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Take the productivity survey today at

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/productivity-survey

PRODUCTIVITY.
The Productivity Survey.v2 
includes a series of updated 
questions to measure your 
firm’s productivity and 
adoption of technology. 

PERFORMANCE.
Each firm completing the 
Productivity Survey.v2 
receives its own individualized 
report with correlations 
between overall productivity 
and acceptance of efficient 
processes and technology 
solutions. 

PROFITABILITY.
Each individual report includes 
suggestions for improving the 
productivity in your firm. With 
increased productivity, your 
firm can meet today’s demands 
of producing more with less. 

WHERE DOES 
YOUR FIRM 
STAND?
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Th e following represent some key take-
a-ways from our discussions:

Diffi  cult Partnerships—Not all fi rm 
partners are on the same page. Some are 
progressive and others…not so much so. 
Th is is not really a new issue, but needs to 
addressed in fi rms that fi nd themselves falling 
behind in areas like technology and best 
practices.

Updated Statistics on the Profes-
sion—Th ere are roughly 140,000 fi rms in 
the tax and accounting space overall. From 
this total, about 2,000 are considered large 
(>25 employees), and the remaining 138,000 
are categorized as small firms (>10 
employees). There is a flurry of merger 
activity among the largest 2,000 fi rms, but 
not a great deal among the remainder.

Th e “Growing Divide”—Th ere appears 
to a growing divide among what was termed 
the “Haves” and “Have-nots” within fi rms. 
Th e Haves are those that accept and are 
engaged with technology, building a mobile 
workforce, and growing their fi rms. Th e 
Have-nots are those that are sitt ing on the 
sidelines— possibly afraid or don’t have the 
time or know-how to move their firms 
forward. Thought Leaders estimate the 
Haves at 15 percent - 35 percent of fi rms. 
Th e rest make up the Have-nots.

Stats on Technology Savvy Firms—
Group consensus was that about 15 percent 
of fi rms have no desire to get engaged and 
move their fi rms forward by implementing 
technologies such as portals, collaborative 
accounting systems, and other paperless 
solutions. If this statistics is on the mark, 
then the group also assumed that about 25% 

of fi rms get it while 15 percent  of fi rms have 
no desire (they’re just coasting to the fi nish 
line). Th is leaves 60 percent of fi rms that 
desire to move forward, but seem to be stuck.

Perspective on Helping Clients Be 
Successful—There was also a strong 
consensus that fi rms are not doing enough 
to help make their clients successful. It was 
stated over and over again that we, as 
practitioners, spend the majority of our 
time heads down doing compliance work 
instead of on value-added consulting 
services for clients. Th is type of service is 
geared toward helping clients implement 
bett er business processes, updated tech-
nology, and other ways to make their 
businesses more successful.

As a part of the Th ought Leader Sympo-
sium, all participants had the opportunity 
to hear from a few of the major vendors in 
the marketplace, including Th omson Reuters, 
CCH, Sage, and Offi  ce Tools Professional. 
Vendors spent a fair amount of time articu-
lating the vision of where their companies 
and corresponding technologies plan to take 
us over the next few years, and it was all very 
exciting stuff . From this information, you 
can rest assured that the rate of change is 
not slowing down. Th e two major themes 
from vendors involved 1) everything going 
mobile and 2) moving to the Cloud.

So what does all this really mean? It can 
be summed up in the following bullets:
• Small fi rms dominate the profession.
•  Th e future is now. You cannot aff ord to sit 

around any longer with your head in the 
sand.

•  Haves are killing it (that is, they are doing 

very well). Th ey are growing, becoming 
more effi  cient, and making more money.

•  We have to start thinking more about our 
clients’ success. I’m worried about this 
piece because way too many fi rms are not 
keeping up with their own success...which 
ultimately aff ects clients in a negative way.

Here’s the great news…we are planning 
a series of events this year to help fi rms 
move forward with confi dence. We not 
only want to continue to help fi rms that 
are already harnessing the power of 
technology and advanced practices, but 
we are also committed to helping the 
roughly 60 percent of fi rms that want to 
move but don’t know where to start.

So stay tuned, get engaged, and hang on 
for an exciting 2012.

Reprints - To purchase article reprints, please contact Foster 
Printing, Attn: Jill Kaletha, 4295 Ohio Street, Michigan City, IN 
46360, 866-879-9144 ext. 168, jillk@fosterprinting.com or 
1-800-875-3251, email sales@fosterprinting.com

Darren is the Executive Editor of CPA Practice Advisor. 

He remains in public practice as the principal of Root 

& Associates, LLC, in Bloomington, Indiana, and is 

president of his consulting practice, RootWorks. He 

formerly served on the Board of the AICPA’s CITP 

Credentials Committee and is a former member of 

the Board of Directors for the Indiana CPA Society. He 

speaks at dozens of professional organizations each 

year and frequently serves as a guest lecturer at Indiana 

University’s Kelley School of Business.

M. Darren Root, CPA.CITP
Executive Editor

T
here’s nothing quite like spending a couple of days 

with 25 of the most infl uential thought leaders in the 

tax and accounting profession. In mid-February, the 

second annual Thought Leader Symposium launched 

in Dallas at the Omni Mandalay with a focus on core issues 

affecting the profession. This group is comprised of seasoned 

professionals that live and breathe practice management, 

technology, and best practices everyday…so there’s defi nitely 

something to learn here.

Thought Leader

2012
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Tax season is almost over, and if you’re like many other 
professionals, your thoughts are starting to drift toward a 
well-earned vacation. Now’s the perfect time to make your 
getaway plans, whether you’re thinking of hitting the beach, 
the slopes or any other destination.

Take CPA Practice Advisor with you, and 
you’ll have something else to look forward to:

A chance to win a $1,500 
travel voucher for your next trip.
Whether you’re heading to sun-drenched beaches, the mountains,  
flying abroad, cruising the sea, heading to Disney World or any other 
vacation destination local or far, remember to pack the latest issue of 
CPA Practice Advisor or NSA Practice Advisor, or check us out online 
for the latest reviews, columns and features on your tablet device. 

Send in a picture of yourself holding CPA Practice Advisor or your 
tablet device displaying our website or digital edition, and you’ll be 
entered to win a $1,500 travel voucher. Submitted photos may be used 
in the magazine, in our digital version, on our website or promoted via 
social media. Individuals submitting photos may also be selected to be 
profiled in a feature article. 

Tax season won’t last forever, so make your travel plans soon… 

and remember: 

Take CPA Practice Advisor with you!
For more information and contest rules:  

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/10455591

i iff iTax season is almost over and ifff you’re like many otherTaTaTax season iiis almost over and iiifffff you’re liiike many other

Going on Vacation? 
Take Us Along With You

Sponsored by:y:y:y:

To enter, email the photo as an attachment to:  marketing@cpapracticeadvisor.com, with the subject 

line On Vacation. Be sure to include your full name, contact information and location of the photo … 

and identify any other people in the picture with you. Remember, either the magazine, the digital edi-

tion or our website needs to be visible in the photo, as well.    Deadline for photo entries: May 31, 2012
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TIPS & TRICKS

How Secure is Your 
Paperless Process?
5 Things to Consider with 

Online Document Security

Whether using an online service 
for general data backup and recovery 
purposes, or using other paperless 
document utilities, such as online 
document management systems or 
workfl ow productivity tools, there 
are several security issues that users 
should at least be aware of. Th is is 
par t icularly  tr ue for  ta x and 
accounting professionals who handle 
the most sensitive of client data.

For those who are still reluctant 
or skeptical of the security of online 
data, the odds are that, even if you 
or your client don’t use online por-
tals, much of that same information 
is still “out there,” because banks and 
fi nancial institutions store the data 
on connected and redundant servers. 
No security system is perfect, of 
course, but despite the occasional 
media story about a potential leak or 
hack of information, data stored on 
your own PC is still much more likely 
to be stolen or lost due to technical 
problems.

So, what should you think about 
dealing with paperless files? The 
answer is prett y much the same things 

you should be aware of when using 
any web-based systems. Fortunately, 
“awareness” doesn’t mean you have to 
become an expert at these issues, just 
knowledgeable enough to ask some 
good questions.

Email
Th e most common mistake 
professionals can make is 
sending an email to a client 
with sensitive information 
(SSN, TIN, account num-
bers, etc.) in either the 
message of the email or in 

an att ached fi le. Over the 

past 15 years, even novice technology 
users have come to rely on email for 
day-to-day business and personal 
communications, and it is invaluable 
for tasking, broad messaging, sched-
uling and other general tasks. But 
never, ever (ever) email an offi  cial 
client document  to anybody, 
including the client or others in your 
fi rm unless you have a built-in Out-
look plug-in like Acct1st’s CPA 
SafeMail, or your document manage-
ment solution has a similar tie-in to 
your email program.

There is one exception to this, 

L
ast month (www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/10625996), 

I wrote about how I believe online backup of data, 

including client and fi rm data, is more reliable 

and safe than backing up fi les to another computer, 

device or CD, especially ones that are housed in 

the same offi ce or building. It’s also a lot easier and can even 

be automated, which removes the biggest factor for potential 

problems: Human error.

6 April 2012  •  www.CPAPracticeAd

Isaac M. O’Bannon, 
Editor

Isaac is the Editor for CPA Practice 

Advisor, having joined the publication in 

September 2002. Through his experience 

in the areas of consumer and professional-

level software and peripherals, as well as 

knowledge of the public accounting fi eld, 

he provides reviews of technologies used 

by accountants and their business clients 

as well as contributing a regular column 

that provides helpful information that 

ranges from improving search techniques to 

when to upgrade a computer to computing 

security issues. He can be reached at 

isaac.obannon@cpapracticeadvisor.com.
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TIPS & TRICKS

which is encrypting your client 
emails, but doing so manually and 
on a one-at-a-time basis is tedious, 
time consuming and prone to user 
error. What’s the risk? Potential loss 
of client data, of course, but also 
potential fi nes, as many states ramp 
up digital protection laws. In Massa-
chusetts, firms can be fined up to 
$10,000 for each breach of security.

You still need to deliver returns, 
reports and other documents to your 
clients, of course, and in the paperless 
world, this means using a secure portal 
or document management system that 
automatically encrypt fi les before they 
even leave your computer, and stay that 
way until a client logs into their side. 
You can read our review of portals at 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
10457012, and our review of docu-
ment storage and management systems 
will be coming in our May and June 
issues.

SSN/TIN 
Masking
Along the same lines 
as the inherent lack of 
security of email, the 

documents themselves 
may be insecure 
whether they are in 
paper or  dig ital 

format, and in some 
states can face the same 

penalties. What am I talking about? 
Mostly Social Security, Taxpayer ID 
and account numbers. Th ere is rarely 
any reason for these numbers to be 
printed (paper or digitally) on a cli-

ent’s copy of tax returns or other 
documents, at least not in 
their  entiret y.  Most 
modern practice manage-

ment and tax systems have 
features that either mask sensitive 
information automatically, or have a 
user sett ing to do so (such as hiding 
all but the last four digits of an SSN, 

for example.)

Password 
Strategies
T h e  m o s t 
common way 
that  the  bad 
guys wil l  get 
into your com-
puter, server or 

mobile devices 
isn’t through a 

v ir us or high-tech 
approach. Th ey are much more likely 
to get in by guessing your password.

Unfortunately, most business 
professionals, and especially those in 
the accounting and tax space, interact 
with so many soft ware programs and 
websites that require passwords, that 
trying to remember dozens or more 
different passwords at the recom-
mended strength is a major challenge.

We all know we’re not supposed to 
use the names of loved ones, 
birthdates and other generally 
accessibly information, but what 
else should you think about?

Good passwords should have six 
to eight characters, including upper 
and lowercase lett ers and numbers, 
while excellent passwords also include 
non alpha-numeric characters. And 

take it seriously. A recent report by 
information security provider 
Trustwave shows that far too many 
people are really lazy, with the most 
commonly used business system 
password being... “Password1,” and 
other variations of the word are also 
common. Egads.

It just isn’t possible to remember 
all of them if they are diff erent, so 
most users have resorted to either 
using the same password on most 
technologies, or even worse, having 
a Post-It note or scrap of paper 
listing all of their passwords. Th e fi rst 
method is at least a litt le bett er than 
the second, which is just so trans-
parently dangerous. Another 
option is to segregate your online 
accounts and programs into those that 
hold truly sensitive data (such as tax 
programs, bank accounts, etc.), and 
those that don’t (such as online sub-
scriptions and news and entertain-
ment websites). Once separated, you 
can have diff erent passwords for each 
group, which isn’t optimal, but does 
off er a modicum of protection and is 
better than the all-in-one or scrap 
paper options.

If you’ve got too many to keep up 
with without using one of the bad 
options above, a bett er solution may 
be to use a password management 
tool, such as Roboform (www.
RoboForm.com) or LastPass (www.
LastPass.com), which you can use to 
store passwords, and then only have 
to remember your password for that 
tool. Both of the systems then can 
automatically input your correct 
password into programs and online 
sites. CNET and PCWorld rated both 
programs as eff ective and secure.

SAS 70 
SSAE 16
The AICPA’s SAS 70 
s tandard  has  been 
replaced by SSAE 16, the 

“Statement on Stan-
dards for Att estation 
E n g a g e m e n t , 

Reporting on Controls 
at a Service Organiza-

tion.” Is your f irm 
required to use only SSAE-audited 
online technology vendors? No, but 

it can offer an easily-identifiable 
means of assurance that the document 
management or data backup service 
provider takes security issues seri-
ously. Others to look for include SSL 
security credentials, such as VeriSign, 
Digicert and Th awte.

Paper and 
Digital 

Document 
Retention

If you’re serious about 
being a paperless fi rm, 
then it takes more than 
just a scanner and a 

document management 
system to make that 

happen; it also requires a 
change in how you process your 
engagements. For tax returns, the best 
practices that have been developed 
focus on front-end scanning; that is, 
digitizing the documents right when 
they come in the door,  then 
destroying the original or returning it 
to the client. Th e less paper retained 
in the offi  ce reduces the risk of loss, 
and also reduces the need for physical 
fi ling cabinets.

Just as with paper-based docu-
ments, digital fi les oft en have the same 
general retention requirements. Most 
advanced document management 
system, and some tax systems with 
built-in document management 
functions, include the ability to set 
retention policies, whereby fi les are 
automatically (or with prompting) 
deleted aft er a predetermined time 
frame, such as three years.

Technology has driven today’s 
fi rms to be ever more productive and 
capable, but to get the most from 
paperless, online and workflow 
automation systems, it’s necessary to 
take a step back and see if your pro-
cesses need to evolve along with your 
new technologies. How you handle 
security is just as critical, and as your 
fi rm evolves, it’s just as important to 
assess the safety of your client data, 
the most valuable asset you have.   

HOW YOU HANDLE 

SECURITY IS JUST AS 

CRITICAL, AND AS YOUR FIRM 

EVOLVES, IT’S JUST AS 

IMPORTANT TO ASSESS THE 

SAFETY OF YOUR CLIENT 

DATA, THE MOST VALUABLE 

ASSET YOU HAVE.
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SALES & USE TAX
Reviews For Your Firm

Sales & Use Tax Compliance 
Systems
Keeping Up with the Challenges of Sales & Use Tax

I
’ve writt en about the volatility and 
challenges of sales and use tax compli-
ance for more than 10 years and, 
despite movements like the Stream-
lined Sales Tax Initiative and 
increased eff orts from states to recoup 
lost tax revenues for their batt ered 
budgets, I’ll probably be writing 

about sales taxes for another 10 years or 
more.

Th e paradox of sales and use taxes is that 
it actually starts out quite simple, but can 
grow into a complex situation almost 
overnight. For small businesses, particularly 
those that are geographically stationary, 
such as brick and mortar stores, the process 
is fairly straight forward: One tax rate gets 
collected and sent to the state, oft en via the 
state’s online submission website, and 
perhaps with a few exemptions. However, 
as the business grows, expands to online 
sales, partners with other companies, adds 
delivery operations or opens up additional 
locations, the challenges add up quickly.

Just as with the Internal Revenue Code, 
over the years the base concept of sales 
taxation has been constantly amended by 
state and local authorities. Tax rates 
increase, temporary taxation periods are 
added along with occasional tax holidays, 
and to add to the confusion are maximum 
taxation caps, varying exemption qualifi ca-
tions, exemption certificates and other 
issues. Even more so, each state, county, 
city and special districts may have taxation 
authority, which can result in hundreds or 
thousands of changes per year that a busi-
ness has to keep track of. All of that is 
compounded when dealing with the 
ongoing redefi nition of nexus and changes 
in what items are subject to sales tax in some 
states, but not in others.

Th e expansion of online commerce has 
also resulted in many smaller companies 
experiencing these challenges. By the tra-
ditional measure of revenue a local specialty 
shop might be described as small, but can 
potentially have sales throughout the 

United States. Without knowing in advance 
where their sales will be coming from (and 
where their products will be shipping to), 
how can a small web-based business be 
prepared for the possible reporting 
requirements of those jurisdictions?

With all of these variables and 
unknowns, it’s easy to see why so many 
businesses, large and small, frequently face 
fi nes, back tax remitt ances and even liens 
for non-compliance. Th e best way for them 
to avoid these perils is to be proactive and 
seek the advice of a professional who knows 
the issues of sales tax and can determine 
their collection and reporting responsi-
bilities. For those businesses that have 
grown from having very simple taxation 
needs into more complex scenarios, 
it may also be wise to invest in a 
more comprehensive sales tax rate 
and compliance system. Th ere are 
two general types of sales tax man-
agement systems, and this review 
categorizes them as such: Sales Tax 
Preparation systems, and Integrated 
Sales Tax Rate Engines.

For smaller businesses with fewer 
sales tax challenges, Sales Tax Preparation 
systems can help them or their accounting 
specialist with the processes of completing 
sales tax returns and associated forms for 
fi ling with the appropriate state agencies. 
Th ese programs also include tax rates for 
the jurisdictions they support, which can 
be used as a look-up system or, sometimes 
imported into an accounting package. All 
of the programs in this category in this 
review off er direct e-fi ling of returns and 
electronic remittance to the states and 
sub-jurisdictions they support.

For businesses with more complex or 
frequently changing sales tax collection 
requirements across large numbers of 
jurisdictions, especially those with higher 
volumes of transactions, Integrated Sales 
Tax Rate Engines are more focused on 
getting the right sales tax rates into a 
transaction in real-time. Th ese are generally 

web-based tools that connect a business’ 
sales, accounting and/or e-commerce 
systems to a live database of sales tax rates, 
rules and special variables, usually for every 
taxing jurisdiction in the country, with a 
few even covering Canada and VAT/GST 
abroad. Th ese are very powerful programs 
that take into account all aspects of tax-
ability, and they can do it in under a second, 
while a transaction is being processed, and 
insert the applicable taxes into the transac-
tion as a line-item.

These integrated systems also offer 
automated preparation, taking the data 
from the transactions and preparing 
review-ready, print-ready forms for all 
jurisdictions, and can include alerts to 

notify users of pending deadlines. The 
programs in this category do not off er direct 
e-fi ling to the states, but the vendors off er 
optional compliance services through 
which they will handle all aspects of 
printing, fi ling and remitt ance.

Th e type of program best-suited to a par-
ticular business depends on their transaction 
volumes, the number of jurisdictions they 
have reporting obligations to, the complexity 
of the products they sell, and the value to them 
of having instant rate lookup and application 
to a transaction.   ●

Isaac M. 
O’Bannon, 
Editor

8 April 2012 • www CPAPr

REVIEW SECTIONS

INTEGRATED SALES TAX 
RATE ENGINES
BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

• General navigation/ease-of-use

• Installation process

• Multi-company management

• Multi locations

• Remote Access Capabilities

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES
• Multi-Jurisdictions

• Automated compliance tools

• Electronic Filing & Payment

• Rate Updates

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT
• Data output options

• Reporting

•  Integration with accounting 

system

HELP/SUPPORT
• Built-In Support Features

• Support Website/Documentation

• Live Support

SALES TAX PREPARATION 
SYSTEMS
BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

• General navigation/ease-of-use

• Installation process

• Multi-company management

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES
• Multi-Jurisdictions

• Forms preparation

• Electronic Filing & Payment

• Rate Updates

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT
• Data output options – pdf copy

• Reporting 

•  Integration with accounting 

system – summary report

HELP/SUPPORT
• Built-In Support Features

• Support Website/Documentation

• Live Support
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The states with the lowest 
combined state/local 
average sales tax:
MT: 0%
OR: 0%
NH: 0%
DE: 0%
AK: 1.74%

The states with the highest 
combined state/local 
average sales taxes:
TN: 9.43%
AZ: 9.12%
LA: 8.84%
WA: 8.79%
OK: 8.66%

SALES & USE TAX
Reviews For Your Firm

Mr. O’Bannon is the 
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content director for 

CPA Practice Advisor.
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SALES & USE TAX
Reviews For Your Firm

BEST FIT

Accounting professionals responsible 
for businesses with sales and use tax 
filing requirements in California, 
Florida, Illinois, or Colorado seeking 
an e-fi le solution.

STRENGTHS
•  User-friendly web-based system with 

multi-client management tools.
• E-filing of returns to each of these 

states
• Bilingual forms and instructions
• Gross summary reports and PDF 

output
• Pay-per-use system
• Email/text fi ling date reminders are 

available

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Only four states and forms coverage is 

limited
•  State modules don’t integrate data 

across multiple jurisdictions
• Client communication templates are 

rudimentary

eFileSalesTax.com is the only fully 
web-based sales and use tax preparation 
system in this year’s review. Th e soft -
ware is available either by annual sub-
scription or as a pay-per-use applica-
tion. The system offers compliance 
tools and e-fi ling for businesses with 
reporting requirements in California, 
Florida, Illinois and Colorado, and each 
of these states’ subsidiary taxing 
jurisdictions. In addition to providing 
most of the states’ forms, alternate 
forms, schedules and worksheets, the 
solutions for California and Florida 
also provide Spanish-language menus.

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

Users can log into the secure eFileSal-
esTax.com system using any standard 
browser, including tablets and other 
mobile devices with full browser access. 
Th e program then opens into a sum-
mary screen for the state version the 
user last used, displaying lists of returns 
in progress and options for starting new 
returns by selecting a business from a 

list. Th is multi-business entity capa-
bility eases management of compliance 
tasks by fi rms or entrepreneurs with 

several clients or businesses 
w ith sales  and use ta x 
reporting obligations.

Since eFileSalesTax is 
web-based, there is no tradi-
tional local installation, but 
users do need to select a 
subscription plan and set up 
an account. With the same 
initial login, users can quickly 
move to preparation tasks for 
other states, view completed 
fi lings, set up reminders, or 
customize sett ings. While in 
the California and Florida 
applications, a button is 
available to immediately change to the 
Spanish language layout.

When creating new returns, the user 
simply selects from a list of available 
options, and enters information such 
as sales data, allocations, deductions, 
adjustments, exemptions and other 
transactional data and all calculations 
and rates are computed by the applica-
tion. Links to form information and 
line-by-line instructions are available 
during data entry. General business 
information, including tax identifi ca-
tion numbers, is pre-populated and 
verified by synching with the state 
revenue department.

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES

eFileSalesTax.com off ers modules for 
California, Colorado, Florida and Illi-
nois, each with full support for subsid-
iary taxing jurisdictions within those 
states, and approved for use by their 
taxing agencies. CA forms include: 
401-A, 401-EZ, 401-GS, 401-ASR, 
Schedules A, B, C and G, and prepay-

ment form 1150. Florida forms include: 
DR-15, DR-15CS, DR-7, and DR-
15SW Solid Waste Surcharge. For 

Illinois, eFileSalesTax.com off ers forms 
ST-1, ST-2, PST-2, ST-1x, and ST-2x. 
Th e system also off ers amended forms 
for these three states. Th e Colorado 
system is based on a secure web portal 
and Excel spreadsheet upload. If using 
the pay-per-return system, no charges 
are assessed until a return is electroni-
cally submitt ed to a state or is printed.

Th e general interfaces for each of 
the state modules remains consistent, 
although client lists and information 
are not available across the modules. 
Data entry and forms generation is 
simple, with the ability to choose 
between e-fi ling or printing and fi ling 
by mail, as well as online payment of 
collected taxes. Th e tax tables for all 
of the states are automatically main-
tained and updated by the vendor. 

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT

Completed returns can be printed or 
saved to PDF, even if they were elec-
tronically fi led, and are saved on the 

eFileSalesTax.com website for future 
retrieval at any time. Th e system off ers 
import of sales and tax data from 
QuickBooks, and export into formats 
that can be used by trial balance and 
tax compliance systems. Gross sum-
mary reports and client lists are avail-
able. eFileSalesTax.com includes a 
email and phone text alerts tool that 
can be used to remind users of fi ling 
d e a d l i n e s  a n d  o t h e r  i s s u e s . 

HELP/SUPPORT

Th e web-based program is easy to use 
and off ers linked access to system help 
and offi  cial instructions from each data 
entry line, plus an FAQ and links to 
resources and support are available at 
the top of the screen. Within the Cali-
fornia version, all of this information 
and form instructions are also available 
in Spanish. Live and web-based support 
are included with system pricing, 
including the pay-per-use model. 

SUMMARY & PRICING 

eFileSalesTax.com has off ered online 
sales and use tax preparation and 
e-fi ling since 2001, and continues to 
expand the states and features available. 
Th e program is simple enough for small 
business users with only a few locations 
or jurisdictional issues, but with data 
import and export options and com-
prehensive forms support, is also 
capable of handling the compliance 
needs of enterprise-level entities. Th e 
CA and IL versions each cost $229 per 
year for unlimited filings for any 
number of businesses. Th e pay-per-use 
version of these two states is $7.95 per 
fi ling. Th e FL version costs $39 per year 
for a single business, $129 for consoli-
dated fi lers, and multi-company version 
starts at $129 per year. Other plans, as 
well as pricing for the CO version is 
available upon request from the vendor.

877-584-2309 www.efi lesalestax.com

Electronic Sales & Use Tax, Inc. – eFileSalesTax.com
2012 OVERALL RATING 
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SALES & USE TAX
Reviews For Your Firm

BEST FIT

Firms or managers overseeing the 
transaction tax needs and compliance 
of multiple businesses and who want 
rates integrated live into the business’ 
accounting systems. Th e system is also 
suited to those with increasingly com-
plex reporting requirements in many 
locations.

STRENGTHS
• Rates, rules, and calculations are 

integrated in real time with sales 
transactions

• Compliance and remitt ance with full 
transparency back to calculations

• Approval processes with routing and 
electronic sign-off 

• Alerts and reminders of due dates and 
tasks

• Multi-entity management with PRO 
version

• Comprehensive coverage and updates 
for jurisdictions throughout U.S. and 
Canada

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Does not off er direct e-fi ling/payment 

to state taxation agencies

CCH purchased SpeedTax in 2011, 
and has since merged its off erings with 
CCH’s existing sales tax products onto 
a single platform. CorpSystem Sales Tax 
SaaS is available in three versions: 
CORE, PLUS and PRO, with the last 
being designed specifically for 
accounting or tax professionals man-
aging the sales and use tax compliance 
of multiple client entities. Th e CORE 
system provides the automated and 
integrated sales tax rate system, while 
the PLUS system adds additional 
functionality, most signifi cantly auto-
mated return filing and remittance, 
which is handled as an outsourced ser-
vice by CCH.

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

Initial setup of CorpSystem Sales Tax 
SaaS requires confi guring the web-based 
tax calculation system (CORE) to work 
with the business’ accounting, sales or 
ERP application. Th e SaaS application 

provides instant rate lookup while 
transactions or estimates are being 
processed, with the tax engine verifying 
address, taxability and rates based on, 
nexus, specifi c geographic information 
and ZIP Code data. Because implemen-
tation can be somewhat technical, CCH 
staff  aid in this setup.

 For most day-to-day purposes, users 
aren’t required to have much interaction 
with the system. Th e soft ware works in 
the background to automatically search 
for and calculate the appropriate rates 
for a transaction, then inserts the tax 
liability into the transaction. Th is works 
for both locally-installed or SaaS sales 
and accounting applications, as well as 
e-commerce systems. Th e CORE tax 
engine is designed to be used by a single 
business entity with any number of 
locations and subsidiary units. The 
system’s reporting engine provides 
web-based dashboards available for 
management, as well as reports on 
exemptions, transactions and other 
information.

For sales and use tax return fi ling, 
users can add the PLUS suite, which 
includes automatically populated 
print-ready forms. Organizations can 
also opt to have the fi ling of all returns 
and remittances for all jurisdictions 
managed by CCH staff , thus relieving 
the business of the headaches associated 
with keeping up with hundreds or more 
fi ling deadlines and jurisdictional rules.

The PRO version al lows an 
accounting fi rm to have a single login to 
oversee the sales tax processes of mul-
tiple client businesses. Customization 
is available in all of the versions and 
modules. Firms can set user-level access 
to specific features, configure the 
approval process, and task and fi ling 
deadline alerts that can be sent via email. 

 
COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES

Th e CORE calculation engine includes 
constantly updated rates for more than 
14,000 U.S. and Canadian sales taxing 
jurisdictions, as well as special taxability 
rules and date-based rules for items that 

are treated diff erently in various states, 
plus sales tax holiday information and 
maximum taxes. Th e system includes a 

calendar of taxation due dates and rules, 
such as requirements for zero-sum 
reporting.

The CorpSystem Sales Tax PLUS 
version off ers comprehensive forms and 
instructions for all states and local 
jurisdictions. Th e system automatically 
prepopulates forms with necessary 
transactional data pulled from the 
accounting system, and generates 
appropriate GL transactions, but it does 
not off er built-in direct e-fi ling to taxing 
entities, though does support remitt ance 
through SST. However, users can choose 
to outsource the fi ling and remitt ance 
processes to CCH’s U.S.-based profes-
sional staff . Accountants using the PRO 
version also have full oversight into all 
reporting and fi ling functions for all of 
their clients using the system.

CorpSystem Sales Tax SaaS off ers 
real-time tax reports and can be set to 
offer multi-user approval routines. 
Management reporting options 
including summary and detail reports 
on transactions going back up to seven 
years, including drill-down to totals, 
locations, products and line items.

Additional features found in the PRO 
version include a fi rm-brandable portal 
that gives access to each business client’s 
taxability tables, nexus management, 
executive reporting dashboards and 
management reporting.

Th e CORE tax engine component is 
web-based with all rates and rules 
updated and maintained by CCH. 

 
INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT

Direct integration into the sales and 
accounting system used by the business 

is the key benefit to entities using 
CorpSystem Sales Tax SaaS, because it 
enables them to have sales tax rates 

instantly applied as users or online 
customers enter transactional data. Th e 
system can be synced to all common 
business accounting, sales, e-commerce 
and ERP systems, including Quick-
Books, Microsoft  Dynamics GP, Net-
Suite, Sage ERP MAS 90/200 and 
Accpac, and Intuit. Reports and returns 
can be saved to formats including 
Microsoft  Excel, Microsoft  Word and 
PDF.  

 
HELP/SUPPORT

As a web-based utility that interfaces 
with a business’ accounting system, all 
of the support features within the man-
agement consoles of CorpSystem Sales 
Tax SaaS and the PRO version are 
web-based. Th e program does not have 
a traditional help utility, but the extensive 
online support center includes FAQs, a 
sales tax calculator, webinars, sales tax 
resources, an interactive state sales tax 
map and other additional tools. Live and 
web-based support is included in pricing. 

SUMMARY & PRICING  

CCH’s CorpSystem Sales Tax SaaS off ers 
integrated, real-time tax rates updated by 
CCH and feed directly into transactions 
and estimates. The additional return 
preparation and management resources 
in the PLUS version increases the value 
of the overall suite, and allows businesses 
and firms to automate all filing and 
remitt ance functions. Th e PRO version, 
with its single login and access to 
reporting, management and filing 
information for all client businesses, is a 
great resource for fi rms with multiple 

CCH, a Wolters Kluwer business – CCH CorpSystem Sales Tax SaaS PRO
2012 OVERALL RATING 

CONTINUED NEXT PAGE
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SALES & USE TAX
Reviews For Your Firm

BEST FIT

Accounting fi rms or businesses with 
transactional tax reporting obligations 
to multiple states, with built-in e-fi ling 
capabilities for 12 supported states.

STRENGTHS
• Easy to use and learn
• Built-in e-fi ling and online tracking/

acknowledgements
• Ability to produce PDF copies for 

digital storage
• Forms library for non-supported states
• Multi-business management

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Each state fi ling program runs sepa-

rately; no cross state integration
• Document output only into print or 

PDF
• Lacks client invoicing and communi-

cation templates
• Little integration with accounting 

systems

TrustFile is an easy to use sales and 
use tax compliance system that sup-
ports e-fi ling and electronic payment 
of remitt ances. Th e soft ware can be 
used to manage multiple businesses 
and structured entities. Th e program 
is actually 12 diff erent programs, each 
focused on the compliance require-
ments for a diff erent state (CT, FL, GA, 
IL, KS, LA, MD, NJ, PA, SC, TN and 
WI). Avalara also off ers the separate 
TrustFile Forms Library, which houses 
more than 1,000 state and local forms 
available in PDF format, including 
forms for states not supported for 
e-fi ling. Avalara also off ers solutions for 

integrated sales tax compliance, and 
1099 reporting.

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS 

TrustFile is locally installed either on 
a PC or a networked server, and 
includes e-filing tools and payment 
capabilities. Initial installation pro-
cesses are simple and guided, with 
intuitive setup tasks for fi ling entities, 
preparers and other information. Th e 
base user license of the system supports 
up to fi ve EINs, with the ability to add 
additional business entities via add-on 
licenses.

Although there are some slight dif-
ferences in menu structures and a few 
features based on each state’s filing 
requirements, all of the versions of 
TrustFile open into a simple, standard-
ized interface that offers pull-down 
menus and icons for accessing key 
system areas, such as opening or cre-

ating entities, managing entity pay-
ment/fi nancial information, handling 
e-filing of returns and verifying the 
status of returns. An available wizard 
guides new or infrequent users step-
by-step through preparation processes.

While using either the wizard-
guided or manual preparation option, 
data is entered onto replicas of state 
forms, with automatic calculations and 
transfer of data to appropriate fi elds. 

Users can drill down to underlying 
forms and worksheets, if desired. 
Additional tools include forms and 
utilities that can be used to manage 
exemptions, deductions and other 
issues. Company selection lists are 
spreadsheet-based and off er general 
s e a r c h  a n d  f i l t e r  f u n c t i o n s . 

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES 

Users with filing requirements in 
multiple states may need to use mul-
tiple versions of the system, and 
redundant data entry is required since 
the 12 state applications do not share 
a common database. Compliance is 
supported for subsidiary county, city 
and special taxing districts for each 
state versions of TrustFile.

Forms are prepared on very precise 
replicas, with e-fi ling and electronic 
remitt ance functions easily accessible 

from the main icon menu, and access 
to printed forms and PDF output 
options. Th e 1000-plus forms available 
in the TrustFile Forms Library, licensed 
separately, are all state approved and 
can be mail fi led. Updates to rate tables 
are available for download through the 
program, downloaded manually from 
the support website, or can be received 
on disk. 

 

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT

Integration of the core business/payer 
data between the various state versions 
of TrustFile would be useful for users 
managing entities across multiple 
states, but is not available. Th e program 
does off er import of CSV fi les, enabling 
import of data from most third-party 
financial applications, but does not 
off er output into the same format, only 
to PDF. Basic reporting options include 
output of forms, lists, communication 
logs, receipts and acknowledgements 
of fi ling. 

HELP/SUPPORT

Each of the state versions of TrustFile 
includes a help utility, while filing 
instructions are available from the help 
menu as a PDF document. Online 
support functions include demos, 
videos, whitepapers, research materials 
and user forums. Live support is 
included with pricing, and priority 
support packages are also available. 

SUMMARY & PRICING

With very user-friendly navigation, 
preparation and filing processes, 
TrustFile is well-suited to accounting 
professionals responsible for sales and 
use tax compliance for smaller and 
mid-sized businesses in any of the 12 
supported states. Each state application 
is $159 per year, and support fi lings for 
up to fi ve business entities based on 
EIN. Additional packs of five busi-
nesses are available for $99.

877-222-0187 www.TrustFile.com

866-513-CORP www.salestax.com

TrustFile, an Avalara Company – TrustFile Sales & Use Tax
2012 OVERALL RATING 

clients for whom they provide sales and 
use tax compliance services or con-
sulting.

Pricing for the CORE tax engine is 
based on the volume of transactions, 

with 1,000 annual transactions costing 
about $700 per year. Th e addition of the 
PLUS forms preparation and due-date 
monitoring system starts at $1400 based 
on the number of returns and jurisdic-

tions, and can be used as a stand-alone 
return preparation system, with the 
ability to import transactional data from 
accounting programs. Th e PRO version, 
with the other versions included, starts 

at $1,425 annually, plus initial setup, 
depending on transaction and filing 
volume.

CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS PAGE

CCH, a Wolters Kluwer business – CCH CorpSystem Sales Tax SaaS PRO
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BEST FIT

Preparers responsible for mid-sized and 
larger business sales tax and use tax 
fi lings who have broad reporting obliga-
tions across multiple, varied jurisdic-
tions. Th e application also provides 
comprehensive rates tables which can 
be imported into many accounting 
systems.

STRENGTHS
• Comprehensive rate tables include all 

U.S. jurisdictions 
• User-friendly web-based interface 

allows anytime, anywhere access
• Multiple reporting, data and rate table 

output options
• Management of compliance for mul-

tiple entities
• Ability to schedule rate table export

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Rate lookup and return preparation 

not integrated
• No e-filing or electronic payment 

options 

Th e sales and use tax programs from 
BNA Soft ware are available in online 
versions. Available modules include tax 
rate lookup, exporting of tables for 
accounting systems, and a library of 
more than 3,400 ready to fi le govern-
ment forms, instructions, exemption 
certifi cates and miscellaneous docu-
ments such as powers of att orney and 
business registrations. The online 
versions of BNA Sales & Use Tax Rates 
and BNA Sales & Use Tax Forms are 
separate programs that focus, respec-
tively, on rate lookup and form prepara-
tion, but are both reviewed here. 

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

Th e Forms program is geared on direct 

preparation of sales and use tax returns 
for all U.S. jurisdictions. Aft er logging 
into the secure, web-based system, the 
program offers a traditional user 
interface that resembles a locally 
installed program. General navigation 
features include pull-down menus and 

icons, plus easy access to form selection 
lists. Initial setup of entities and pre-
parers is guided by the program. Th e 
system can support any number of 
business entities, making it also 
appealing to professionals providing 
compliance services to multiple busi-
nesses. Once business data has been 
saved to a profi le, its information is 
automatically populated on all returns 
prepared with that profi le, for all taxing 
agencies. The system’s data entry 
screens are based on form replicas that 
automatically calculate and transfer 
data as needed, with right-click links 
to offi  cial form instructions, calculation 
overrides and font selection. The 
interface for the rate lookup system is 
also web-based and appears more so 
than its counterpart system, and pro-
vides options for searching the rate 
database by ZIP Code, state, city, 
county or special districts. Th e system 
displays results on a single screen that 
shows applicable rates at all levels. BNA 
Soft ware’s database tracks prior and 
current rates, as well as special tax-
ability notes, including maximum 
levels, overrides and combined/split 
rates. The rate tables can also be 
exported for use in accounting systems, 

providing real-time lookup during 
transaction entry.  

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES 

BNA Software claims that the rate 
tables include more than 58,000 
jurisdictions in the United States, 

including all states, cities, counties and 
special districts who levy sales and use 
taxes. Th e system also contains all of 
the special taxability rules. Th e Forms 
program offers more than 3,400 
returns, exemption certificates and 
general business forms at the state and 
local levels, all of which can be popu-
lated with general business data and tax 
identification numbers (although 
transaction data must be entered 
manually). BNA Soft ware’s systems do 
not provide e-fi ling or remitt ance of 
collected taxes to taxing authorities, 
and require print preparation and fi ling 
of forms, or manual e-fi ling through a 
state’s online filing website, where 
available. Since the programs are 
web-based, the tax rate tables are 
constantly updated by accounting and 
technology professionals at BNA 
Soft ware. For businesses importing the 
rate tables into their accounting sys-
tems, exporting of rates can be per-
formed at any time, or can be scheduled 
to automatically occur at specified 
intervals and during off -peak times. 

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT 

Th e core integration feature is in the 

BNA Sales & Use Tax Rates system, 
which allows the tax tables to be saved 
into Excel, CSV, text or PDF formats. 
Th ese tables can be imported into most 
general small and mid-sized accounting 
systems. Th e program also off ers gen-
eration of all reports, forms and 
instructions into PDF format. 

HELP/SUPPORT 

The BNA Sales & Use Tax Forms 
system offers generous support 
options, including a traditional help 
menu, user manual and tutorials, and 
right-click access to instructions for all 
forms. Additional online resources 
include FAQs, white papers, webinars 
and training options. Live and web-
based technical support is included in 
pricing. 

SUMMARY & PRICING 

BNA Sales & Use Tax Rates and BNA 
Sales & Use Tax Forms are two separate 
programs which can be used individu-
ally or together, depending on business 
needs. The Rates system provides 
comprehensive rate tables across all 
U.S. jurisdictions, and off ers exportable 
tables that can be imported into 
accounting systems. Th e Forms pro-
gram off ers similarly comprehensive 
access to print-ready returns, instruc-
tions, exemption certificates and 
common business forms for all states 
and localities. Neither system off ers 
integrated e-fi ling capabilities. 
Together, the systems start at about 
$1,000 each per year or $1,800 for 
both, which allows unlimited access to 
forms and constantly-updated rate 
tables for all U.S. jurisdictions.

800-424-2938 www.BNAsoftware.com

BNA Software – BNA Sales & Use Tax Forms & Rates
2012 OVERALL RATING 
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BEST FIT

Preparers responsible for small and 
mid-sized businesses with multiple 
locations and reporting requirements 
in California or New York. 

STRENGTHS
• Very easy to use, and includes auto-

matic system updates
• Built-in e-filing and payments to 

California
• Reports, forms, and gross summary 

reports can be published to PDF or 
paper

• Integrated client communication tools
• Multi-entity/client management

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Only handles California and New York 

returns
• E-fi ling is not natively supported for 

New York Returns
• Very litt le integration with accounting 

systems

Th e CA and NY Sales Tax Preparer 
systems from CFS Tax Soft ware, which 
are sold and run independently, can be 
used to prepare returns for multiple 
entities. The tools are designed for 
preparation of sales and use tax returns, 
plus related fi lings, including main and 
short forms, client communication 
templates, state filing instructions, 
e-filing and payment for California 
returns. CFS also off ers a wide range 
of tools, including California and 
Maryland business and personal 
property taxes, tax research, fi nancial 
planning tools, Schedule D tools, live 
and aft er-the-fact payroll, W-2/1099 
reporting.

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

Each of the state programs operate 
independently, but share common 
design and navigation elements and 
form preparation functions. Each 
application opens into a master screen 
composed of panels for the client list, 
client folder and the module library. 
Th e client list is a basic, alphabetized 

list, with the ability to add or edit cli-
ents. Th e client information screens are 
familiar and easy to use, with options 
for managing business banking and tax 
ID information, as well as assignment 
of paid preparers, if more than one at a 
fi rm.

Th e module library lists all of the 
forms available for either California or 
New York, depending on the version 
of the program. Preparers have quick 
access to forms and reports, as well as 
labels, memos, account statements, to 
do lists and invoices. Users navigate to 
select the form, identify the filing 
period, and the system opens up an 
automatically populated form replica 
containing basic business information. 
Th e program calculates fi elds as data is 
entered, and offers direct access to 
instructions for each fi eld.

Installation is quick and guided by 
simple prompts that also aide in sett ing 
up initial client and preparer/fi rm data. 
Th e systems can be installed on a single 
workstation or, with the addition of the 
network license, can be used by any 
number of preparers and staff in an 
offi  ce. CFS Sales Tax Preparer can be 
used to manage and fi le returns for any 
number  of  business  ent i t ies . 

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES

Both the California and New York Sales 
Tax Preparer systems off er support for 
all local and special taxing jurisdictions 
in their states, and support fi lings for 
businesses with multiple locations in 
these states. For the CA program, forms 
preparation includes: 401, 401-EZ, 
Schedules A, B, C, G, 1150 prepay-
ment, and also BOE 65, 91, 101, 135-A, 
230, 345, 392, 400-MCO, 400-MIP, 
400-MT, 400-SPA, 401-DS, 401-E, 
468, 531-G, 735, 501-ER Electronic 
Waste Fee, 501-TF Tire Fee, 501-TK 
Storage Tank Fee. Th e NY program 
off ers forms ST-100, 101, 810, 809, 
943, 945/1045, and Schedules A, FR 
H, N/N, P and W, plus Connecticut 

form OS-114. As noted previously, data 
entry is performed on form replicas 
that, when printed are approved for 
fi ling, and the programs off er tools for 
distributing sales across jurisdictions 
within the states.

CFS is approved by the California 
BOE as an e-fi le and e-payment system 
for sales and use tax, and utilizes the 
Direct Transmit method (XML-based) 
for filings. Users have the optio of 
performing all processing electroni-
cally, can mail paper-based fi lings, or 
file electronically and mail a check. 
New York’s recent changes to sales and 
use tax fi lings included a mandate for 
most businesses to e-fi le, but the state 
has not yet approved any integration 
with technology vendors, so electronic 
New York filers must use the state 
website.

Th e NY Sales Tax Preparer system 
can be used to prepare and fi le returns 
by mail for small fi lers not subject to 
the e-fi ling requirement. Users of the 
state e-fi le system can use the program 
to process and prepare, then enter 
summarized data into the website, 
while retaining a PDF copy for their 
records. The state is working on a 
process to certify and allow e-fi ling via 
preparation programs, and CFS has a 
goal of being among the fi rst approved 
New York sales and use tax soft ware 
providers.

Tax table updates are provided 
periodically to users of the most cur-
rent year of each program, and the 
systems include the option to auto-
matically download and install updates. 
CD-based copies of the tables are also 
available. 

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT

Both the CA and NY sales tax systems 
share a common database with the 
Company’s other tools and programs. 
Th ese integrated applications include 
TaxTools, Tax Corresponder, W-4 
Calculator, Small Business Tools, MD 
Personal Property, CA 571 Preparer 

and Financial Planning Tools. The 
systems cannot import sales, tax or 
client data from outside accounting 
systems.

Reporting tools include client 
communication templates which create 
cover lett ers, memos, label makers, and 
client lett ers, as well as basic reports 
such as gross sales summaries and client 
invoices. Returns and reports can be 
saved to PDF format for digital file 
management or emailed from the 
program. 

HELP/SUPPORT

The programs include built-in help 
indexes, and form preparation is aided 
by linked access to line-by-line instruc-
tions. Th e CFS support website off ers 
various resources, including FAQs, 
videos, links to tax websites and user 
forms. Live support is included free 
with pricing and includes phone-based 
assistance and remote and chat-based 
support. 

SUMMARY & PRICING 

Th e Sales Tax Preparer system is easy 
to understand and use, and linked 
instructions, module overviews and 
training videos ease new users in the 
software’s workflow processes. The 
systems are best designed for small and 
mid-sized businesses that have taxable 
sales in more than one jurisdiction 
within either CA or NY, and need a 
simple solution for preparation and 
fi ling. Th e CA version of the program 
costs $119 for new users, $99 for 
renewals. Th e NY version costs $169 
for new users, and $149 for renewals. 
Th e addition of the network upgrade 
for either version is $50 per year.

800-343-1157 www.taxtools.com

CFS Tax Software, Inc. - CA & NY Sales Tax Preparer
2012 OVERALL RATING 
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SALES & USE TAX
Reviews For Your Firm

BEST FIT

Businesses with sales tax reporting 
obligations across multiple jurisdic-
tions throughout the U.S. and Canada. 
AvaTax also supports those businesses 
that have overseas subsidiaries with 
single country VAT requirements, and 
off ers transaction processing in over 50 
countries, with plans to expand on this 
capability over the coming months.

STRENGTHS
• Directly integrates with a business’ 

accounting and sales systems
• Rates and rules for over 14,000 juris-

dictions are continuously maintained 
by Avalara, no updates required

• Broad reporting and oversight capa-
bilities.

• Optional exemption certifi cate man-
agement service (AvaTax Certs) is 
available

• AvaTax Returns provides automated 
compliance processing

• Complies with Streamlined Sales Tax 
and other state treaties

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• No built-in DIY e-fi ling or payment 

options
• Primarily for client-side use

Avalara the AvaTax Calc system 
reviewed here is designed to integrate 
directly into a business’ accounting 
system, online sales management or ERP. 
This allows for automatic, real-time 
determination of sales tax rates as an 
order or estimate is being entered or 
processed either by a business user or 
though e-commerce sales. Th e other core 
product off erings from Avalara include 
AvaTax Certs, for exemption certifi cate 
management, AvaTax Returns, for out-
sourced compliance reporting, and 
TrustFile, a non-integrated sales and use 
tax system for entities with less complex 
compliance needs.

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

Initial installation and syncing to the 
business’ accounting and sales system 

is guided by AvaTax support and 
training specialists. Th e program can 
be integrated into most small, mid-
sized and larger entity accounting 
systems and ERPs, including Quick-
Books, Peachtree, Intacct and NetSuite. 
Initial system setup includes determi-
nation of taxability rules for all inven-
tory products, SKUs and other data.

Aft er implementation, the system is 
essentially a web-based tax lookup 
utility that works with the business 
accounting system to automatically 
determine and calculate tax rates and 
amounts across all potential jurisdic-
tions based on a physical address. Since 
taxability of specific items can vary 
greatly across states and local jurisdic-
tions, this process helps keep the 
business in compliance when selling 

items which are subject to taxes in 
diff erent locations.

Most user interaction with the pro-
gram is related to reporting. Upon 
completion of a transaction, each sale 
is broken down by invoice line, giving 
users the ability to drill down to each 
lower level jurisdiction. Th e system 
supports multiple simultaneous state, 
county, city, district and special juris-
dictions. Users also have web-based 
access to a forms library, basic exemp-
tion certifi cate management (advanced 
options are available in the separate 
module), and liability reports.

Th e program can be used for any 
number of businesses being managed 
on the same accounting system, and 
supports entities with multiple loca-

tions. Because the core tax rate engine 
is web-based, reporting and other data 
can be accessed remotely, even if the 
business’ accounting system is locally-
installed. 

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES

Th e AvaTax Calc database is one of the 
most comprehensive systems on the 
market, with up-to-date, historical and 
pending future rates for more than 
14,000 jurisdictions in the U.S. and 
Canada, as well as VAT compliance for 
39 countries. Th ese rates, and all of the 
special taxability rules and sales tax 
holidays, are maintained and auto-
matically updated by Avalara’s profes-
sional staff .

AvaTax Calc is intended as the rate 
and rule engine, and does not include 
a direct e-fi ling and remitt ance system. 
For reporting, users can manually 
produce forms for each of the states, 
with all forms available in the library. 
Businesses can also use Avalara’s 
AvaTax Returns service, where Avalara’s 
staff  imports all of the transaction tax 
data, prepares all forms, and remits data 
to all jurisdictions where the business 
has a filing requirement. AvaTax 
Returns can also be used independently 
of the AvaTax Calc system. As noted 
previously, all rates, rules and taxability 
issues in AvaTax are kept updated in 
real-time by the vendor. 

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT

Integration with a business’ sales and 
accounting system is at the core of the 
AvaTax Calc system, allowing taxability 
and appropriate rates to be applied 
instantly as users enter transactions. 
Th e rates populate immediately and the 
system is transparent to most users. 
Drill-down and override is available to 
users with higher access rights. Integra-
tions are available for more than 80 
financial systems, including Quick-
Books, Peachtree, Intacct and NetSuite.

Liability reports are automatically 
generated, and users can produce detail 

and summary sales tax reports by 
company or jurisdiction. Data and 
reports can also be saved to Excel, 
Word and PDF formats. Alerts can be 
programmed to remind tax managers 
of deadlines, and an approvals process 
can be initiated that requires sign-off  
by supervisory staff . 

HELP/SUPPORT

Since the program is mostly automated 
aft er the initial setup, very few help 
features are necessary. However, the 
online management console off ers user 
manuals and best practices, as well as 
program documentation and integra-
tion support. Additional resources are 
available via the Avalara University 
support center, which provides class-
room-style live and recorded training. 
All live and web-based technical sup-
port is included with system pricing. 

SUMMARY & PRICING

AvaTax Calc is designed for businesses 
with complex and/or high volume 
taxable sales across vast numbers of 
jurisdictions. By synching with the 
business’ sales, e-commerce, accounting 
or ERP, it frees the business user from 
tedious manual lookups of appropriate 
rates and rules, and also helps ensure 
greater compliance. Even more benefi -
cial, these rate lookups are performed 
instantly via the web-based calculation 
engine, putt ing real-time, accurate sales 
tax information directly into transac-
tions as a line item that includes drill-
down access to sub-jurisdictions. 
Exemption certifi cate management and 
return fi ling options are also available. 
Pricing for AvaTax Calc is based on the 
accounting system being used by the 
business, and the volume of transac-
tions. For QuickBooks companies with 
up to 700 transactions per year, the cost 
is $350. For higher volumes, such as up 
to 7,000 transactions annually, the cost 
is about $0.35 per transaction/lookup 
(about $2,400).

877-780-4848 www.Avalara.com

Avalara – AvaTax Calc
2012 OVERALL RATING 

08-15 SUT Review_rcCF.indd   1408-15 SUT Review_rcCF.indd   14 3/14/12   2:32 PM3/14/12   2:32 PM



SALES & USE TAX
Reviews For Your Firm

BEST FIT

Mid-sized and larger enterprises with 
sales tax liability across numerous 
jurisdictions seeking an integrated sales 
tax rate utility. Organizations who need 
options for automating the entire 
end-to-end indirect tax determination, 
reporting, and compliance fi ling and 
remitt ance functions.

STRENGTHS
• Full integration into accounting 

system
• Rates automatically populate in sales 

and estimate transactions
• Web-based reporting and management 

tools
• Comprehensive rates and rules for all 

U.S. and Canadian jurisdictions and 
over 170+ international countries

• Built-in e-fi ling of more than 70 forms 
to all states that accept e-fi led sales tax 
returns

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• No longer offers an outsourced, 

managed compliance option.

Formerly branded as Sabrix, the 
ONESOURCE Indirect Tax system is 
a business sales and use tax manage-
ment system that includes tax rules and 
rates for more than 13,000 U.S. and 
Canadian jurisdictions, along with 
management of VAT and GST. The 
system integrates into the sales and 
accounting systems of a business, 
providing instant, real-time rate calcu-
lations.

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

The sales tax calculation engine in 
ONESOURCE Indirect Tax Sales & 
Use Tax integrates directly into the sales 
and accounting solutions used by 
businesses, allowing it to provide 

accurate sales tax determination and 
calculations as transactions are being 
performed. Installation of the system 
requires mapping of accounts and 
additional tasks and is, therefore, 
somewhat complex, but is guided by 
the technical and accounting support 
staff  of Th omson Reuters.

Aft er initial implementation, user 

interaction with the program is mostly 
focused on management, reporting and 
review of the forms and payments. An 
electronic approval process can be used 
to ensure accuracy and accountability. 
Th ese functions, along with customiza-
tion and sett ing preferences for email 
alerts and reminders, are performed on 
a web dashboard interface. On a day-
to-day basis, the program performs all 
sales tax in the background, with line 
item details added to transactions.

Th e program is designed for use by 
multi-national enterprises with any 
number of locations, divisions or 
warehouses. Outside accounting fi rms 
can have access to client data and 
monitor activity using management 
tools such as web-based dashboards. 

COMPLIANCE CAPABILITIES

 The tax engine in ONESOURCE 
Indirect Tax includes tax data, rules and 
various taxability matrices and algo-
rithms for more than 13,000 jurisdic-
tions. The system features address 

validation and includes other tools for 
determining taxability of specifi c types 
of items and conditions on taxability. 
Th e tool is designed to handle any tax 
rules, from simple to those with com-
plex factors such as origin and destina-
tion, bundled products, maximum 
taxes and local tax caps. Th e system also 
provides exemption certifi cate manage-

ment capabilities.
Th e rules, rates and taxability issues 

are maintained by the tax law, policy, 
research and audit staff  of Th omson 
Reuters. Th e soft ware tracks historical 
rates and future planned rates for use 
when fi ling amended or late returns. 
Since the sales tax engine is web-based 
and managed by Th omson Reuters, no 
maintenance of tables is required by 
the business. As noted previously, 
ONESOURCE also off ers tax content 
and tax determination and compliance 
for management of VAT and GST for 
most countries.

For end-of-period compliance, the 
program tracks all fi ling deadlines and 
frequencies, as well as jurisdictional 
fi ling rules(e.g. if zero sum returns must 
be submitt ed). All data is automatically 
populated into print-ready forms, and 
returns can be fi led electronically by 
direct connection or upload to a state’s 
tax authority website. 

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT

Th e ONESOURCE Indirect Tax rate 

calculation engine provides two-way 
integration into virtually all sales, 
e-commerce and fi nancial management 
systems used by small, mid-sized and 
the largest enterprises. The system 
provides accurate rate calculation and 
application to transactions, proper 
updating of the GL, and integrates with 
other Th omson Reuters applications.

Reporting features are available via 
the web-based management consoles, 
including tax summaries with fi ltering 
by period, jurisdiction, rules and other 
details. Users can drill-down into 
detailed transactions from within 
reports. Reports can be exported to a 
wide range of formats, including Excel, 
XML, Word, and PDF.  

HELP/SUPPORT

Initial installation is guided by 
Th omson Reuters staff , who also off er 
users top-level familiarity training. User 
self-help resources include manuals, 
FAQs, tutorials, system documenta-
tion, how-tos and tax resources. Live 
technical support is included with 
pricing, and advanced training and 
consulting is available upon request. 

SUMMARY & PRICING 

Th e ONESOURCE Indirect Tax Sales 
& Use Tax system is comprehensive in 
its coverage of U.S. and Canadian 
jurisdictions, as well as VAT and GST 
capabilities for many other countries. 
Th e system is best-suited to mid-sized 
and large enterprises with broad sales 
tax compliance liability System pricing 
depends on transaction volume and 
jurisdictions, and generally starts 
around $10,000.

888-885-0206 OneSource.Thomson.com/solutions/indirect-tax

Thomson Reuters – ONESOURCE Indirect Tax, Sales & Use Tax & VAT/GST
2012 OVERALL RATING 

2012

READERS’
CHOICE
AWARDS

Did your tax software get voted the best? How 
about your write-up system or your engagement 

software? Check out how the technologies you use 
ranked in our 2012 Readers Choice Awards.

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/RCA
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FOCUS ON YOUR FIRM

We’re all on Facebook.
Professional and personal acquaintances are much 

more likely to friend you on Facebook than to “Like”, 
“Follow”, “Link” - or whatever the parlance of any 
other network. If you and your business aren’t on 
Facebook, you’re among the minority.

For the sake of background, let’s look at the 
numbers. According to the website Check Facebook 
(www.checkfacebook.com) there are 833,145,160 
people on the social networking site. In the United 
States alone that number is nearly 156 million. So, 
if you think about it, more than half of the United 
States is on Facebook, they’re supposed to be over 
13 and must be connected to the internet.

So, as advertising channels go, you’ve got a bett er 
chance of reaching your audience on Facebook than 
by advertising on all three major broadcast television 
networks back in 1962. Unfortunately, many marketers 
make the mistake of thinking that Facebook is only 
good for consumer marketing. It’s not! Th ink about 
it... You’re on Facebook, right? Do you ever see any 
ads that are professionally relevant?

Put your business on Facebook
When you begin to create your page (www.facebook.
com/pages/create.php), select Local Business, allowing 
you to set an address for a local citation. Aft er sett ing 
a profi le picture and fi lling out your page’s “About” 
section with relevant information, you can set the URL 
for your business page.

Th is simple process gives you a blank page for your 
business. Aft er a brief tour, Facebook invites you to 
share your hard work. But wait! Without any content, 
the barren page is hardly “likeable.”

A litt le work can go a long way to making your 

Facebook is a 

Ripe Marketing 

Opportunity 

for Accounting 

Firms

16,17 FacebookFeature_rcCF.indd   1616,17 FacebookFeature_rcCF.indd   16 3/14/12   2:32 PM3/14/12   2:32 PM



FOCUS ON YOUR FIRM

profi le complete and worth connecting with. First, set 
a cover photo; this new capability came with the new 
Timeline feature (www.searchinfl uence.com/2012/02/
facebook-timeline-for-pages) and allows you to create 
a striking appearance for your page. Keep in mind the 
guidelines for cover photos: limited text, no promotional 
copy, and design- rather than content-focused. Stand 
out from your competitors and put up a great photo 
of your staff , your building, or whatever immediately 
represents your practice.

Add value by curating content for 
your target market
For the fi rst-time visitor to your Facebook page, the 
ability to immediately set yourself apart from your 
competitors is crucial. Th e fi rst step is creating an 
engaging layout using the cover photo. But once that’s 
done, two tactics can help provide value for your 

visitors.
Th e fi rst is to use the 

“ M i l e s t o n e ”  t o 
humanize your com-
pany. A business or 
practice with a long 
history can highlight 
famous clients, great 
work from decades past, 
or awards and recogni-
tion for longstanding 
achievement. For 
example, Coca-Cola’s 
Facebook page (www.
f a c e b o o k . c o m /
cocacola) highlights 

founding documents and correspondence from 
centuries past as social proof. Furthermore, these 
milestones can go back to 1000AD, allowing you to 
include related factoids and historical events, like the 
initiation of your local currency, major changes in 
law, and major local events aff ecting your business.

Another way to curate relevant content is to share 
what you fi nd on the internet that would be relevant 
for your visitors and your colleagues. You’re already 
reading about accounting, tax issues and fi nancial 
regulations on a daily basis, why not share what you 
fi nd? Th ese two audiences set the stage for you to 
position your company as a thought leader not just 
among your peers, but among potential clients. 
Providing Do-It-Yourself advice can also put your 
fi rm on the radar of those who may not follow those 
issues, and sharing breaking industry news keeps your 
competitors looking at your company’s taillights.

Become involved in your online 
community
But posting links isn’t enough. Just as Google has 
PageRank, which is a generalized ranking for your 
page in search results, Facebook has EdgeRank. Th is 
algorithm, simplifi ed to Sumuwd (i.e. the sum of user 
affi  nity with your page, inherent “weight” of the type 
of post, and a decay based on time), puts the focus 
on user engagement with your posts. With more 
engagement, your posts will last longer and show in 
more people’s Fecebook News Feeds.

Commenting back on client or customer posts on 
your timeline, posting sharable content that is reactive 
to what’s happening on your page, and providing a 
mouthpiece for your least vocal audience allows you 
to be seen by the most people possible. Encourage 
your current clients to “Like” your page, and then 
ENGAGE THEM! Nothing is worse than writing to 
a brick wall, so give back to the community that drives 
your page and the algorithm will thank you for your 
clients.

Get some attention
To garner this engagement, you have to go where your 
customers are. Th e fi rst step is to add existing pages 
to your page’s favorites, such as Mint.com, QuickBooks 
or other brands your clients may be familiar with), 
and are a great place to not only fi nd information to 
share, but also interact with potential customers by 
commenting on posts as your Page or as yourself, 
directing traffi  c to your Page. But it doesn’t stop there: 
fi nding Q&A sites, forums, and review sites can give 
you a wealth of opportunity for creating a true con-
nection with potential clients and their friends. Be 
sure to include links to your Facebook page and invite 
your users to continue the conversation there.

Another way to 
invite att ention to 
your page is to link 
your  personal 
profile to your 
business. Creating 
a personal brand, 
which will inevi-
tably drive inter-
ested parties to your 
Facebook page, will 
dovetail with con-
n e c t i n g  w i t h 
potential clients. 

Sett ing your profi le employer to your company will 
drive traffi  c to your page, as well as show your friends 
visiting the page that they have a contact that works 
there.

Finally, running Facebook Ads, especially in conjunc-
tion with other outreach, could bring att ention to 
your practice. Looking to expand your team? Try 
advertising to them on a platform that most users 
spend over 20 minutes a day on. In this economy, 
there are plenty of experienced professionals within 
your Facebook reach who are looking for a job. 
Broadening the reach of your fi rm is easy when you 
ensure that the people seeing your ads and posts are 
highly engaged with the niche your company serves.

Convert that attention into leads 
(and clients)
Finally, you have eyes on your page and fi ngers on 
keyboards - put them to good use! By using “custom 
tabs” (www.searchinfl uence.com/2011/07/lunch-
learn-facebook-tabs-iframes), which haven’t changed 
much from previous Facebook page layouts except 
by giving you more space to work with, lets you take 
those fi ngers and direct them to a lead-generation 
form or another way to actively build your business. 
While engagement on posts is key to a successful 
Facebook marketing strategy for accountants or any 
other business, the goal is to turn those engagers into 
paying clients. Using custom tabs, the savvy business 
owner can drive qualifi ed clients to his or her door, 
expanding the value of Facebook beyond Infl uence 
and towards a viable marketing platform.

Following these fi ve steps, a tax and accounting 
professional can socially build upon their business, 
giving clients a new outlet, expand reach both for 
client acquisition and industry thought leadership, 
and creating a social home for the practice.    

By Will Scott, Founder and 
President, Search Infl uence
Will Scott is Founder and President of Search 

Infl uence (www.SearchInfl uence.com), and has 

been helping small businesses get online since 

1994, before most people even knew there was 

an Internet. Since then, he has been focused on 

making information more accessible online. In the 

classroom teaching technology to professionals 

or in the boardroom presenting the value of online business to fortune 1000 

companies, Will is passionate about the impact of the Internet on business. As 

technical and production lead for WebBoss.com, Will oversaw the production 

of 10’s of thousands of small business web sites. With WebBoss Xanadu trailer 

Will worked collaboratively with small business owners helping them realize their 

vision online.

At YPsolutions, now Local Matters Inc., Will was responsible for creating systems 

which enabled the production of thousands of online phone directories. While 

at YPsolutions Will also got to demonstrate the importance of small business 

success to yellow pages publishers as they sought to provide leads to small 

business.
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MONTHLY MICRO APPS

PDF Tools for Tablets and Other Mobile Devices

Th e PDF apps available for mobile 
devices are generally developed by 
independent developers, and have a 
much more limited set of functions 
than traditional PC-based tools. Th e 
author has personally installed at least 
eight PDF tools over the last two years, 
and is still looking for a bett er solution 
for mobile PDF annotation. My 
purchases can be classified into a 
number of categories, including:
• PDF Reader Only (Adobe Reader, 

DataViz Documents to Go, and 
Google Docs)

• PDF Creation Only (Adobe Create 
PDF, PDF Reader Pro Edition, 
PDFScanner)

• E-Signature Applications (DocuSign 
Ink, SignMyPad)

• Light Editing Tools (ezPDF Reader 
Pro, iAnnotatePDF, GoodReader)
While none of these apps provide 

a single comprehensive document 
creation, rearrangement, annotation, 
and approval tool, users can use apps 
to meet most of their mobile PDF 
requirements.

PDF 
Readers
Th ere are a number of apps which read 
or create PDF fi les. Th ese tools basically 
display the electronic document as 
formatt ed, and do not permit the user 
to make notes, rearrange pages, or 
otherwise make changes to the fi le.

Some tools include a feature called 
refl ow, which helps overcome the small 
screen size of the device by reorganizing 
the text in a single column, screen-
optimized layout. Documents rendered 
to PDF electronically using tools like 
Acrobat Distiller or PDFMaker on 
Windows can generally use these tools, 
however, scanned images stored in 
PDF fi les generally cannot be reorga-
nized to make them easier to see on a 
small screen.

Some PDF readers also allow users 
to complete electronic forms on mobile 
devices, however, many tools do not 

support this functionality. Th ere are 
few, if any, tools which will allow 
creation of basic PDF forms on a 
tablet. Firms who would like to use 
tablets for client interviews should 
test their applications thoroughly 
to ensure that data can be collected, 
retained, and transmitt ed in an 
effi  cient and secure manner, as 
poorly deployed solutions can 
actually reduce the productivity 
of teams.

PDF Creation
Tools for creating electronic documents 
can generally be classifi ed as scanning 
tools (which capture and present an 
image of a document) or rendering 
tools (which arrange characters, pic-
tures, and other items in a manner 
similar to how it would be printed on 
paper), and both are available for 
mobile devices. A popular scanning 
app such as PDFScanner can utilize 
the built-in camera on mobile devices 
to take a picture of a document. While 
the quality and image format of the 
resulting fi le will not rise to the quality 
of a document captured with a scanner, 
the convenience of anytime, anywhere 
scanning is appealing to many users. 
A tool like Adobe CreatePDF for 
mobile will convert many common 

Office file types into searchable 
electronic documents, but will not 
enable any editing of the resulting fi les.

E-Signature Apps
Banks, real estate agents, and insurance 
companies are all migrating aggressively 
to electronic signature platforms like 
RPost, DocuSign, and EchoSign to 
reduce the need for documents to be 
printed and then scanned to capture 
an approval. Although some documents 
(most notably IRS Forms 8878 and 
8879) require manual signatures[1], 
many common documents such as 
contracts, engagement letters, and 
audit confi rmations can be electroni-
cally signed in a manner which is 
binding in state and federal courts.
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Brian Tankersley, CPA.CITP,
Technical Editor

Brian Tankersley is a Knoxville, Tennessee 

CPA and consultant whose practice is 

focused on technology consulting and 

training for accountants. Brian is a nationally 

recognized speaker with K2 Enterprises (k2e.

com), and blogs on accounting technology at 

CPATechBlog.com. Comments, suggestions, 

and errata are always welcome, and 

should be e-mailed to brian.tankersley@

CPAPracticeAdvisor.com.

M
any practitioners are using tablets, smartphones and other mobile devices 

in their practices. Although commercial software publishers are extending 

their offerings to include apps for these devices, many of the mobile 

business tools available for professional accountants offer very limited 

functionality. A good example of these constraints is evident in the wide 

range of PDF applications available for tablet PC’s.
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MONTHLY MICRO APPS

Some approaches (such as RPost) 
use web-based tools and do not require 
anything to be installed on the local 
device, but other systems such as 
DocuSign require the installation of 
a supporting application for a docu-
ment to be electronically signed. Th ere 
are some more basic applications such 
as SignMyPad Pro which utilize the 
maker’s fi nger (or a stylus) to create 
a signature on the device’s touch screen.

Light Editing Tools
Th e most commonly requested PDF 
Apps are the ones used for light 
document editing. My research reveals 
at least three tools which can be used 
to mark up existing PDF fi les: ezPD-
FReader Pro (Android), iAnnotate 
PDF (iOS only), and GoodReader 

(iOS only). Th e fi les can be marked 
with highlighting, lines, stars, pop-up 
comments, and some even include 
the ability to insert shapes and text 
boxes.

Although these tools will not 
replace the need for Adobe 
Acrobat on a personal computer, 
they bring some basic capabilities 
to mobile devices. Th e features 
of each of these apps vary sig-
nifi cantly, and are frequently 
updated, so users should test 
the capabilities of each app 
thoroughly before deploying 
them in a production situa-
tion.

Th e market for mobile 
PDF apps is changing 
rapidly, and although there 
is not a single solution 
which incorporates all of 
the functions needed by 

mobile professionals. A 
number of inexpensive solutions 

are available which perform basic 
tasks, and users who need more 
capabilities may need to use Adobe 
Acrobat on a personal computer until 
apps are available which emulate these 
capabilities on common mobile 
platforms.      

 [1] Source: IRS Pub 1345, Rev. 
03-2009, Pg. 27:[A practitioners 
permitted use of a facsimile 
signature] “does not alter the 
requirement that taxpayers must 
sign Forms 8879 and 8878 by 
handwritten signature .” 
(emphasis added)

iAnnotate PDF allows users to mark up Adobe PDF documents on 
an iPad.

THE FEATURES OF EACH OF THESE APPS VARY SIGNIFICANTLY, 

AND ARE FREQUENTLY UPDATED, SO USERS SHOULD TEST THE CAPABILITIES OF EACH APP 

THOROUGHLY BEFORE DEPLOYING THEM IN A PRODUCTION SITUATION.
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FROM THE TRENCHES

Many companies off er signifi cant 
discounts and benefi ts to accounting 
fi rms so the fi rms will recommend 
their products and services to their 
client base. Some of the programs 
represent simply a “free account” for 
the accountant, while others off er 
thousands of dollars of savings, 
special support queues, product 
training, and other benefi ts. For a 
complete listing, you can visit our 
resource at www.cpafi rmsoft ware.
com/cpaprograms.html. To name a 
few of the alternatives in the market, 
consider:
• Avalara Accountant Advantage Program

• Bill.com Accountant Program
• Concur Advisor Program
• FreshBooks BeanCounters United 

Program
• Intacct Partner Program
• QuickBooks ProAdvisor Program - Call 

888.250.7279 and use Discount Code: 
C87403

• Results Partner Program
• Sage Accountants Network
• SAP CPA Advisor Program
• SmartVault Affi  liate Program

A good rule to follow is to always join 
a vendor’s accountant program if you 
use their product. Th e programs listed 
above are all good in their own right, 
and represent publishers of products 
that are worth adding to your strategy 
if you do not have a relationship with 
them today.

Benefi ts in most programs include:
• Use of their software for free or at 

reduced rates
• Access to special support lines that are 

usually not available to non-members
• Access to training, oft en for CPE credit
• Discounts on software that can be 

passed on to clients or used for extra 
margin

• Installation and support services
• Participation in the publisher’s national 

conference
• Special installation methodology
• Practice Development aids

As most of us have learned, vendors 
oft en want to sell to our clients, not just 
our fi rms. Traditionally, we have tried 
to protect our clients from predatory 

sales practices. To our knowledge, the 
programs above are designed to help 
you service your clients bett er. Th ere 
are oft en collaborative capabilities built 
into these products so you can work 
directly with your clients on their data. 
Oft en there is a client dashboard that 
has easy access from your fi rm to one 
or more clients. Examples of collabora-
tive products include: Bill.com, Fresh-
Books, Intacct and SmartVault. Th ere 
are other products that have client 
interaction as well such as Accoun-
tantsWorld PowerPractice, Paychex 
SurePayroll or Xero.

Vendors who have created these 
programs frequently update or modify 
their programs to add benefi ts, and rarely 
take benefi ts away. Certainly a winner 
in the benefi t improvements category 
is Sage who has been adding more and 
more useful features to their program. 
Upper management had a recent discus-
sion with me about what could and 
should be added to the program. You 
can expect Sage to add additional features 
in their accountants program based on 
their philosophy, strategy and respect 
for accounting professionals in public 
practice. The company is going to 
extraordinary eff orts to improve their 
program and how they work with 
accountants. Read more for yourself at 
www.sageaccountantsnetwork.com/.

Another example of commitment 
to accountants is shown in the Concur 
Advisor Program at www.concur.com/
en-us/concur-advisor. Concur includes 
their expense management solution 
for up to two users, four hours of free 
online CPE courses, unlimited support, 
and discounts for your clients. Most 
accountant programs are designed to 
improve client service, and this program 
is no exception. Th e reason we recom-
mend most programs, though, are the 
benefi ts your fi rm can deliver to clients. 
For example with Concur, the client 
benefi ts include reduced time spent 
on expense reports, bett er tracking of 
employee spending, and reduced fraud 
risk.

A program that can help you grow 
your own practice by automating and 
controlling business development as 
well as growing your clients’ businesses 
is the Results Partner Program. You 
can see details on this program at: 
www.results-soft ware.com/Partner_
Resources/Partners/. Th is soft ware 
publisher has a Customer Relationship 
Management (CRM) product that 
integrates into Outlook, QuickBooks, 
SmartVault, and Constant Contact. 
Th ey provide installation services to 
help you get the product confi gured 
properly for your fi rm. Th is product is 
another great example of a product 
that you can use in your practice to 
track engagement opportunities. Cli-
ents can use Results CRM to produce 
quotes, manage sales pipelines and do 
more extensive business management. 
Th e Results CRM product extends 
your practice management product to 
properly track business development 
opportunities, and can be used stand-
alone or to extend your client’s 
QuickBooks installation to improve 
their customer service and sales 
capabilities. When a CRM product is 
used properly, it can improve both 
top-line and bott om-line dollars.

During 2012 you will see new pro-
grams introduced by even more pub-
lishers. The programs that will be 
introduced include products that you 
should use in your practice, and that you 
would pay for if they were not available 
in an accountant’s program. Expect most 
of these announcements between April 
15 and June 30, 2012. Consider and 
enroll in accountant programs that fi t 
your strategy and needs.   
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Randy Johnston 

Mr. Johnston is executive vice president 

and partner of K2 Enterprises and Network 

Management Group, Inc. 

He is a nationally recognized educator, 

consultant and writer with over 30 years’ 

experience. He can be contacted at 

randy.johnston@cpapracticeadvisor.com. 

P
ersonally, I try not to be lazy, but philosophically, I 

do not like to waste time, money or effort. Perhaps 

you have a similar attitude about these three items. 

Conserving time, money and effort in addition to 

getting benefi ts of superior technical support as well 

as marketing are among the key reasons you should review your 

eligibility for programs targeting tax & accounting professionals.

Which Accountant Programs Are For You?
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Th e American Institute of Certifi ed 
Public Accountants recommends that 
every accounting fi rm carry professional 
liability and E&O insurance to protect 
the fi rm from the potential liability 
that comes with some of the more 
complicated tax and accounting work. 

Businesses and individuals rely on tax 
and accounting professionals for 
fi nancial advice, estate planning, tax 
preparation and filing, audits and 
various other fi nancial transactions.

Shayna B. Chapman, CPA, Managing 
Member of Chapman & Burris CPAs 
LLC in Ohio agrees with the AICPA 
that tax and accounting practices should 
have some type of professional liability 
insurance.

“I can’t imagine not having insurance 
or why a fi rm would opt not to carry 
it,” she said. “It makes sense to have 
insurance. It gives you a safety net. 
Personally I want to know that I’m 
covered in case something happens.”

Th e fi rm, which off ers accounting, 
taxation and business consulting 
services, has always carried insurance 
as long as Chapman can remember. 
Today, it is required by the state of 
Ohio because the fi rm has three CPAs. 
Ohio requires that any practice with 
two or more partners carry professional 
liability insurance. The amount of 
insurance required varies depending 
on the number of partners. However, 
she notes that the fi rm carried liability 
insurance when it was a sole proprietor-
ship as well.

A practice may fi nd that its insurance 
rates increase as a result of broadening 
the scope of its services to include 
more complicated areas, such as 
fi nancial and estate planning and advice. 
Th is is due to the fact that these areas 
carry greater room for errors, putt ing 
professionals at a signifi cant risk for 
malpractice claims. Potential liabilities 
that may arise during the course of 
business include:
• Accounting errors
• Data entry errors
•  Failure to follow Generally Accepted 

Accounting Principles
•  Failure to follow Generally Accepted 

Auditing Standards
• Improper or incorrect tax advice
• Failure to maintain appropriate 

documentation
• Failure to perform background 

search
• Failure to maintain appropriate 

safeguards
• Failure to complete appropriate 

forms
• Failure to perform appropriate 

peer review
• Failure to detect fraud
• Failure to meet deadlines

Carrying professional liability or 
E&O insurance will provide profes-
sionals with coverage for any claims 
made against them for negligence, error 
or omission while performing profes-
sional tax and accounting services. 
When shopping for insurance, it’s 
important to weigh coverage against 
the needs of the practice. Chapman 
suggests looking what’s being off ered 
and the quality of the coverage.

“Of course we look at price because 
we have to be able to aff ord the coverage,” 
says Chapman. “But we also look at the 
kind of protection they will provide. 
It’s important that they off er protection 
for the services that we provide to our 

clients and the technology that we use.”
Chapman & Burris hasn’t had to 

access their insurance and they have 
been able to resolve issues without 
needing to use the insurance, according 
to Chapman. However, she still believes 
that it’s a great investment for fi rms 
even if they never use it.

“Liability insurance is a good mar-
keting tool for fi rms,” says Chapman. 
“When meeting with a potential client, 
you can say, ‘We are going to provide 
the best possible service to you. And 
in the event that something does go 
wrong, we’re covered up to this amount 
to protect you.’ It gives the client 
confi dence in you.”

She also suggest clients ask profes-
sionals about their insurance coverage 
before they start working together. It’s 
important for clients to know what type 
of protection their tax or accounting 
professional can off er.

Th ere are many avenues available 
that provide professional liability and 
E&O insurance for fi rms. For example, 
the AICPA offers several insurance 
plans through AON which include 
options for professional liability, 
employment practices liability and 
specialty coverage for unique insurance 
needs. Professionals that are interested 
in acquiring or modifying their insurance 
coverage can consult with one of the 
insurance companies listed at the bott om 
of this article or check with their local 
state CPA association for a list of 
companies that serve their area.   

INSURANCE

E&O Insurance:
Providing a Safety Net for Your Practice
Insurance Can Help with Risk Management and Business Continuity.

D
oes your fi rm carry errors and omissions or 

professional liability insurance? Are you 

properly insured in the event a malpractice suit 

arises? Chances are your fi rm carries some 

type of professional liability insurance, as many 

states, or state societies, require coverage. However, if your 

practice is currently uninsured, now’s a good time to review 

and evaluate your professional insurance needs.

E&O AND PROFESSIONAL 
LIABILITY INSURANCE 
PROVIDERS:
 » Camico (800) 652-1772
www.camico.com/portal/server.pt

 » AICPA (AON)
www.cpai.com/business-insurance/ 

 » Nationwide (888) 490-1549
www.nationwide.com/accounting-offi ce-
business-insurance.jsp

 » CNA (312) 822-5000
www.cna.com/portal/site/cna

 » Neace Lukens (877) 632-2358
www.neacelukens.com/

 » CPA Mutual (800) 543-3029
www.cpamutual.com

 » Mitchell & Mitchell 
Insurance Agency, Inc.  (877) 747-8705
http://michellandmitchell.com

 » Landy (800) 336-5422
www.landy.com/index.html

 » Pearl Insurance (800) 447-4982
www.pearlinsurance.com/products/apl/

 » NAPLIA (866) 262-7542
www.naplia.com/Accountants/index.shtml

By Taija Jenkins,
Associate Editor

Taija is the Associate Editor for 

CPA Practice Advisor, managing 

the website and weekly newsletter, 

CPA Weekly Advisor. She is a 

graduate of Bradley University. Taija 

can be reached at taija.jenkins@

cpapracticeadvisor.com or follow her 

on Twitter @TaijaJenkins.
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L
isa Richards has been 
i n  t h e  t a x  a n d 
accounting game for 
many years, so she is 
more than aware of 
the time investment 
and frustration that 
c a n  c o m e  w i t h 

working with the IRS.“Handling IRS 
issues for clients has traditionally been 
difficult and time consuming. The 
process can be slow and complex, and 
that does not go over well with clients 
who are anxiously waiting for a reso-
lution, and want it now. It has been 
hard for clients to wait, and understand 
how long it sometimes takes to get 
the notice resolved,” stated Richards.

Adding to the issue, this year the 
IRS is stepping up eff orts to collect. 
Due to the growing tax gap (an esti-
mated $345 billion), fi rms can expect 
far more client IRS notices coming 
through the door. To give accounting 
professionals a clear picture of what 
is to come, consider that since 2001 
notice volume has increased 
670%—and it is projected to rise in 
2012.

“Once a client receives an IRS notice 

for whatever reason, the subsequent 
notices are coming in every 30 days 
like clockwork. Th e IRS has escalated 
the turnaround timeframe across the 
board, resulting in the ‘crossing in the 
mail’ syndrome if you do not answer 
the notice immediately upon receipt,” 
Richards stated. “Almost always, the 
notice requires research, which makes 
it more diffi  cult to answer it immedi-
ately and stay within the window for 
response before the next lett er is kicked 
out of the IRS system.” Richards is not 
surprised by the increase in notices. 
Having been in the IRS representation 
business for 26 years, she’s followed 
the trend carefully. Her main concern 
has always been focused on resolution 
for the client, as well as creating an 
internal process to make IRS work 
easier. To accomplish both, she 
researched and implemented an 
advanced IRS response applica-
tion—Beyond415.“Dealing with the 
IRS is time-consuming. Th ere is so 
much information to dig through to 
ensure that you understand the issue; 
have the right client information, 
documentation, forms, worksheets, 
and addresses; draft  the response lett er 

correctly; and everything else that 
goes along with resolving a notice,” 
stated Richards. “Until recently, there 
were no IRS-specifi c issue management 
applications to simplify the process 
of working with the IRS. However, 
within the last few months, I discovered 
Beyond415, and it’s been a true game 
changer.”

Building a Lucrative 
New Revenue Stream
With the rise in IRS notices, Lisa 
Richards fully expects more clients 
coming through her door. She also 
knows every client will want their issue 
resolved in a timely manner. Until 
recently this has always been a major 
concern because handling IRS notices 
took so much time. But today, with 
the right technology in place, Richard’s 
vision is to increase her fi rm’s IRS 
representation workload and solve 
client IRS issues timely and eff ectively.

“I currently have 25 IRS cases in 
progress,” Richards stated. “And I 
welcome many more, because I now 
have the technology in place to 
streamline the workfl ow. Th e process 
within the application [Beyond415] 
is so organized and comprehensive. I 
can fi nd any type worksheet I need, 
get regular IRS updates, and access a 
tremendous amount of IRS practice 
and procedure ‘functioning’ related 
research all in the same app. It’s never 
been this easy to deal with IRS issues, 
which means I can handle more cases 
in less time.”

Richards’ goal is to signifi cantly 
grow her IRS representation client 
base. “Th is will become a major new 
revenue stream for my fi rm. I can easily 
triple the number of cases I have now, 
process them efficiently and cost 
eff ectively, and most importantly have 

all the proper documentation at my 
fi ngertips. I can accomplish this with 
minimal additional staff and tech 
outlay.”

Since implementing the IRS 
response system in December 2011, 
the process for completing and docu-
menting IRS work has vastly improved. 
Richards spends far less time on trying 
to stay organized, follow up, and 
research, which translates into higher 
realization rates.

“I discovered the application just 
months ago, and it has made my life 
so much easier. Th e system is packed 
with valuable templates, explanations, 
practice tips, pop-up reminder notes, 
and a secure client portal. It also off ers 

GREAT PRACTICES

Demystifying the IRS
Simplifying IRS representation services by 

partnering with the right technology.

LISA EDWARDS RICHARDS PC, CPA

22 A il 2012 CPAP ti Ad i

STATS AT A GLANCE
Year founded: 1989

Total employees: 3

Home base: Deer Park, TX

Firm website: lisarichardscpa.com

Firm description: Offers tax, accounting, and business consulting 
services

Technology of Choice: Beyond415, Drake, EZ Acct, QuickBooks, 
Sage Business Works
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a comprehensive knowledgebase of 
general IRS procedure. Th ere is nothing 
else like it.”

In 2012, Richards’ plan is to be the 
“go-to” fi rm for clients that require 
expert IRS representation.

Education and 
Research Are Key
Richards shared that her IRS expertise 
has been the result of years of manual, 
time-consuming research. She has 
spent hours on the phone, in person 
at the local IRS offi  ces, writing lett ers, 
and building relationships in order to 
get her cases handled eff ectively. Th en 
one day, that all changed.

“Th is all started with an online CPE 

course I took through Drake, which 
was hosted by the IRS experts who 
developed the Beyond415 application. 
Th e course covered the top 40 IRS 
notices…explained the diff erent types, 
when certain notices come out, why 
clients receive them, how to address 
them, and more. It was incredibly 
helpful information,” stated Richards. 
“I then took a look at the application 
and was impressed right off  the bat.”

Richards explained the depth of 
detailed research within the program. 
“I can get any question about a notice 
answered, fi nd the proper methodology 
for response, and keep track of it within 
the system. It’s so easy; the system 
guides you step by step through the 
process. Th e research functionality 
for IRS notices is out of this world.”

Richards specifi cally mentioned 
research in relation to Form 7216 – 
Consent to Disclosure. Th ere is no 
question that many practitioners still 
fi nd the when, why, and which level 
to secure the 7216 confusing, and 
Richards is one of them.

“Form 7216 is a tricky one, and if 
not used properly puts my fi rm at risk 
of non-compliance. But now I don’t 
have to worry about that because 
Beyond415 provides all the informa-
tion about 7216 that I need to make 
a decision on what level I need,” 

Richards explained. “They [the 
application’s developers] really thought 
through everything that an accounting 
professional needs. I feel like they have 
my back.”

Ready and Waiting
Because the IRS is on a mission to 
close the tax gap, fi rms will continue 
to see a rise in notices. And whether 
it’s an individual or a small business 
client, nothing strikes fear in the heart 
more than a notice from the Internal 
Revenue Service. In the role of trusted 
advisor, clients will look to their 
accounting professional for help—and 
no doubt expect a fast and pain-free 
resolution process.

In years past, a quick resolution 
wasn’t necessarily realistic. Th e level 
of complexity in research and draft ing 
of lett ers typically meant a slow and 
frustrating process. For fi rms like Lisa 
Richard’s, this gave little hope for 
building a profi table business from 
IRS representation work. But not 
anymore…

“I’m loaded for bear,” Richards 
stated. “I have this powerful technology 
in place to help me solve my client 
IRS issues quickly and cost eff ectively. 
It’s like a dream come true.   

Kristy Short, Ed.D

Kristy is a partner in RootWorks Communications (RootWorks.com)   

and president of SAS Communications 360 

(SAScommunications360.com) — fi rms dedicated to providing 

practice management education, branding, marketing, and public 

relations services to the accounting profession. She is also a 

professor of English and marketing at University of Phoenix and Cleary 

University. You can reach her at kristy.short@cpapracticeadvisor.com.

Business Accounting & 
Tax Services
•  Computerized Monthly Accounting Ser-

vices, Payroll

•  Reviews and Compilations of Financial 

Statements

•  Business Tax, Payroll Tax, Sales Tax  and 

Franchise Tax Preparation

•  Harris County Property Renditions

•  Other Government Compliance Issues and 

Forms

Business Development 
Consulting
•  Management and Turnaround Advisory 

Services 

•  Computer Software & Systems

•  New Business Start Up, Tax Planning and 

Research

•  Retirement Plan Selection, Business Entity 

Type Selection Issues (Corp., S Corp., 

LLC/CLP)

•  Loan Packages and Minority Certifi cations

•  Tax Audits and Collection Representation

•  Internal Revenue Service, State of Texas 

relating to Sales & Franchise Tax

•  Texas Workforce Commission and Labor 

Board Disputes

•  Insurance Audits for Business Premiums, 

Harris County Property Tax Disputes

Business Owner and 
Individual Personal Services

•  Retirement and Financial Stategies, Estate 

Planning, Business Succession Strategies

•  Asset Protection Issues, Estimated Tax 

Computations

•  Individual Tax Return Preparation, Tax 

Planning

If you’d like us to consider 
sharing your fi rm’s story of 

innovation in a future issue, go 
to www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.

com/great-practices and 
complete the short form.

We’d love to hear from you.

“ADDING VALUE TO 
YOUR BOTTOM LINE”

I CAN GET ANY QUESTION ABOUT A NOTICE ANSWERED, FIND 

THE PROPER METHODOLOGY FOR RESPONSE, AND KEEP TRACK 

OF IT WITHIN THE SYSTEM. IT’S SO EASY; THE SYSTEM GUIDES 

YOU STEP BY STEP THROUGH THE PROCESS. THE RESEARCH 

FUNCTIONALITY FOR IRS NOTICES IS OUT OF THIS WORLD.
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MANAGEMENT ESSENTIALS

As I can attest from 
experience in running 
my fi rm for over 20 years, 
it is a thankless job. I just 
took a deep breath and 
jumped in. The best 
feedback that most of us 
get is from other man-
aging partners and from 
benchmarking ourselves 
against other fi rms. Th ere 
are not too many places 
to turn for help.

Managing Par

M
ost of us are thrust into the Managing Partner role in our fi rms 

with little or no training or coaching. Who teaches you to be 

an effective MP? How do you know if you’re performing well? 

Your partners won’t tell you. If you’re new to the job, do you 

just do it the same way as your predecessor? Is that the 

best approach for the fi rm? Who will mentor you?
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MANAGEMENT ESSENTIALS

Whether you are new at the job or 
a veteran, here is an approach to 

organizing the job into six 

buckets that will help you. It is how I 
approached the responsibilities and 
it lends itself to dividing and con-
quering with the ability to delegate 
some responsibilities.

Here are my six buckets:
RUNNING THE BUSINESS. I’m not 
going to list all of the duties here but 
it runs the gamut from cash manage-
ment, to HR, to technology, to facili-
ties management and on and on. In 
another writing I will get into more 
of this. But honestly, this is the easy 
stuff (relatively speaking). It is 
important and it has to get done but 
you don’t have to do it. Th is is the job 
of your fi rm administrator with your 
oversight and appropriate involvement. 
If your fi rm is too small to have a fi rm 
administrator then push as much of 
this to a competent admin person as 
you can.

CLIENT SERVICE / NEW BUSINESS. 
Most of us, unless we are in very large 
fi rms, still have a client book to serve 
and still have a responsibility to bring 
in new business. I have a couple of 
observations for you. First, if you are 
carrying a similar client load as the 
rest of your partners and have similar 
charge hours, you are not doing your 

job as the Managing Partner of the 
fi rm. Sorry, but you cannot do the job 
on top of everything else. My sugges-

tion is that you move some of the book 
and the hours to others in exchange 
for some protection from the firm 
since we all know that for most CPAs 
our book is our security blanket. 
Second, remember that as the managing 
partner your new business results don’t 
have to necessarily come one client at 
a time. You should also be looking for 
opportunities to add growth to the 
fi rm through acquisition of high level 
people and/or other practices.

PARTNER ISSUES. Now we’re starting 
to have fun! This bucket includes 
partner coaching and goal sett ing, the 
fi rm’s partner compensation process, 
partner retirements, new partner 
mentoring, high level lateral hires, 
partner buy ins and outs, partner 
employment agreements, etc. Th is 
bucket is all about you with some 
limited help from your fi rm adminis-
trator. Th ese are some of the most 
important things that you do as the 
MP and this area is very time intensive 
if done well. It is also very personal 
and potentially very rewarding.

FIRM GOVERNANCE. Every fi rm is 
a litt le diff erent but there is a gover-
nance structure, either formal or 
informal, in place. It is the MP’s job 

to keep it working, to get the right 
people in the right slots and to know 
when it is time for adjustments or 

changes. For instance, in my fi rm we 
had Executive Board meetings at least 
quarterly, periodic full partner 
meetings, two planning retreats per 
year, and lot’s of communication in 
between the meetings. It was my 
responsibility as MP to see that agendas 
were developed, to run the meetings, 
to distribute minutes and to follow up 
and hold people accountable to be 
sure that decisions made got imple-
mented. You can get admin help to 
chase a lot of this down but if this is 
not functioning well in your fi rm, look 
in the mirror.

STRATEGIC THINKING. I know that 
no one taught us how to do it but as 
the MP, it is our job to think strategi-
cally about and for the fi rm. It’s big 
picture thinking; it’s the view from 

30,000 feet; it’s challenging what we 
are doing and how we’re doing it. If 
you don’t do it, who will? Th is bucket 
includes fi rm M&A activity, strategic 
hires, firm growth, firm markets, 
services, niches, etc. Your job is not 
to have the answers. Your job is to ask 
the questions, challenge your partner 
group, and nudge them to action when 
appropriate.

OUTSIDE FIRM VOICE. As the MP 
you are the face of the fi rm in many 
ways. This bucket includes media 
relations, spokesperson for the fi rm, 
host for fi rm events, representing the 
firm at community events, firm 
association representative, state society 
and AICPA representation and 
probably many others unique to your 
fi rm. Some of these can be delegated 
but most MP’s that I know carry much 
of this.

Th e MP role in your fi rm is a tough 
job. I hope that my six buckets will 
help you organize your work life and 
your priorities a litt le bit bett er. Th e 
demographics tell us that there will 
be a great deal of turnover of MP’s 
in the next several years. Are you 
ready?   

rtner 101
 — Just What Exactly is the Job?

By Gary Adamson, CPA.CITP

Gary is the President of Adamson Advisory, specializing in practice 

management consulting for CPA fi rms. He is an Indiana University 

graduate and has extensive hands on experience as the recent 

managing partner of a top 200 CPA fi rm. He can be reached at 

(765)488.0691 or gadamson@adamsonadvisory.com. For more 

about Adamson Advisory, visit @adamsonadvisory or follow the 

company at www.adamsonadvisory.com/blog and www.twitter.com/

adamsonadvisory.

THE BEST FEEDBACK THAT MOST OF US GET IS FROM OTHER MANAGING PARTNERS 

AND FROM BENCHMARKING OURSELVES AGAINST OTHER FIRMS.
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THE BLEEDING EDGE

The New ‘Fru’

No, I am not crazy enough to go to 
Alaska in January, when they are still 
trying to cut through the ice to get 
heating oil to the besieged city of 
Nome. Th e ATA held its annual winter 
meeting in Hawaii.

Th e salient point is not about my 
words of wisdom to the gathering, but 
the even greater wisdom of the 
speaker who preceded me, John 
Martin, CEO of the Southeastern 
Institute of Research. In a startling 90 
minutes, John outlined the evolving 
cultural shift s in the United States and 
the differences between the four 
major generations alive in the United 
States today – the Greatest Genera-
tion of World War II fame; the Baby 
Boomers of the post-war years; 
Generation X; and Generation Y.

He spoke in particular of what is 
happening today, which has great 
relevance to both technology and to 

the accounting industry. A trend he 
calls, “Th e New Fru.” According to 
Martin, this is the movement driven 
by the economy of the past decade 
that has ushered in a new type of 
frugality.

We no longer buy a new car every 
year. Perhaps every decade, but not 
every year. We use our smartphones 
to comparison shop. We fi x broken 
things instead of throwing them away 
in favor of a new one. And we demand 
products that can be fi xed.

Th is is a startling departure from 
the past 50 years, decades in which 
planned product obsolescence and 
replacement was the central core of 
manufacturing. It drives a stake 
through the heart of the 18-month 
soft ware development cycle, and the 
two-year replacement cycle for cell 
phones. And it could have an enor-
mous impact on imports from Asia, 
where product quality is less impor-
tant than lower cost.

Nor is this cultural shift  expected 
to change as the Gen X and Y people 
become the dominant generations in 

our society. While it is not true that 
coming generations will have a lesser 
lifestyle than ours, it is true that their 
lifestyle will be diff erent. Already, we 
have seen the impact as people stay 
home more, grow their own gardens, 
do their own home remodeling and 
even divorce rates fall. We’re not only 
holding on to our cars longer, but our 
spouses.

Th ere is even a handbook to the 
New Fru – Chris Farrell’s Th e New 
Frugality, available on Amazon.com 
and as a Kindle ebook. It outlines the 
approach the new generation is taking 
to a wide range of activities, including 
whether to buy or rent a home; how 
to plan for retirement; which college 
to select for your children and 
grandchildren; and which charities to 
donate to.

Th e impact this will have on the 
accounting industry could be enor-
mous, and I would submit we are 
beginning to see it played out now:
• Wealth management clients are 

taking a more hands-on approach 
to their portfolios. They are 
demanding a more active role in the 
decisions. Th ey want bett er, faster, 
online updates to their plans.

• Mechanical accounting functions 
like payroll, bookkeeping, and 
bank recording are in decline. 
More small companies are doing 
these chores for themselves, and 

systems to help them do it (a.k.a. 
QuickBooks) are rapidly gaining 
market share.

• Th e majority of accounting soft -
ware is moving online to a SaaS 
model. Th is is faster, more effi  cient, 
more accessible and more frugal 
than 18-month update cycles and 
patching by disk or CD.

• People are once again hanging on 
to computers for more than a 
two- or three-year cycle. That 
means that the emphasis is again on 
repairs, patches and updates for 
older systems and soft ware. Win-
dows XP remains the most widely 
used operating system in the world, 
even aft er being offi  cially abandoned 
by Microsoft . Other soft ware ven-
dors are vexed by the failure of their 
users to buy and install updates.

• Th e hott est trends in accounting 
technology follow the pattern. 
Document Management to reduce 
storage costs and use of paper. 
Cloud computing for the same 
reasons. ERP and CPM to focus 
services on strong corporate deci-
sion making and eff ective commu-
nications with clients and vendors.

• Work with a non-profi t? You had 
best read the book first, because 
charities and non-profi ts that ignore 
the changes in att itudes will see a 
sharp decline in donations.
As professionals, it is very easy to 

2266 ApApririll 20201212  •  wwwww.w.CPCPAPAPraractcticiceAeA

Dave McClure

Mr. McClure is a consultant and widely 

published writer on technology issues. 

He can be contacted at dave.mcclure@

cpapracticeadvisor.com

A 
few weeks ago it was my pleasure to speak 

with the members of the Alaska Telephone 

Association about the issues surrounding 

broadband in their state and nationwide.

26,27 McClure_rcC2_F.indd   2626,27 McClure_rcC2_F.indd   26 3/14/12   2:34 PM3/14/12   2:34 PM



April 2012  •  www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com       27

have all of our att ention taken by the 
realities of today. Th e changes in tax 
laws. New best practices. Th e needs of 
our clients. But the reality is that we 
must also watch the more general 
trends in society and how they will 
aff ect us.

Th ings like the “Occupy” movement. 
Th e rising sales numbers for handguns 
and shotguns. Th e number of million-
aires and billionaires who, according to 
the US Census Bureau, are fl eeing the 
United States and taking their families 
and money with them. Th e not-so-rosy 
future for eBooks. Perhaps even changes 
in bridal fashions.

And maybe that’s a good reason for 
this magazine and this column to exist.

Reality Check
A compendium of ideas, products, rants 
and raves from the viewpoint of the 
author. Not that the author has no 
fi nancial interests in any of the products 
mentioned. Feel free to disagree, or to 
share your ideas by sending them to 
dave.mcclure@cpapracticeadvisor.
com.

Internet Site of the Month,  
Southeastern Institute of Research. 
(htt p://www.SIRresearch.com). As 
noted above in the column, CEO John 

Martin has some terrifi c research on 
the new frugality and coming genera-
tions – and what it will mean to the 
people of those generations. You may 
also want to invite him to your state 
CPA society meeting as a speaker.

Th e Simple Dollar
www.thesimpledollar.com
 Looking for a quick primer on the new 
frugality? Trent Hamm’s blog site, Th e 
Simple Dollar, lays it out quickly and 
easily. Pay special att ention to “Trent’s 
14 Money Rules” for a quick checklist.

Internet Kill Switch 
Th e Obama Administration is pushing 
for Cybersecurity legislation that 
would give the Federal government the 
ability to shut down the Internet and 

even private networks in a time of 
national unrest. Kind of like North 
Korea does. Really. Look for a bill to 
pop up in the Senate in 2012, and to 
meet fi erce resistance.

Pinterest
www.pinterest.com
Okay, admit it. You’ve never heard of 
this website. But brace yourself, because 
this is the hott est new social media site 
on the planet, according to ComScore, 
which says it reached the 10-million-
unique-visitors rate faster than any 
stand-alone web site. Ever. Still in beta, 
with its funky blend of pictures, prod-
ucts, retail sites and cupcakes. Facebook 
should be very afraid.

Phony 4G 
Products
In mid-January, 
the IEEE finally 

approved the defi -
nition that w i l l 

specify requirements for 

4G devices. January?? You heard right. 
So what about all those “4G” products 
you’ve been buying for the past two 
years? Well, that was just a marketing 
gimmick to sell you 3G products under 
the 4G name. And that means that we 
won’t see real 4G products for months 
to come, if ever. Feel like a sucker yet?

Microsoft ’s Leap Year
On February 29, at the World Mobile 
Congress in Barcelona, Spain, 
Microsoft  introduced the consumer 
beta version of its Windows 8 oper-
ating system. Th e Windows 8 Con-
sumer Preview event timing would be 
consistent with an October release of 
the operating system. Why download 
the Preview? For starters, the famous 
Start Button is missing from this 
version…  

WE NO LONGER BUY A NEW CAR EVERY YEAR. PERHAPS EVERY DECADE, BUT NOT EVERY YEAR. 

WE USE OUR SMARTPHONES TO COMPARISON SHOP. WE FIX BROKEN THINGS INSTEAD OF THROWING 

THEM AWAY IN FAVOR OF A NEW ONE. AND WE DEMAND PRODUCTS THAT CAN BE FIXED.

THE BLEEDING EDGE
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SUCCESSFUL SMALL BUSINESS CONSULTING

Merchant Account Options for 
Small Businesses

In addition to the growth in volume 
of credit card transactions, we’re seeing 
an explosion of new technologies that 
businesses can choose from to allow 
their customers to pay for goods and 
services.

It wasn’t long ago that debit cards, 
prepaid credit cards, rewards/gift 
cards, were unheard of, and the pace 
of adoption of these new payment 
methods is mind boggling. So with 
new customer expectations and new 
technology platforms, small business 
owners have several options for how 
they will collect money from their 
customers.

Merchant Accounts
A merchant account is relationship a 
business creates with a bank that 
underwrites the risks and provides 
transaction services to merchants. When 
you set up a merchant account, you 
oft en don’t talk directly with a bank, 
but instead to an independent reseller 
or merchant processing company such 

as First Data, or to an Internet gateway 
such as Authorize.net. However, there 
is always a bank behind a merchant 
account. Banks are always involved 
with merchant accounts because credit 
card transactions always involve an 
EFT transfer of funds between banks.

How Credit Card Trans-
actions are Processed
If the purchaser uses a credit card, the 
transaction creates a transfer from the 
purchaser’s credit card account 
at their issuing bank, to the 
merchant’s bank, resulting in 
a higher balance due from the 
customer to their bank. Simi-
larly, if the purchaser uses a 
debit card, the transaction 
creates a transfer from the 
purchaser’s checking account 
at their issuing bank, to the 
merchant’s bank, resulting in 
a lower balance in their 
checking account.

Of course there are fees 

involved, and there are other parties 
involved such as card associations (Visa, 
American Express, MasterCard, Dis-
cover, and others), the processors (First 
Data, Payment Tech, and others), and 
the internet gateways (Authorize.net, 
PayPal, and others), all of whom provide 
services to authorize and process 
transactions. So to expand on the 
example above, when a purchaser uses 
a credit card, the transaction is swiped 
on a POS terminal or entered into an 
eCommerce shopping cart. Th at initi-
ates a secure communication with an 
internet gateway and/or a processor, 
which, if the transaction is approved 
will initiate the transfer from the pur-
chaser’s credit card account at their 
issuing bank to the merchant’s bank. 
And the gateway and/or processor 
charges a fee for their services, usually 
a monthly fee, possibly combined with 
transaction fees.
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O
ver the past several decades, credit card usage has grown steadily, both in the 

number of transactions and the dollar volume. According to the GAO (GAO-10-

45, Nov 19, 2009), between 1993 and 2007, credit card usage grew from 11 

billion transactions, representing $620 billion dollars to 29 billion transactions, 

representing $1.9 trillion. The following data collected by www.creditcards.com 

shows the dollar volumes by card issuer during 2010, totaling nearly $2.9 trillion.

Issuer 2010 Purchases (billions) % Share Source

American Express $131.0  5% American Express

Discover cards $92.5  3% Discover

MasterCard credit $479.0  17% MasterCard

MasterCard debit $333.0  12% MasterCard

Visa credit $809.0  28% Visa

Visa debit  $1,050.0  36% Visa

Total  $2,894.5
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How to Obtain a 
Merchant Account
Th ere are several options for obtaining 
a merchant account. Th e best place to 
start is to talk with your bank because 
you will probably get the best discount 
rate (a fee you pay for each transaction, 
varying from 2 percent-4 percent or 
so) by working directly with the bank 
who knows your business account 
history. Assuming that’s an impressive 
story, your bank will probably bend 
over backwards to help you obtain a 
merchant account. However, if that 
doesn’t work, you should contact one 
of the many merchant processors or 
gateway companies that I’ve listed 
below. Or, you can search the Internet 
for Merchant Gateways and you’ll fi nd 
several options.

Note that you’ll be asked for several 
items to qualify for an account. You’ll 
need to provide your expected average 
credit card sale amount, the total 
expected revenue from credit card 
sales, and information about whether 
you’ll directly swipe cards (card present 
transactions), or if you’ll be accepting 
credit cards over the phone or on your 
Web site (card not present transac-
tions). Th is information is used to 
determine the “risk” for your account, 
and in turn it determines the rates and 
fees you’ll be required to pay for credit 
card transactions.

Once you’re set up, you should be 
able to start accepting credit cards 

within a week or so from your applica-
tion date.

If your business is unable to qualify 
for a merchant account, or if you just 
don’t want to, there are still several 
ways of accepting credit cards without 
a merchant account. Th e fees are higher, 
but if only a small number of sales are 
by credit card, you might not really 
need to set up your own merchant 
account. In that case, there are several 
options including Google Checkout 
(www.google.com), PayPal (www.
paypal.com), or Square (www.squareup.
com).

Handling Credit Card 
Transactions in the 
Accounting System

In my January 2012 column (www.
CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/10452665), 
I introduced the concept of “Lego 
Mastery.” Th e process of integrating 
eCommerce shopping carts 
and merchant accounts into 
the accounting system is a 
perfect example of why 
accountants and consultants 
need to develop Lego mas-
tery skills that prepare us to 
identify the right pieces of 
the (“chunkifi ed”) business 
processes and connect them 
together to make a cohesive, 
efficient system for the 
business.

Dealing with credit card 

payments from customers requires 
additional setup, workflows, and 
reconciliation steps for the bookkeeper. 
Depending on which merchant account 
you select, you’ll add diff erent steps 
to the bookkeeping work fl ow. For 
example, if you use QuickBooks, and 
you use the Intuit Merchant Service 
for QuickBooks, you’ll experience a 
fairly streamlined process for the 
bookkeeper that is well-integrated 
from the Sales Receipts or Payment 
transactions all the way through to the 
bank deposits and bank reconciliation. 
However, if you have a Web Store 
shopping cart that is not compatible 
with Intuit’s gateway, you may have 
separate workfl ows for phone orders 
and Web store orders.

Similarly, if you use Sage 50 (for-
merly Peachtree) and Sage Payment 
Solutions, you’ll experience streamlined 
processing of credit cards and deposits 
in Sage 50. And of course, integrating 
non-Sage Payment gateways may also 
present workfl ow challenges for the 
bookkeeper.

Th e issue of separate workfl ows for 
phone vs. Web store orders, and the 
use of gateways not directly integrated 

with the accounting soft ware could 
cause a signifi cant challenge for your 
staff , so by all means, look deeply at 
this issue before selecting your Web 
Store shopping cart solution and your 
payment gateway.

No matt er which merchant solution 
you decide to go with, adding credit 
card payment options for your cus-
tomers should result in a dramatic 
increase in customer satisfaction, 
reduced accounts receivable balances 
and increased revenues. Even if you 
don’t get your own merchant account, 
it’s worth fi nding the right solution 
that makes it possible for customers 
to pay you by credit card.

If you’re concerned about the costs 
of a merchant account, note that it is 
a very competitive marketplace so 
check out the merchant account 
providers’ websites. Each business has 
diff erent needs and by researching 
carefully, you should be able to fi nd a 
great solution at a reasonable cost.

Here is a short list of Payment 
Gateways and Merchant Processors 
to help you begin your research:

CCBill (www.ccbill.com)

CCNow (www.ccnow.com)

Google Checkout (http://checkout.
google.com)

Intuit Payment Solutions 
(http://payments.intuit.com)

Kagi (www.kagi.com)

PayPal (www.paypal.com)

ProPay (www.propay.com)

RegNow (www.regnow.com)

Sage Payment Solutions 
(www.sagepayments.com)  

NO MATTER WHICH MERCHANT SOLUTION YOU DECIDE TO GO 

WITH, ADDING CREDIT CARD PAYMENT OPTIONS FOR YOUR 

CUSTOMERS SHOULD RESULT IN A DRAMATIC INCREASE IN 

CUSTOMER SATISFACTION, REDUCED ACCOUNTS RECEIVABLE 

BALANCES AND INCREASED REVENUES.

SUCCESSFUL SMALL BUSINESS CONSULTING
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