
staying within your brand. This is a process we’ve enhanced over the last 10-15 years.
There is no magic wand!

The most important ingredient to our �exible busy season is that our �rm works
with every business client throughout the year. We do not accept business clients
who show up with their information at tax preparation time. Our clients generally
engage us for monthly or quarterly services. However, in some cases, we will provide
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clients with lesser needs our services twice a year. We have a core value to help our
clients, and last-minute clients cannot be helped proactively. When we work
monthly or quarterly with our clients, we can smooth out the effort,
continue proactive communications, and prepare for busy season all year long. The
most important features I �nd from working with a client throughout the year are
multiple touchpoints and making proactive communication comfortable. Here are
other ingredients important to an easier busy season.

Heavy tax planning

We don’t have a big busy season as de�ned by the number of hours our staff work.
Instead, busy season only means deadlines, less proactive work, and heavy
compliance. All year long, we pride ourselves on being extremely proactive. Our busy
season planning starts mid-year. We do heavy tax planning for all our businesses
and their owners. We never want to have a poor conversation with a client that
could have either been avoided with planning, or at least have warned the client
months in advance. The heavy planning is all about focusing on the best guess for
the client’s current year taxes, build in time to make changes, and/or provide time for
the client to save the necessary cash for tax. The most important part of this
planning is communicating with the owners about goals, expectations, and cash
�ow. We understand that we can’t make all tax go away, but we can allow a client to
properly plan their cash �ow if we just give them time.

What about individual clients? Our �rm does not have a very large individual tax
practice outside of business owners – and that’s by design. This allows us to focus on
the clients utilizing our 360-degree services and smoothing out the hours for our
team.

The planning and communication continues for business clients into late December,
all in the interest of making sure that any unpleasant surprises are communicated
months in advance. Over the years, one of the things I’ve learned is that no matter
how much income someone earns, they are always surprised when they owe tax. At
the end of the day, our team’s goal is to eliminate tax related surprises well in
advance of “busy season.”

1099 season

Form 1099s are another area of big stress since the IRS moved the deadline to
January. 1099s are something we’ve always handled to support our business clients.
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Once again, we looked at the biggest pain points to help clients with 1099
preparation and plan in advance.

We noticed that most business owners have trouble collecting necessary information
from their vendors. Asking them to gather this in January is a bad surprise for the
client. We don’t want the friction of forcing a client to track down lots of
information in a short period of time. Even if it’s the client’s fault, they won’t feel
that way when we request the information and it is needed immediately. We work
throughout the year to communicate reminders to our clients about collecting this
information. This helps smooth out January.

Our administrative team communicates to our clients beginning in October to
remind them that 1099 season is approaching, gives them their responsibilities and
our deadlines, and keeps our conversations proactive and positive. These reminders
and support continue to the end of the year. We use a cloud-based 1099 software that
provides several bene�ts, including automatic checking of all employer
identi�cation numbers and Social Security numbers with the IRS, electronic delivery
of 1099s to vendors, and electronic �ling to the Social Security Administration.
Changing to electronic delivery to the IRS and our clients has reduced much friction
for our administrative team.

Tax preparation

Our goal is to get through the work as quickly as possible, with as little friction for
our staff or clients. Another goal is to have no extensions unless the client isn’t ready.
We don’t want to extend tax season into multiple tax seasons, so our proactivity
helps put tax season into a manageable box. We look for areas to reduce surprises for
staff and clients, and smooth out the workload for our team. Also, by managing tax
season, we have more time the rest of the year to proactively support clients and
design better procedures for the �rm.

Business tax preparation

For ef�ciency, it’s all about our process to close the business’ bookkeeping and
communicate with the tax team. We created an integrated bookkeeping period
closing system that not only provides a roadmap and all supporting workpapers,
but integrates communication with our tax team. Prior to this, there was a
disconnect between the relationship manager who communicated with the
client all year and the tax preparation team. Our period closing system is used by
our accounting and tax teams so that all notes are in one location. We have a
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procedure for what data is necessary for our relationship managers to collect and
make tax prep ef�cient, such as W-2s, depreciation differences, and R&D credit
calculations.

We also have a living document called “Current Year Tax Issues” that resides in a
client’s cloud �les. Every conversation during the year that has data our tax team
might need gets entered on this document. The document has basic �elds, such
as a change in married status, new dependents, whether the client moved a
personal residence, and any major increases or decreases in income. Again, the
goal is to collect that information we hear during the year and place it in a spot
where it is visible to our entire team. But, the #1 reason is to reduce surprises to
our tax team and avoid missing something important on a tax return, causing
the client to say, “I told your team that months ago.”

Individual tax preparation

For our business owners’ personal taxes, our process begins months in advance
with tax planning and collecting data. We want the individual tax preparation to
be smooth for the client, so communicating internally from the relationship
manager through all our teams is very important. We want this process to feel
smooth to the client and not embarrass our relationship managers.

For the few individual returns we do, we provide a detailed and customized
organizer in advance. We accept data via our portal using a computer or mobile
app. We will still collect paper data, but everything eventually moves to our
cloud-based folder system for paperless review and preparation. We do not
return paper documents to clients. All tax returns are provided to a client
electronically, and we collect bank data from clients to pay or receive refunds.
Unfortunately, we must move on from clients who require our staff to provide
customized services and/or are reluctant to change. Each customized process
requires heavy lifting for staff and brings opportunity for surprises that we don’t
want to distract our good staff.

Points to remember

Planning means �nding time to institute a policy of “no friction” for staff and
clients. Look to move clients to services that occur more often than annually. This
will reduce surprises, move large blocks of time from busy season, and provide
opportunities for proactive communication with your clients.
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Don’t be a commodity. Don’t accept more volume and suffer through multiple busy
seasons for money. Every dollar earned comes at a cost: time.
Use cloud-based practice management tools to enhance in-house
communications, set up one place for all documentation, and reduce friction.
Go mobile and meet the client where they are. Do not customize processes for
reluctant clients.
Watch the mental health of your good staff and reduce the number of busy season
deadlines.
Be more �exible by using modern technology and creating procedures for all staff
levels to follow.
Refocus on your purpose. Today’s staff want purpose. Being a commodity seems to
be all about money.
Working 90 hours per work as a badge of honor is not a badge to anyone but
yourself, and most staff don’t get motivation from this work. It’s the �rm owner’s
responsibility to create an environment where new staff can provide input to
improve �exibility and procedures.
Changing habits is hard work, but who is going to be the future of your �rm?
Deciding to change happens in the summer and fall. Look to your staff for
feedback, invest in technology, and lead your clients into the future.

If the COVID-19 pandemic provided a wake-up call for your �rm, you’re not alone.
Making the decision to modify your �rm does not happen overnight. Changing
technology, communicating with staff and clients, and updating procedures takes
time. Begin with small goals and wins, take on manageable projects, and then
progress to a year-round approach. And, most of all, reach out to others like me in the
tax and accounting community for support. The goal is changing the perception of
our profession and creating the future-�rms we want. Good luck!!

========

Andrew C. Berg, CPA, is the managing member of Berg Advisors and Lightyear Business
Advisors, both originally located in the Philadelphia and Chicago areas, and currently
100% virtual. Andrew has been a CPA in the Philadelphia area for 28+ years, and a partner
of several CPA �rms over the last 20 years. His career includes working with a large
regional CPA �rm, a partner of a 20-person CPA �rm, and a partner of a 10-person CPA
�rm. In addition, Andrew spent two years as the COO/CFO of a large real estate
development �rm in Center City Philadelphia. Find Andrew on Twitter @bergcpa.
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