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By Gail Perry, CPA, Editor-In-ChiefFROM THE EDITOR

I attend many of these conferences 
during the year, often as a speaker, 
moderator, or panel member, in 
addition to helping to staff the CPA 
Practice Advisor booth on the exhibit 
hall floor. In my various roles at these 
events, I cross paths with many 
accountants and frequently ask what 
keeps them up at night. I also sit in on 
many of the education sessions and 
listen to the questions and concerns 
voiced by other attendees.

There is a theme, a direction, a 
current that f lows through every 
conference, every session, every weary 
pair of eyes that look around the lec-
ture room and the ex hibit hal l, 
seemingly asking without saying out 
loud, “Am I the only one here who 
doesn’t know where to start?”

We are in the middle of a flood of 
solutions to our problems, tools to 
make our lives easier and better. In 
fact, we’re almost drowning in this 
tidal wave of technology. But don’t get 
me wrong - this isn’t a bad thing. And 

it’s not even too much of a good thing. 
It’s just kind of overwhelming.

Tell me one thing you’d like to 
change about your accounting prac-
tice, or your life - and more and more 
we’re lumping all of that together 
because we no longer discuss work/
life balance (that’s so early 2000s) - 
today it’s work/life blend, or just life 
that happens to have work in it - the 
borders are down and thanks to easy 
communication and transparency in 

social media (you do tweet and text, 
don’ t you?), we really don’t know 
where work stops and everything else 
begins, because actually it doesn’t.

Name that one thing and I’ll give 
ten options for how to make the 
change. Or twenty. Or wait a few 
weeks and there will be more. Or hire 
a programmer and make your own 
perfect solution because that can be 
done too. Walk through the exhibit 
hall at a conference and listen to 
glowing descriptions and testimonials 
for products and services that will add 

time to your day, customers to your 
client base, money to your bank 
account. You name the problem, and 
boy do we have solutions. Pick one, 
pick a few, try them for free.

And you want the solutions. You 
want them so badly. You want to be 
that accountant working from the 
beach on a tiny computer that runs 
your business for you. You can smell 
the sea air from here. It’s the getting 
from Point A to Point B that is the 
challenge. And so I challenge you to 
answer the question for yourself, 
“Where do I start?” Only you can pick 
the starting point that works for you. 
Lay out the path to that goal you are 
seeking, break it down into baby steps, 
and use the tools that are right within 
your reach to identify and remove one 
obstacle at a time.    

— Gail Perry, Editor-in-Chief 
Follow me on Twitter at @gaperry      

I 
recently attended the New York Accounting Show 
put on by Flagg Management, generally acknowl-
edged as the annual kickoff event for nationally 
recognized accounting conferences that provide 
continuing professional education and networking 
opportunities for members of our profession.
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FROM THE TRENCHES By Randy Johnston  

How To Help Your Not-For-Profit Clients

Lessons many of you have learned 
along the way is that many NFP 
businesses do great and noble work 
wh i le ot hers a re sha ms. Some 
groups work extraordinary hours 
while others coast by on a few hours 
per day. There are a signif icant 
number of organizations supporting 
worthy causes that can barely make 
ends meet and that radically under 
pay their employees while volun-

teers ser ve the const ituents in 
extraordinary ways, while others do 
little and make a lot. NFP doesn’t 
mean that the organizations aren’t 
making notable amounts of money 
or that the employees are poorly 
paid, as a number of you have dis-
covered when performing audits, 
f i l l ing out form 990 or the sup-
porting Schedule A.

What are some of the industries 
that are typically NFP? The list from 
Abila’s web site represents the NFP 
market fairly well: Animal Welfare, 
A rts, Culture, and Humanities, 
Env ironmental Organizat ions, 
Faith-based Organizations, Govern-
ment, Healthcare, Higher Education, 
Human and Social Services, Indepen-
dent, Private and Charter Schools, 
National Organizations, and Philan-
thropic Organizations. Although 
controversia l in some people’s 
thinking, you should also add the 
structures currently used by political 
action committees to avoid paying tax, 
and other notable organizations such 
as the National Football League or the 
National Collegiate Athletic Associa-
tion and most of the respective bowl 
games produced at the end of football 
season. Likewise, tribal governments 
and the rise of supporting gambling 
operations can be a source of much 
cash that has to be controlled and 

monitored. You see, NFP does not 
necessarily mean small with no money 
to spend or to be made.

So What Are The Most 
Important Systems to 
NFP Organizations?
This question quickly becomes very 
broad. In a strict sense, supporting 
the cause and the mission of the 
organization for the benefit of the 
constituents is the bottom line. This 
could be a membership group, a 
special or common interest, or one 
of the many other qualifiers under 
the tax code.

Generally, NFP organizations 
want their computer systems to 

support: fund accounting including 
the tracking of hours and time in any 
given project, to track donors and 
support fund raising by develop-
ment officers, and to accomplish the 
specific functions of their style of 
organization. My family has typi-
cally been involved in arts organiza-
tions that are NFP and provide local 
music or theatre opportunities and 
performances.

It is important to track the source 
of funds, the expenses, the cost of 
events and the number of people 
that are involved in the production 
and attendance at these events. In 
some cases, tickets are sold and 
these need to be tracked as well. 

Randy 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. 

T
 
he NFP segment of the U.S. market 
has historically been 5 percent of 
all businesses, but has grown to 
over 10 percent in the last decade. 
W hile business may be doing 

charitable, human interest or targeted work, 
this does not mean that the accounting 
software has to strictly comply with tradi-
tional NFP reporting for projects or span-
ning multiple years.

Non-Profit
Organizations
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FROM THE TRENCHES

With the rise of web sites and internet 
sales, the ability to sell tickets or 
receive donations via the web has 
become much more important. Yes, 
we can still run NFP organizations 
without complex computer support, 
but as fund source or donor expecta-
tions rise, government reporting 
becomes more complex and account-
ability is expected, computer system 
tracking becomes mandatory.

Vendors are providing tracking 
applications that can scale up and 
dow n in the N FP industr y. For 
example, long-term players l ike 
CYMA NFP, Open Systems TR A-
VERSE NFP, Dynamics NAV with 
the Serenic add-on, AccuFund, 
A plos, Black baud, BUCS Fu nd 
Accounting by Donald R Frey & 
Company, DENALI NonProfit by 
Cougar Mountain, FU N D E-Z , 
FundWare acquired by Blackbaud, 
QuickBooks Nonprofit, along with 
Abila that acquired much of the Sage 
NFP software including MIP, and 
n o w  s e l l  E l e v a t e ,  M I P  F u n d 
Accounting, netFORUM, Fund-

raising Online, Millennium, Fund-
raising 50, and Grant Management 
have all made successful businesses 
and products to support the NFP 
industries.

The youngest product on this list, 
Aplos, is a SaaS based product that can 
support very small NFP for accounting 
and donors. There are many more 
specialty products that could be 
named, but this is a good list of general 
products. For CPE purposes, www.
accountingsof t wareworld.com/
industry-solutions/not-for-profit 
maintains a list of current NFP prod-
ucts. If solid NFP accounting is needed 
by you or your clients, this list contains 
the best of the best.

How Can Systems  
Help the NFP?
Controlling costs, tracking projects, 
understanding donor interests and 
communicating with the constituents, 
volunteers and donors can make or 
break a NFP organization. Frequently, 
participants are there for the cause, 
and want to do the work, sometimes 

at any cost. A system can drive down 
costs a nd ma ke more t i me a nd 
resources available for the cause.

Tracking and controlling source of 
funds and expenditures allow the 
cause to move forward or to select 
projects of greater impact. In today’s 
world of the proactive donor, account-
ability back to the donors is needed 
more than ever before. Further, it has 
become easier for NFP organizations 
to be created for a special short-term 
purpose and then to allow the organi-
zation to expire enabling fraudulent 
activity. As accountants, it may be 
hard for us to spot illegitimate organi-
zations, but with the proper NFP 
system, it is easier to show that an 
organization is obtaining and using 
funds to meet their stated cause. We 
won’t agree with or support every 
cause, but we do live in a country that 
enables leg it imate causes to be 

directly supported by individuals and 
organizations.

Better Results for  
Constituents and Donors
The right programs can provide 
better value for your NFP clients and 
their constituencies, donors and 
employees. Try to understand the 
needs of the organization, and how 
they function to determine if the 
system selected really meets their 
needs. Is there direct support for 
critical operational systems? Does 
the system help with visibility and 
t ra nspa renc y? Fi na l ly, ca n you 
structure the system to produce the 
appropriate reporting for govern-
mental units, the board of directors, 
donors and the membership? It is a 
new world of proactive donors and 
members. Can you help them profit 
and carry out their cause?  

Nonprofi t Reporting 
on your mind?
Help your nonprofi t clients 
meet their deadlines.

• Internal reporting. 

• Funder/Grant reporting. 

• Board reporting. 

• Compliance reporting.

AccuFund has your cloud or 
on-premise solution!

Our complete, integrated accounting 
and fundraising solutions are designed 
exclusively for nonprofi ts.

Enhance your reporting responsiveness, 
save time every month, and lower your 
costs with AccuFund. 

Learn more at www.accufund.com/reporting-cpa or call 877-872-2228 x215.

A SYSTEM CAN DRIVE DOWN COSTS AND MAKE MORE TIME AND 

RESOURCES AVAILABLE FOR THE CAUSE.
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NONPROFIT ACCOUNTING SOFTWARE
Reviews

Nonprofits Need Strong 
Accounting Software for 
Effective Management
By Mary Girsch-Bock

I
n 2012, public charities – the 
largest group of nonprofits regis-
tered with the IRS – accounted 
for nearly three quarters of the 
estimated $1.65 trillion dollars in 
nonprofit revenues received. In 
2013, the nonprofit sector was 
the third largest workforce in the 

U.S., making up five percent of the Gross 
Domestic Product; contributing $805 
billion dollars to the U.S. economy.

Like any business, nonprofits need to 
monitor expenses, create a viable income 
stream, pay bills, and invoice and collect 
on past due monies. But unlike a regular 
business, a nonprofit also needs to 
manage multiple programs, track and 
maintain membership dues, manage 
grant funds from multiple sources, and 
track and manage donors.

There are several things to look at 
when determining the best software for 
a nonprofit organization. What is the 
source of its funding? Does it receive the 
majority of funding from government 
grants? If so, its needs would vary greatly 
from the nonprofit that receives the 
majority of its funding from private 
donors.

While there are several programs that 
can help manage all of these things, most 
nonprofits will need only a fraction of 
the features that many software products 
offer. If the main revenue source is from 
grants, it’s imperative to get a system that 
can manage grants properly, accounting 
for all expenditures. If a nonprofit is 
program-driven, a software product that 
can help to manage those programs 
would be beneficial. That’s why it’s 
always beneficial to look at module-
structured systems, where individual 
modules can be purchased, with others 
added at a later date.

The size of the nonprofit also mat-
ters. A small nonprofit with limited 
revenues will have minimal needs 
compared to the nonprofit that manages 

multiple programs and grants. Likewise, 
a nonprofit that has a large membership 
base will require a different software 
product than the nonprofit that provides 
other organizations with grant funding.

The products reviewed in this issue 
vary as much as the nonprofit sector 
itself. While several are designed spe-
cifically for the smaller nonprofit, others 
offer an array of modules and features 
that can suit the needs of the largest 
nonprofit organization. We’ve even 
included a brief article on a grant man-
agement software product that is highly 
specialized and suited to nonprofits that 
handle multiple grants and grant budgets 
on a daily basis. Scalability is another 
consideration. While a nonprofit may be 
small today, what happens when that 
nonprofit experiences a growth spurt? 
Will the organization need to look for 
another product, or will they be able to 
scale up their current software?

Pricing is another consideration. 
W hile many larger nonprofits are 
financially viable, smaller ones may have 
limited resources to spend on anything 
that is not program related. To this end, 
the review also offers many software 
products that are affordable, even for 
financially-challenged nonprofits.

It’s up to you and your client to 
determine which of these categories best 
suits them. This review focuses on the 
following areas:
• Basic System Functions – Here, we 

look at product installation and 
delivery methods. Is it available only 
as a traditional desktop system, or is 
a cloud-based version available? We 
also look at navigation: Is the product 
user friendly or confusing?

• Core N F P/Fu nd Accou nt i ng 
Capabilities – The heart of the 
review, here we look at the vital non-
profit functionality of each system 
including account structure, ability 
to track and maintain multiple bud-

gets, donor management tools, fund 
balancing, and grant tracking capa-
bility. Are multiple year-end closings 
available for various funds, and does 
the system have an audit trail. Finally, 
we look at electronic capabilities, 
including emailing of invoices and 
statements, remote access, epayment 
and ebanking features.

• Management Features – T his 
includes the availability of manage-
ment tools like dashboards, security, 
collections and fundraising tools. We 
also look at features such as budget 
analysis and what-if scenarios.

• F i n a n c i a l  S t a t e m e n t s  a n d 
Reporting – Reporting is critical for 
nonprofits, so we look at the number 
of reports available, customization 
capabilities of those reports, and 
whether the product can product 
nonprofit specific reports such as 
FASB 117 or IRS 990.

• Integration/Import/Export – Can 
data be easily imported or exported 
using this product? Does ii integrate 
with other modules and with third 
party applications? Can users export 
reports and other data to Excel or 
other spreadsheet programs?

• Help/Support – This area remains 
one of the most important, particu-
larly to new users. Does the product 
offer good help tools? Are there 
resources such as webinars and 
videos available for new users to 
review? Does the company offer 
training options and an affordable 
support plan?

Many of these software vendors offer 
downloadable demos for users to try out 
for themselves – a great way to determine 
whether the system offers necessary func-
tions and to see if the user is comfortable 
navigating the system. While your clients’ 
needs may vary tremendously, there’s 
bound to be a product here that is worth 
exploring further. ●

REVIEW SECTIONS
BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS

•  Installation
• General Navigation/Ease-of-Use
•  Modules
• Scalability

CORE NFP/FUND  
ACCOUNTING CAPABILITIES

• Account Structure/Types
• Multiple Transaction Types
• Budget Management/Tracking
• Multiple Budget Types
• Donor Management/Tracking
• Grant Tracking
• Automatic Fund Balancing
• Multiple Year-End Closings
• Audit Trail
•  E-Features

MANAGEMENT FEATURES
• Dashboards (snapshots)
•  What-If Analysis & Budgeting  

Scenarios
•  Security Features/User Roles
• Spending Control Functions
• Collections
• Fundraising
• Document Management Capabilities

FINANCIAL STATEMENTS  
& REPORTING

• Customization Capabilities
• Financial Statements
• FASB/GASB Reporting
• Endowment/Grant Reporting
• Reporting Export Options

INTEGRATION/IMPORT/EXPORT
•  Data Transfer/Import
•  Integration w/Vendor’s Other Products
• External Program Integration
•  Remote Accountant Access or Online 

Accountant Data Transfer Tool

HELP/SUPPORT
•  Built-in Support Features
•  System Updates
• Support Website/Documentation
• Training Options
•  Live Support

Mary
Girsch-Bock  
Mary Girsch-Bock 
has been an 
accountant n the 
property management 
and healthcare 
industries. She now 
specializes in business 
and technology issues 

and is an author of one book, several HR 
handbooks, training manuals, and other 
publications. She can be reached at mary.
girschbock@cpapracticeadvisor.com.
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BEST FIT
MIP Fund Accounting is a good fit 
for mid-sized nonprofit organiza-
tions and government entities that 
have a need for comprehensive 
fund management and customiza-
tion capability.

STRENGTHS
• Available in both on-premise or 

hosted – cloud based version
• The Abila App makes it easy to 

access the system from anywhere 
using a mobile device

• Unbeatable selection of modules 
available

• Extensive fund management 
capability

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• P r o d u c t  c a n b e  e x p e n s i v e 

depending on modules needed 
and number of users

SUMMARY & PRICING
Pricing for the product varies, with 
Abila providing quotes to potential 
users based on the number of 
modules and users needed. Online 

access to the product is also avail-
able, with pricing available upon 
request. MIP offers nonprofit 
organizations an extremely flexible 
system that users can customize and 
add on to at their own pace. For 
those managing multiple funds, 
MIP Fund Accounting may be hard 
to beat.

www.Abila.com

BEST FIT
Designed for smaller nonprofits 
with annual revenues of less than 
$500,000, Aplos Fund Accounting 
offers users a cloud-based platform, 
easy system navigation, and a brand 
new Donor Relations module, 
making it easy to manage donor 
activity.

STRENGTHS
• Conveniently cloud-based pro-

vides easy access from anywhere
• System can be up and running 

quickly
• Affordable, with product support 

included in the subscription 
price

• Completely integrated system

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Limited reporting and custom-

ization capability offered
• Nonprofits could outgrow the 

system

SUMMARY & PRICING 
Designed for smaller nonprofits 
with revenues less than $500,000 
annually, Aplos provides users with 
an easy to use, easy to set up 

product that they can have up and 
running in hours rather than weeks. 
Affordable for even the smallest 
nonprofit, Aplos Fund Accounting 
starts at $15.00 per month for a 
single user, or $25.00 for unlimited 
users. The Donor Management 
module starts at $15.00 per month.

www.Aplos.com

Abila - MIP Fund Accounting

Aplos Fund Accounting

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product  
online at: www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068685

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068327

5

4.5

2015 
OVERALL 
RATING

2015 
OVERALL 
RATING

Blackbaud Offers New Cloud-Based Financial Edge NXT for Nonprofits
The Financial Edge NXT, from 

Blackbaud, is the next generation 
of software designed for nonprofit organiza-
tions. Due out in July of this year, The 
Financial Edge NXT is a cloud-based financial 
management solution for nonprofits, which 
will offer the same extensive list of modules 
currently available in the on-premise and 
hosted solution of The Financial Edge, but 
will be available using cloud technology.

At this time, the product is in early release, 
with limited release offered in June. The 
product is due to be released to the general 
public on or around July 1, 2015.

While the current hosted product offers 
easy navigation, The Financial Edge NXT 
offers users an enhanced interface that’s highly 
intuitive. With the new design, users can access 
all data from a single interface screen that uses 
tiles; replacing the tabs that are used in pre-
vious versions of the system. Users can simply 
scroll down to a particular tile in order to 
access information as needed.

Once the user signs into the system, a 
‘What’s New’ feature will pop up, informing 
the user about any updates, upgrades, or 
additional modules that are currently available. 
Clicking on the Help function will bring the 
user directly to the Financial Edge website, 
where they’ll have access to product support 

options, user forums, the Financial Edge 
Knowledgebase, and updates/enhancements.

Blackbaud expects The Financial Edge 
NXT to offer the same modules, features, and 
functionality currently found in the on-
premise or hosted version of the product. 
Modules currently available include GL, AR, 
Accounting Forms, Accounting Queue, 
Advanced Budget Management, Advanced 
Security, Allocation Management, Cash 
Management, Cash Receipts, Consolidation 
Management, CounterPoint, Web Purchasing, 
Web Invoicing, Fixed Assets, Paper Save, 
Payroll, Point of Sale, Project, Grant & Endow-
ment Management, Purchase Orders, Visual 
Basic for Applications, Application Program-
ming Interface, Student Billing, School Store 
Manager, Electronic Funds Transfer, and F9 
Financial Reporter. For those that need a 
separate fundraising module, The Raiser’s 
Edge NXT will also be available via the cloud 
at the same time as The Financial Edge NXT, 
also scheduled for a July, 2015 release date. 
Integration with eTapestry, a fundraising 
application designed for smaller nonprofit 
organizations, will be available as well. As with 
the current versions available, users will be 
able to choose the modules they wish to 
purchase and add others at a later date.

Both The Financial Edge NXT and The 

Raiser’s Edge NXT will be accessible using a 
variety of devices including tablets and smart 
phones. One great feature built into the NXT 
products is the automatic configuration of 
data, depending on the device used. No more 
scrolling over to read full screens if using a 
smart phone – the system will automatically 
reconfigure the user interface to fit the screen 
of the device used.

Data entry screens are intuitive, with users 
able to look up data while entering informa-
tion. Options to view additional data are 
available in all data entry screens, so someone 
entering a vendor invoice can choose to look 
up previous invoices paid to that vendor, while 
also processing a new invoice.

Call out options also populate various 
program areas, and serve to notify users that 
an action is needed, such as a past due pay-
ment needs to be processed, or an invoice 
entered will exceed budget totals. The product 
is highly customizable, and allows users to 
arrange boxes and tiles to suit their needs.

Reporting options have also been given 
an upgrade, with users able to drill down to 
originating data from any financial report. 
Over standard reports are available in the 
system, with all reports able to be fully cus-
tomized as needed. Financial Edge NXT 
offers easy export functionality to Excel, with 

users able to export the reports with a single 
mouse click.

Management tools such as dashboards and 
the visual chart organizer will provide non-
profit managers with the tools they need to 
stay on top of their organization’s financial 
health. For those already using The Financial 
Edge, migrating to Financial Edge NXT is 
painless, with a conversion-free migration. 
Integration between The Financial Edge NXT, 
The Raiser’s Edge NXT and all other Black-
baud products is seamless, and because the 
product will ultimately have an Open API, 
easy integration with other third party 
applications will be seamless as well.

While pricing for The Financial Edge NXT 
and The Raiser’s Edge NXT are not yet 
available, there will be various subscription 
packages available including the Starter pack, 
the Essentials Pack, and the Pro Pack. Users 
will also be able to pick and choose the 
modules they need. So pricing will be very 
dependent on the needs of the organization.

Over the past decade, The Financial Edge 
has found a home at many mid to large sized 
nonprofits. With the reduced cost of using 
Financial Edge NXT (no dedicated IT per-
sonnel or server needed) smaller nonprofits 
may find the flexibility, scalability, and 
accessibility of this product hard to beat.
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NONPROFIT ACCOUNTING SOFTWARE
Reviews

BEST FIT
AccuFund Online Non-Profit 
Accounting - Cloud Solution joins 
AccuFund Accounting Suite and 
AccuFund Anywhere as a group of 
modular based nonprofit software 
solutions well suited for small to 
mid-sized nonprofits and govern-
ment entities. Extremely flexible, 
the product offers excellent finan-
cial functionality, along with a big 

selection of nonprofit specific 
features.

STRENGTHS
• Product offers both f lexibility 

and scalability
• Offers both grant and donor 

management functionality
• Solid budgeting capability
• Extensive selection of add-on 

modules offered

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Training and system setup may 

take some time

SUMMARY & PRICING
AccuFund is a solid, scalable non-
profit and financial management 
product that is well suited for small 
to mid-sized organizations. With 
the product available in both on-
premise and cloud editions, the 

product of fers a tremendous 
amount of flexibility. AccuFund 
pricing begins at $2,995 for a single 
user system with additional mod-
ules priced between $1,295 and 
$2,495. AccuFund Anywhere 
pricing starts at $190 per month for 
the first user, with subsequent users 
extra. Add-on modules are priced 
between $80 and $110 per month.

www.AccuFund.com

STRENGTHS
• Easy software implementation 

and very slight learning curve
• Free product support
• Designed by CPAs
• Excellent fundraising capability
• Solid budgeting features

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Product is only available as an 

SaaS

SUMMARY & PRICING
A ra i ze  Fa s t Fu n d  No n p ro f i t 
Accounting is an excellent product 
for small to mid-sized nonprofit 
organizations that desire a well-

functioning fundraising module as 
well. Easily affordable, and quick to 
set  u p,  FastFund Nonprof i t 
Accounting starts at $35.00 per user 
per month for the Basic edition, 
with the fundraising and payroll 
modules extra. The Pro version 
starts at $75.00 per month. Users 

can also choose to bundle the 
options they need, starting at 
$50.00 per month.

www.Araize.com

AccuFund Online Non-Profit Accounting - Cloud Solution

Araize Inc. - FastFund Nonprofit Accounting

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product  
online at: www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068321

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068330
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Nonprofit Accounting System Helps Those Who Help Others
According to the National Institutes for Health, 

about 20 percent of  American adults experience some 
form of  mental health disorder each year, and one in five 
people has a serious disorder such as bipolar disorder 
or schizophrenia. Fortunately, the days are long gone 
when people with mental health conditions were sent 
off  to often-stereotyped mental institutions.

In the U.S. today, there are hundreds of  private 
and government-funded organizations that help these 
individuals with many aspects of  their condition, 
from helping children overcome developmental and 
behavioral issues, to assisting adults in managing 
their medications or just dealing with the everyday 
challenges they face.

The Texoma Community Center, which serves three 
counties in north Texas (www.texomacc.org) is one of  
37 state chartered local mental health organizations 
in Texas that provides various services to adults and 
families with children who need assistance. The orga-
nization serves about 4,700 people each year.

With an annual budget of  about $11 million that 
includes funding from the state, federal agencies, Medi-
care, Medicaid and private insurance, the nonprofit 
needed a strong financial system to ensure effective 

management and reporting of  those funds and ex-
penditures.

The organization, which is not considered a state 
agency, has 180 full-time employees at 11 locations 
in the three counties they serve. This includes seven 
properties they own, and two leased offices. So, in ad-
dition to their financial management needs, Texoma 
CC also needed human resources 
and payroll capabilities, plus asset 
management and depreciation.

After looking at other nonprofit 
accounting systems on the mar-
ket, they selected the AccuFund 
Accounting Suite in early 2013. 
The system includes core module 
for GL, AP, AR, purchase orders, 
financial and budget reporting, 
user security levels, and FASB 
reporting, as well as options for grant management, 
payroll, human resources, employee time entry, asset 
management, inventory and allocation management.

“We have many funds that need to be managed 
independently,” said Don Riddle, CFO of  Texoma Com-
munity Center. These include the general, depreciation 
and internal service funds. “AccuFund helps segregate 
the funds with any number of  different segments 
and levels of  account numbers. Then, I can use the 

reporting features to roll them all together. The GL 
report writer is easy to use and has great customization 
options, which makes it easy to comb through reports 
and data and filter it to the specific information I need.”

On a day to day basis, Riddle said that the integration 
of  all of  the different components of  the accounting 
system helps him stay on top of  vital data.

“AccuFund integrates every-
thing, so I don’t have to go in 
and post payables or payroll and 
then have to do a journal entry. Or 
when there are changes to fixed 
assets, either. The system is smart 
and simple to use because it has a 
single database.”

When they converted to the 
system, Riddle said they used 
a Texas-based tech consulting 

firm that partners with AccuFund for installation 
and training. He said getting the program set up 
and running was a breeze, and that the training was 
almost not needed, because the program was pretty 
straightforward and easy to use for anyone with ac-
counting experience.
●

S P O N S O R E D  C O N T E N T

READ THE 2015 REVIEW OF AccuFund  
Online Non-Profit Accounting - Cloud Solution 
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NONPROFIT ACCOUNTING SOFTWARE
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BEST FIT
FUND E-Z is a scalable nonprofit 
software product that is designed 
for small to mid-sized nonprofit 
organizations and NGO’s. The 
availability of two versions of the 
product makes it easy for smaller 
users to scale up if necessary.

STRENGTHS
• Intuitive user interface that is 

easily navigated

• Available in two editions – basic 
and pro

• Excellent optional fundraising 
module

• System can be up and running 
quickly

• System offers strong manage-
ment and budgeting capability

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Dedicated Grants Management 

module not offered

• C u r r e n t l y  d o e s  n o t  o f f e r 
e-bank ing or electronic bi l l 
payment options

SUMMARY & PRICING
FUND E-Z Nonprofit Accounting 
from FUND E-Z Development 
Corporation is a solid, scalable 
nonprofit software product that is 
ideally suited to small to mid-sized 
nonprof it  organizat ions and 
NGO’s. Pricing starts at $1,995.00 

for a basic edition for a single user, 
with the fundraising module avail-
able for an additional $995.

www.FundEZ.com

BEST FIT
OneNFP Financials is available in 
two versions, making it a scalable 
product that can easily suit the 
needs of most small to mid-sized 
nonprofit organizations. The 
product offers excellent financial 
and grant management capability, 
as well as an add-on fundraising 
module, which can be used as an 

integrated part of the core product, 
or as a standalone solution.

STRENGTHS
• 100% cloud based for user flexi-

bility
• Available in two versions
• E xcel lent i nteg rat ion w it h 

Microsoft Office 365
• Excellent budgeting capability

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Not well suited for membership 

driven organizations
• May become costly for organiza-

tions with numerous system 
users

SUMMARY & PRICING
OneNFP Financials Lite is available 
for $99.00 per month for a single 

user. The Standard version begins 
at $165.00 a month, with a cloud 
fee of $49.00 per month charged as 
well. For nonprofits managing 
multiple funds or grants that need 
remote access, this spin-off of 
Serenic Software may be a good fit.

www.OneNFP.com

BEST FIT
Serenic Navigator from Serenic 
Software is a robust nonprofit 
product suitable for mid-sized to 
larger nonprofit organizations, 
non-governmental organizations 
and government entities. A com-
pletely integrated product, Serenic 
Navigator offers users solid financial 
management capability, along with 
an impressive selection of add-on 
modules.

STRENGTHS
• Product offers excellent custom-

ization capability
• Product is avai lable in both 

online and on-premise versions
• Offers solid integration with 

Microsoft Office
• Excellent reporting and report 

customization

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Cost may be prohibit ive for 

smaller nonprofits with a limited 
budget

• Users will likely require signifi-
cant training

SUMMARY & PRICING
Serenic Navigator offers larger 
nonprofit organizations with 
excellent customization and bud-
geting capabilities, as well as grant 
and donor management capacity. 
Pricing for Serenic Navigator starts 
at  $ 1 3 , 0 0 0 ,  w h i c h  i n c l u d e s 

licensing for three users. The 
Extended Pack is $12,000 for a 
single user. Organizations also have 
the option to set up limited users at 
a reduced cost. Online subscription 
pricing is around $600.00 per 
month, and includes three full users 
and five limited users.

www.Serenic.com

FUND E-Z Nonprofit Accounting

OneNFP Financials for Nonprofits

Serenic Navigator Nonprofit Accounting

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068332

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068339

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068356
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BEST FIT
Cougar Mountain Software con-
tinues its tradition of producing 
affordable, scalable products for 
small to mid-sized businesses and 
organizations. Reviewed in this 
issue, Denali Full FUND Suite 
offers smaller nonprofits a modular 
software product that contains solid 
fund accounting capability, making 
it a good fit with organizations 
handling multiple funds. Available 

in three versions, nonprofits can 
easily scale up to the next version 
when needed. 

STRENGTHS
• Scalable, with three editions 

available
• E xcel lent t ra i n i ng opt ion s 

available
• Reasonably priced
• Easy system navigation
• Integrates with Donor Manage-

ment software

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Still requires batch processing

SUMMARY & PRICING
An excellent fit for small to mid-
sized nonprofits managing multiple 
funds, Cougar Mountain Software 
offers users several pricing options 
to purchase Denali FUND, with 
pricing starting at just under 
$1,800. Pricing for Denali’s Full 
FUND Suite  i s  $5 ,913,  and 

includes GL, AP, AR, Bank Recon-
ciliation, Purchase Order, Payroll, 
and Crystal Reports modules. 
Other modules are available at 
additional cost.

www.CougarMtn.com

Cougar Mountain Denali + FUND Full Suite Accounting Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product  
online at: www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068332
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GMS Offers Complete Financial Management for Nonprofits, NGOs and Agencies
Grants Management Systems is 

a nonprofit accounting 
and financial management software designed 
for nonprofit organizations, NGOs, and 
government agencies that manage multiple 
grants or projects on a regular basis.

Offered as a complete accounting and 
financial management system, GMS offers 
users complete accounting functionality and 
contains GL, Cash Receipts, Budget Prepara-
tion, Cost Allocation, AP, Payroll, Timesheet 
Accounting, Financial Reporting, and Security 
features. New this year, GMS offers a lighter 
version of the GL and reporting system for 
organizations and entities that do not need 
AP, Payroll, and Cost Allocation functions. In 
addition to the accounting module, GMS also 
offers Revolving Loan Servicing Software. 
RLSS is designed for organizations that need 
to track data from multiple funding sources. 
RLSS integrates with the Accounting and 
Financial system, making it easy to keep track 
of loans from multiple sources.

GMS is designed to track all contracts, 

grants, projects and programs. Users can 
choose to run GMS using Microsoft Access, 
or the SQL Service Package. GMS can also be 
set up to run on cloud-based virtual servers.

GMS is available in 1-2 user, 3-4 user, and 
5+ user editions. Designed specifically for 
those managing grant funding, GMS does not 
present itself as fund accounting, rather as 
grant or project management software.

GMS offers a basic chart of accounts 
structure that uses a 5-digit code. Program 
elements (activities or components of grants) 
use a 6-digit code and are pre-linked to 
automate posting, a good way to limit errors 
while also controlling costs. Users can easily 
track data at multiple levels; cost center level, 
project level, and reporting level – resulting 
in comprehensive reporting options.

The GMS cash receipts feature allows users 
to easily code and enter revenue directly into 
the appropriate grant or project, making it 
easy to track data and budgeting for multiple 
grants and projects, even those with different 
funding periods.

Users also have a choice when handling cost 
allocations, including common costs, general 
and administrative costs, indirect costs, fringe 
benefits, leave costs, and various specialized 
cost pools.

Users can maintain five types of budgets 
in GMS: Program, Indirect Cost, Fringe 
Benefit, YTD Timesheet, and an Agencywide 
Budget, with budgets able to cross fiscal years. 
Users can attach relevant documents to all 
system budgets as needed.

GMS easily handles payroll transactions, 
and now offers Direct Deposit capability. Users 
can set up multiple pay codes for deductions, 
special pay, multiple departments, department 
positions, workers compensation, state tax, 
pay codes, leave type garnishment deductions, 
and multiple pay rates.

The optional AP module can track informa-
tion such as customer data and payment 
history, post cash receipts, track customer 
activity, and contains a customer inquiry 
screen. Users can create customer invoices or 
statements from the AR module as well. An 

optional Purchase Order module provides 
easy management of all POs in the system, as 
well as solid tracking capability. An optional 
Fixed Assets module tracks depreciation levels 
along with relevant asset disposition detail.

GMS offers good reporting options, with 
the system providing a variety of reports 
during month end processing, including a 
Monthly Timesheet, General Ledger Activi-
ties, and Cost Allocations. Financial reporting 
options include a Balance Sheet, Revenue and 
Expenditures by Project, and Revenue and 
Expenditures by Program. Users can utilize 
an optional Report Writer module to develop 
custom reports using GMS data.

The 1-2 user core GMS system is $3,500, 
with add on modules starting at $1,200. 
Support is required for the first year of use, 
and GMS requires on-site training at the user’s 
location, with 2-3 weeks of training typically 
required for a 1-2 user system.

For more information, including access to 
GMS white papers or to download a free demo, 
visit www.gmsactg.com.

Making a Difference in the Community
Helping the community is something that drives 

Janet Saunders, and has led to her involvement with 
various community groups. Now, as the CFO of  the 
Community Action Program Committee in Pensacola, 
Florida, she oversees the finances and organizational 
management of  a group that runs a variety of  pro-
grams for children, families, elderly residents and those 
who may need assistance in transitioning between 
residences or jobs.

The nonprofit is most well known for running the 
Head Start and Early Head Start programs in the area, 
with a main office and 16 satellite classrooms on area 
school district properties. The programs are focused 
on promoting school readiness and enhancing social 
and cognitive development of  children through health, 
educational, nutritional, social and other services.

CAPC’s other community programs include a young 
entrepreneurs academy, youth work certification pro-
grams, healthy living programs for seniors and disabled 
residents, weatherization, self-sufficiency classes, and 
even summer arts and enrichment classes.

With such numerous programs and a $17 million 
annual budget funded by a variety of  state, federal and 

pass-through grants, managing the finances for the 
organization is a full-time job that requires a powerful 
nonprofit accounting system. Saunders, who has been 
involved with the organization since 1990, said they 
were non-computerized until 1995, when they decided 
to try more effective management techniques. She at-
tended a local technology conference and discovered 
GMS Software and saw how much more effective they 
could be with the system. They bought the software 
in 1996 and have been using it since then.

“We really didn’t need to convert any data, since we 
were running everything on paper,” she said. “We just 
needed to get it all set up, and the representative from 
GMS helped us do that, setting up all of  our accounts 
and programs and projects.”

The GMS system is specifically designed for non-
profits, with a core general ledger package that includes 
cash receipts, GL, budgeting, monthly processing, cost 
allocation and month-end reporting. The system also 
has available AP and payroll functions, which CAPC 
relies on heavily, since it has about 190 full time staff. 
The system also helps manage the nonprofit’s assets, 
which include multiple vehicles, computers and other 
equipment.

For year-end closing and reporting, Saunders said 
she really appreciates the peace of  mind that she gets 
from using an optional service from GMS where an 

experienced professional visits in person to close out 
the books, roll things over to the next year and print 
out all reports and functional statements for their audi-
tors. The organization uses the regional accounting 
firm of  Saltmarsh Cleaveland & Gund to do its audit 
work, and Saunders said the firm likes that the year-
end close book is prepared in such a way.

“The best thing about GMS is that I can get any 
report anytime I want, and then I can easily customize 
it to include exactly the data I want,” Saunders said. “It 
also has a full report writer, so that I can create new 
reports based on our needs and the information our 
board or other stakeholders need.”

In the 20 years that the Community Action Pro-
gram Committee of  Pensacola has been using GMS 
for its accounting and nonprofit management needs, 
Saunders says that the program has always stayed 
up-to-date with technology and changing reporting 
needs, while being user friendly and easy to train new 
staff  on. GMS staff  include specialists in grant and 
contract accounting, which Saunders said also makes 
her feel comfortable with the advice and tips they offer 
her group.  ●

S P O N S O R E D  C O N T E N T

Visit GMS Software Online at:  
www.GMSActg.com 
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Services Offered: 
     -  On-si te t ra in ing by nonprof i t  account ing professionals
     -  Cont inuing service and support  by phone, l ive chat and emai l
     -  On-si te assistance in year-end closing and audi t  preparat ion

“GMS software is an excel lent  account ing management tool  for  non-prof i ts.
The software al lows users to t rack indiv idual  grant program revenues &
expendi tures wi th ease. GMS also ut i l izes current technologies to import  and
export  to computer f i les el iminat ing the need to keep count less paper records,
which is important in today’s paper less environment.  With quick response
t imes and a knowledgeable staf f ,  the support  GMS provides is unmatched to
other sof tware providers I  have been involved with.”    other sof tware providers I  have been involved with.”    
                                                  -  Sam Johnson, Regional  Transi t  Author i ty

Vis i t  www.gmsactg.com to download your f ree 90-day tr ia l  or  
cal l  800.933.3501 ext .  420 to schedule a l ive demo and receive pr ic ing.  

For over 30-years,  Grants Management Systems, Inc.  has provided NFP 
organizat ions wi th exper ience, rel iabi l i ty  and trust .  GMS’s cost-ef fect ive,
fu l ly  integrated NFP account ing and f inancial  management sof tware 
includes: 

-  Integrated Cost Al locat ion
- Budget ing,  Account ing & Report ing for
  Mult ip le Grant Years
- Integrated Payrol l ,  Leave Account ing & 
  Labor Distr ibut ion
- Document Attachment & Automat ic PDF
  Reports  Reports

-  Over 60 supplemental  opt ions to fur ther 
  customize your system including Report
  Wri ter ,  Accounts Receivable,  Fixed Assets
  Inventory and Purchase Orders
- GMS also of fers  Revolv ing Loan Servic ing
  Software

EXPERIENCE.
RELIABILITY.

TRUST.
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FEATURE

Here are some simple things you 
can do to make sure your f irm’s 
website and marketing efforts are 
moving in the mobile direction.

MAKE SURE YOUR WEBSITE IS 
MOBILE FRIENDLY. IN APRIL, 
Google deployed what’s called a 
mobile moniker that is assigned to 
websites on mobi le a nd tablet 
searches. This alerts the searcher to 
the site’s mobile friendly design. 
Speak with your website adminis-
trator to ensure the site is mobile 
ready in 2015. You can test the site 
on tools, such as Google’s Mobile 
Friendly Testing tool.

CHECK YOUR FIRM’S WEBSITE 
ANALYTICS REPORT for the past 12 
months to see how much traff ic 
comes to the site from mobile and 
tablet devices. Then compare the 
r e p or t  mont h - o v e r-mont h t o 
determine the increase in mobile 
traffic to your site. You should begin 
to see a pattern of increase, which 
will only continue to escalate as the 
year moves forward.

LOCAL LISTINGS. Google, Bing, 
and Yahoo! each have a free, local 
listing feature you can use to display 
your f irm’s geographic location, 
hours, services, and more. This 
listing will appear on mobile and 
desktop devices whether your web-
site is mobile friendly or not.

APPLICATIONS. More and more 
applications clients want and need 
are being offered on mobile devices. 
You, too, may leverage those apps. 
Think about expense reporting, 
accounts payable and receivables, 
and even mobile/cloud document 
uploading and downloading fea-
tures. Providing an added value to 
c l ients v ia a ny t i me/a ny where 
applications is a win-win for both 
you and them.

EMAIL. Check your current email 
template on mobile devices. If you 
have a multi-column email template, 
test it using the applications mobile 
preview feature–both Constant 
Contact and MailChimp offer this 
feature. Also, if you send emails to 

clients, make sure the font size and 
formatting are easy to use on a 
mobile device. If not, consider a 
single-column format for future 
campaigns.

CONTENT CREATION. Developing 
content in mobile-friendly formats 
i s i mpor ta nt . Consider v ideo, 
images, blogs, and lead generation 
forms you can use to market your 
firm’s services, resources, and tools. 
The more mobile friendly your firm’s 
content is, the better chance it has to 

be shared, liked, commented on—
all helping to increase your brand 
and inf luence your firm’s search 
ranking.

Mobile technology will continue 
to move forward, even to wearables. 
Your ef for ts to keep your f i rm 
moving forward may depend on this 
technology as well—if not today, in 
the near future.

W hat quest ions do you have 
about developing a mobile-friendly 
marketing strategy for your firm?    

B
 
elieve it or not, accounting 
firms that focus on lever-
aging mobile technology in 
their practice are ahead of 
the curve. Mobile marketing 
is “the now” and the wave of 
the future. According to 

recent reports from Wolters Kluwer, CCH, 
BMO Wealth Institute, and the AICPA, mobile 
efforts rank in the top three initiatives best-
practice firms employ.

Becky Livingston has more than 25 years’ experience 
in marketing and technology in financial services and 
engineering firms. She is the President and CEO of Penheel 
Marketing , a boutique marketing firm specializing in 
social media and digital marketing for CPAs. Connect 
with Becky’s firm on Facebook, LinkedIn, Google Plus, 
Pinterest, and YouTube.

Join the conversation in CPA Practice Advisor’s LinkedIn group: www.linkedin.
com/groups/cpa-practice-advisor-3927201

Why CPAs Should Embrace 

Mobile Marketing
By Becky Livingston
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MARKETING IN PRACTICE

Great Storytellers Get The Girls

The folks telling these captivating 
stories aren’t holding some great secret. 
The fact is that anyone can tell a story. 
Yes, anyone .  And that includes 
accounting professionals. The greatest 
of storytellers have simply taken the 
time to define what makes their product 
or service outstanding, jotted down the 

juiciest nuggets, and developed a 
compelling plot. You can do this, too. 
We all can.

You don’t have to be a gifted writer 
to develop good content. You do, 
however, need to understand the basics. 
The following tips were fashioned to 
help you channel your inner story-
teller…no matter how deep you think 
she may be buried.

Everyone can  
tell a story
The first and probably most important 
step is recognizing that everyone can be 
a storyteller and has good stories to tell. 
Take yourself out of the accountant role 
for a moment to understand that, as 
individuals, we tell personal stories all 
the time—about our kids, sporting 
events, or humorous mishaps for 
example. Telling stories is an integral 
part of our lives; it’s how we connect 
with other individuals. The same is true 
for how we talk about our businesses—
how we spin the tale of the company’s 
history or services offered. To get you 
started, considered a few questions to 
ask yourself and others. Any one of 
these can easily spark a story idea:
• Why did you start your firm? 
• What was the passion behind it?
•  What memorable experiences have 

you had as an entrepreneur?

•  What pain points did you encounter 
and how did you overcome them?

•  What pain points did you identify for 
your clients and how did you solve 
their issues through your services?

•  What are the biggest lessons learned?
On first glance, these may seem like 

simple questions, but they can unleash 
a world of information once you really 
dig in. Coming up with a good story is 
like meeting a cool new person—you 
can’t uncover their level of coolness 
without asking a few questions.

Keep your eye  
on the client
At the heart of your story should be, 
well, your heart—your clients. These 
are the people that keep your business 
pulse pumping. Think about their needs 
and interests—the very people who 
will, hopefully, be consuming your 
stories. Ask yourself: “What stories 
would they want to hear?” Great story-
tellers make a connection with their 
audience, and the best way to connect 
is to put your clients at the center of 
your plot.

And don’t forget about where to 
publish your content. Knowing the 
channels where your clients tend to 
consume content is important. For 
example, posting all your content to 
your website only restricts your reader-
ship, especially if you have clients who 
get a lot of information from Facebook 
or Twitter. The best advice is to spread 
it around and put your content into as 
many channels as you can (e.g., Face-
book, Twitter, Google+, a dedicated 
blog on your website, etc.).

Collect, review, recycle 
If you look intently enough, you’ll find 
fantastic stories everywhere. In the age 
of content marketing, businesses are 
taking great strides to develop helpful, 
useful information, and publishing it all 
over cyberspace. Review other firms’ 
stories for inspiration. You should also 
be collecting ideas internally from your 

employees, clients, and vendors—even 
ask family members. Pose a simple 
question: “What do you think makes 
our firm great or different from the 
others?” Ask a variety of people, and 
you’ll get a variety of answers—all good 
stock for a bigger and better story.

Just do it
The biggest obstacle for most people, 
even experienced writers, is getting 
started. No one likes the cold reflection 
of a blank monitor. You just have to 
jump in and start writing your ideas 
down. Start simple. You could, for 
example, begin with telling the story of 
why you started your firm or why you’ve 
made recent changes. Did you identify 
a problem and want to solve it? Are you 
a passionate entrepreneur who wants 
to make the profession better? Are you 
running a technology savvy firm to meet 
the needs of a digitally driven client 
base? Do you have a mission to bring 
sexy back? Whatever your story, no one 
knows it better than you. So tell it. 
People will listen.

No sugar coating here. It will take 
work; and it may even take a village 
(remember to talk to those around you 
for ideas, staff, vendors, family), but you 
can be a great storyteller if you put your 
mind, and keyboard, to it.  

By Kristy Short, Ed.D  

Kristy Short, Ed.D, is president of 
rwc360, LLC (rwc360.com)— 
a firm dedicated to providing 
branding, marketing , and public 
relations services exclusively to the 
accounting profession. She is also a 
professor of English and marketing. 
Reach her at kristy@rwc360.com.

W
 
ell, not really the girls, but 
they do get a lot of atten-
tion—in this, the era of 
content marketing. Devel-
oping magnetic stories 

(content) is how companies convince over-
whelmed, information-overloaded end-users that 
there is something worth their time and attention. 
It’s how they pull consumers in; how they make 
them pause, even for a brief moment, to listen to 
what is being said about their product or service.
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A YEAR IN THE LIFE: SALT ACCOUNTANT

Negotiating SALT Credits and Incentives 
with Multiple States and Localities
By Kevin Kennedy, CPA, JD

Of the 43 largest urban areas, 15 
involve overlapping state lines. Kansas 
City, for example, includes two states, 
14 counties, and at least 24 cities with 
more than 10,000 residents each. 
Being in or near such an area provides 
both rewards and risks for growing 
companies looking for some help from 
economic development agencies.

Based on my experience of dealing 
with multiple economic development 
authorities regarding a single project, 
I have developed 5 rules of the road;
1. Timing is everything
2. Maintain relationships
3. Integrity is key
4. Keep all parties informed
5. To best represent your client, you 

must leverage one against the other

Timing is everything
Rule #1 is actually critical in all credit 
and incentive projects – not just those 

involving multiple jurisdictions. But 
it is so important that it needs to be 
emphasized in all discussions of 
credits and incentives.

Many, if not most, credits and 
incentives are based on a “but for” test. 
Economic development agencies only 
want to provide a benefit if it is needed 
to get the deal done. Therefore you 
must get ahead of the game – if your 
client has already signed contracts 
related to an expansion, or started 
hiring people, or issued a press release 
announcing their decision – it 
becomes much more difficult (if not 
impossible) to get incentives to which 
the company might otherwise have 
been entitled.

Maintain relationships
To be successful, you have to maintain 
relationships. It’s important to figure 
out who the providers are and keep in 

t o u c h  w i t h 
t h e m .  M o s t 
e c o n o m i c 
development 
agencies put out 
newslet ters or 
announcements – get 
added to their mailing lists.

When it’s time to negotiate, pro-
vide as many details as you can – the 
projected capital spending and 
expected job growth over the next 3 
– 5 years, the training and workforce 
needs of the company, the types of 
benef its the company offers its 
employees, etc.

Use the expertise of the economic 
development agencies – do not 
assume that the best known pro-
grams are the only ones available. 
Many states have very targeted tax 
credits. Companies who make capital 
investments within these economi-
c a l ly d i st ressed a rea s receive 
enhanced credits and incentives.

Always ask if something else is 
available. The initial offers will contain 
statutorily mandated incentives, dis-
cretionary incentives may not have 
been included with the initial offer.

Integrity is key
If you find out your client is consid-
ering making a significant capital 
investment but there is no way that 
the cl ient would ever move the 
bu si ness ,  go to t he econom ic 
development authorities for the 
current location and see what they 
can offer. While you won’t be able to 
create a bidding war between two 
cities/counties/states without a 
relocation in play, economic devel-
opment agencies really are trying to 
help local businesses in any way they 
can and might be able to offer an 
incentive. 

Furthermore, many credits and 
incentives are statutory in nature – if 
you meet the requirements (and ask 

for them ahead of 
time), you qualify. 
Additional discretionary benefits are 
less likely, but the statutory benefits 
can be quite substantial.

Keep all parties informed 
When I am dealing with multiple 
jurisdictions, I try to schedule calls 
with them (independent of each 
other) on a regular basis. That allows 
me to keep them informed of the 
status of the project, helps to avoid 
missing any deadl ines (of fered 
benefits sometimes have an expira-
tion date), and allows them to pos-
sibly sweeten the pot as time goes 
on, or let me know of additional 
benefits that might be available.

In a situation where two or more 
economic development agencies have 
offered proposals, once the choice has 
been made you need to inform all sides 
– both the state/county/city the 
project is moving forward with, and 
the “losing” jurisdiction. The losing 
jurisdiction may want to know what 
the deciding factors were, so that they 
can adjust their approach in future 
competitons if needed.

Use leverage
Finally, when you are truly in a posi-
tion to leverage one offer against 
another, you must do so – just to 
zealously represent the interests of 
your client. Many states have lesser-
known programs they can utilize in 
special situations (including cash 
grants) – and one of the key factors 
for using them is if the project has a 
legitimate opportunity to be lost to 
another state.    

W
ith the economy finally 
showing some signs of 
life,  businesses are 
looking to invest and 
grow. When you talk to 
you r  cl i ent s ,  d on’t 

forget to ask them about their planned capital 
spending, hiring plans and training needs. 
Almost every state (and many counties and 
municipalities) has resources to help – with 
everything from tax credits based on a per-
centage of capital spend, to retention of 
withholding taxes, to cash grants to offset 
training expenses, and everything in between. 
But each entity has different rules and stan-
dards to qualify for incentives.
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The engagement letter not only 
sets out what services you will pro-
vide, it lays the groundwork for the 
client’s role in making those services 
achievable. You can describe your 
plan to prepare tax returns, but that 
plan is contingent on the client 
providing you the necessary infor-
mation so that you can prepare those 
returns correctly. No info from the 
client, no tax return from you. And 
you are protected from liability 
when the signed engagement letter 
spells out the need for the client to 
be a participant in the data collec-
tion process.

There are plenty of accountants 
who don’t think the engagement 
letter is necessary, or who send a 
boilerplate description of services 
w ithout ex pect ing to receive a 
signed acceptance of the letter back 
from the client. Keeping f ingers 
crossed that a lawsuit won’t occur is 
not the best way to do business. 

Protect yourself from risk and at the 
same time inform your clients of 
exactly what they should expect 
from you, and you’ll all rest easier at 
the end of the day.

Many of your engagement letters 
wil l read the same because you 
probably provide the same or similar 
services to most of your clients. 
However, you’ll want to fine tune the 
engagement letter if you are working 
with clients on state and local taxes 
(SA LT). Here are some specif ic 
points you’ll want to include:

State and local ta x laws are 
subject to change. The SALT arena 
is volatile, laws and rates change 
frequently. Indicate your expecta-
tion to stay current with those legis-
lative changes, but also mention that 
new laws might mean additional 
discussion and an amended engage-
ment letter will follow.

Client might start or stop doing 
business in a taxing jurisdiction. 

If the client expands business to a 
new taxing jurisdiction or no longer 
does business in an existing jurisdic-
tion, the terms of the engagement 
letter might have to change. Be sure 
to stipulate what your agreement 
covers in terms of potential changes 
in the client’s business operations.

What will happen in the event 
of a SALT audit? Be sure to indicate 
that extra time and additional fees 
might be involved should there be a 
SALT audit. Explain your role in 

representing your client before state 
and local tax authorities, and men-
tion there is no guarantee of results.

Engagement letters should be 
prepared and signed annually by a 
representative of the accounting 
firm and also the client representa-
tive. If you’re new to using engage-
ment letters, you’ll find it worthwhile 
to consult with your attorney or your 
liability insurance representative to 
make sure you’re using language that 
will protect you.    

3 Tips to a  
Better SALT  
Engagement Letter
By Gail Perry, CPA

MAY SALT Checklist
  Review engagement letters with SALT clients to 
make sure you are protected from risk (see ac-
companying article).
  Create a checklist to use with clients to discuss 
their SALT-related plans for the year ahead, in-
cluding planned capital expenditures, hiring plans, 
and training needs.
  Determine potential for negotiating SALT-related 
credits and incentives with taxing jurisdictions, and 
then develop plan for moving forward with these 
negotiations (see accompanying article).
  Update your calendar with SALT continuing educa-
tion opportunities for the months ahead.
  Make sure you are on mailing lists for SALT news 
in all states where you have clients doing business.W

hen you and your 
clients agree on the 
ser vices you are 
going to provide, 
there should be an 
engagement letter 

that summarizes those services and the 
expectations of both you and your client. 
Not only does this ensure there will be no 
confusion as to what services are to be 
performed, the engagement letter actually 
serves as a contract should there be dispute 
over the services at some point in the future.

✓

✓

✓

✓

✓
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Review your marketing collat-
eral to make sure it’s up-to-date. 
Check ads, brochures and client 
communications for outdated tag-
lines, phrases, logos, etc. If you’ve 
recently added services or won any 
awards, include them in your mar-
keting materials and use marketing 
content that your payroll software 
provider may provide as well. While 
these may not be personalized for 
your practice, they can make great 
supplemental material to further 
explain the features  and benefits of 
the software your practice uses.

Identif y your target demo-
graphic very early on. Know who 
you are marketing to and what 
industry they serve. Identify their 
pain points and how your practice 
resolves t hem . Empha size t he 
qualities that set you apart from 
your competitors. Do you serve a 
niche market or have specialized 
services? Have you been around 
longer than competitors? These are 
qualities that make you unique and 
explain why both current and pro-
spective clients should choose you 
over the competition.

Practitioners are often tempted 
to focus all marketing campaigns on 
gaining new clients. However, it’s 
important to remember that you 
must market to existing clients 
too. Failure to reach out could lead 
to them becoming former clients. 

Besides keeping you on their mind, 
marketing materials are a good way 
to let clients know about existing or 
new services that they aren’t cur-
rently using.

While there are lots of different 
m a rket i ng s t r ate g ie s you c a n 
employ, the first priority should 
be your website. It is considered 
your businesses virtual office door 
and, as such, should be accessible to 
your clients and prospects however 
they step “foot” on your doorstep. 
You need to have a website that is 
both visually appealing and easy to 
navigate. It should contain all the 
information that visitors would look 
for – most i mpor ta nt ly, easi ly 
accessible contact information. Not 
i nc lu d i n g k e y i n f or m at ion i s 
missing an opportunity to market 
your business to prospects. Your 
website is a lso primari ly where 
clients and prospects will sign up to 
receive newsletters and other emails 
from your practice.

You r website shou ld a lso be 
mobile-ready. As more business 
owners look to manage their busi-
nesses on the go, it’s likely they will 
also access parts of your site from 
their mobile devices. Payroll articles 
and resources, client portals and 
general information about your 
practice are some of the important 
pages that should be optimized for 
mobile. Having a mobile-friendly 

portal website is especially impor-
tant if you provide a payroll portal 
to you r cl ients’ employees. A s 
businesses move to become more 
green or paperless, they will also 
look for practitioners who can assist 
them in going paperless in payroll 
as well.

As mentioned above, email is a 
great way to expound upon your 
w e b s i t e  m a r k e t i n g  e f f o r t s . 
Through email, you can send out 
digital newsletters and keep the 
lines of communication open 
between clients. 

Having a regular eNewsletter 
of ten goes ha nd-i n-ha nd w it h 
website marketing efforts because 
you can house an archive of past 
newsletter issues on your site. A 
common practice is to tease articles 
in an email blast and include links 
for readers to “Read More” on your 
website. Newsletters are a great way 
to showcase your ex per t ise on 
payroll-related topics and issues 
while driving traffic back to your 
site. Newsletters can be targeted 
specifically to clients or to anyone 
that subscribes on your website.

Similar to newsletters, email 
blasts a lso drive traf f ic to your 
website while allowing you to focus 
on a singular payroll topic or issue. 
They can serve to provide further 
ex per t ise on topics that are of 
interest to your clients. Emails are 
also a great tool to encourage 
prospects to revisit your site or 
c o m e i n f o r  a  c o n s u l t a t i o n . 
Personalize emails to remind clients 
to t a ke cer t a i n t a sk s ,  s uc h a s 
v e r i f y i n g  e m p l o y e e  p a y r o l l 
information.

It is a must nowadays to have a 
strong social media presence. Your 
practice doesn’t need to be on every 
social media network. In fact, it 
would be nearly impossible to be 
socially active on every network. 
Instead, focus your efforts on the 
sites where your target demographic 

has the strongest presence. It is way 
more effective to have an active 
presence on a few networks than to 
be omnipresent. Network activity 
may var y by industr y and user 
intent. While businesses have found 
success across multiple networks, 
LinkedIn still remains the number 
one account for B2B activity.

Creating and maintaining a blog 
or videos can enhance your firm’s 
social media presence by providing 
self-authored content to share with 
and be shared by your connections. 
Blogs are a good way to address 
payroll-related frequently asked 
questions or share tips to help your 
cl ients get the most out of the 
products and services you provide.

Lastly, industry and commu-
nity involvement are inexpensive 
ways to market your practice. 
Sponsoring or hosting charitable 
events gets your firm’s name out 
into the communit y while a lso 
supporting worthy causes. You can 
also provide branded items, such as 
pens or coffee mugs, that serve as 
a d d i t i o n a l  m a r k e t i n g  a n d 
advertising.

Whatever marketing initiatives 
your firm decides to employ, it’s 
i mpor t a nt t h at you te st a nd 
measure your efforts to determine 
what’s working. Tailor messages to 
the audience that you are targeting 
and measure which words, colors, 
fonts, designs, etc. resonate the 
most with your clients and pros-
pects. This will help you identify 
where best to focus your efforts and 
w h i c h  i n i t i a t i v e s  s h o u l d  b e 
discontinued.

A great marketing campaign will 
consist of both digital and print 
collateral and target existing and 
prospective clients. It will appeal to 
your audience both visually and 
emotionally, but most importantly, 
it will emphasize your strengths 
while setting you apart from the 
competition.   

How to Market to Payroll Clients
By Taija Jenkins

R
 
unning a successful payroll practice is 
about more than just the services you 
provide; it’s also about selling those 
services. Sure, you may be one of the 
best, but how will anybody know that 

if you or your clients don’t tell them? Word of mouth 
is definitely one aspect of marketing, but it often 
takes more than that to comprise a good marketing 
campaign. Marketing initiatives should also include 
a nice mix of digital and print content.
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W hen employees are nearing 
retirement, businesses tend to focus 
on succession planning and transfer 
of information. However, retirement 
isn’t just a business management 
concern. It’s important that busi-
nesses consider the implications on 
payroll, which start long before an 
employee decides to retire. Most 
companies offer some sort of retire-
ment benefit to their employees, 
including 401(k) matching. Employee 
contributions and company matches 
are handled through the payroll pro-
cess even if the actual retirement 
funds are handled by a third-party. 

New hire onboarding and open 
enrollment are popular times for 
employees to sign up for or adjust 
contributions to their retirement 
plan. However, most plans allow 
employees to make changes at any 
time. It’s important to make sure 
your staff is properly processing 
these changes and working with 
your clients on any issues that may 
arise. If cl ient employees don’t 
manage retirement benefits directly 
through your portal, make sure your 
systems are set up to automatically 
receive and process changes made 
on third-party sites.

Work with your clients to pro-
vide ongoing retirement education, 
for both them and their employees. 
It’s possible they may not realize or 
even think about the ways in which 
retirement will impact the payroll 
aspect of their business. Provide them 
with materials to share with their 
employees about retirement benefits. 
Employees that understand their 
retirement options are more likely to 
enroll and contribute to those bene-
fits. Clients also need to understand 
their role in the retirement process. 
Make sure you communicate with 
them your expectations and their 
duties in managing the process.

Since many employees choose to 
continue working after they are eli-
gible for retirement, it can be hard to 
predict when they may actually retire. 
Some may choose to retire as soon as 
eligible, while others may choose to 
change their status to part-time or 
temporar y. For example, some 
employees may be able to contribute 
more to their yearly plan or qualify for 
a higher company match. Communi-
cate with your clients when they have 
employees that become eligible for 
retirement or changes in retirement 
benefits to help them succession plan.

W hen employer s lea r n of a n 

employee’s intent to retire they should 
notify you so your staff can begin the 
process. Payroll contributions and 
company matching will need to end. 
Depending on the integration between 
your clients’ payroll and retirement 
benefits system, this may or may not be 
a seamless process. If your practice 
provides both payroll and retirement 
services, you will need to make sure 
that any changes in one system is 
properly reflected in the other.

While retirement usually signifies 
the end of the working relationship 
bet ween you r c l ient a nd t hei r 
employee, it isn’t always permanent. If 
a client rehires a retiree, you need to 
work with them to determine what, if 
any, impact this will have on retire-
ment benefits and payroll withhold-
ings. Will service time rollover from 
the previous employment? Consider 
any changes that will need to be made 
from a payroll standpoint. Make sure 
your payroll systems are configured to 
properly handle this situation. The 
stop and start of retirement benefits 
and changes in employment status 
can lead to glitches or even human 
error. Make sure any payroll changes 
are processed accurately.

It’s important as a payroll practi-
tioner that you help your clients 
manage their retirement process, 
particularly if you manage their 
retirement benefits in addition to 
payroll. Changes will occur at every 
level, and it’s likely your clients will be 
busy worried about succession plan-
ning and the transfer of knowledge to 
other employees. 

Read more and see the monthly 
payroll checklist at:

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12068927
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Helping Your Clients  
Plan for Retirement
By Taija Jenkins

A
 
ll things must eventually come to an 
end, including employment. However, 
thinking of the end isn’t something that 
we like to do, even if we must. The same 
holds true for your clients and their 
employees. While your clients know 

that their employees will eventually leave their business 
– either for another company or retirement – it may not 
be a reality they are prepared for. While businesses may 
not always foresee valued employees leaving for employ-
ment elsewhere, they can foresee and, with your help, plan 
for employees’ retirement.

A Year in the Life of a  
PAYROLL Accountant  

is sponsored by  
SurePayroll and ADP

Connect  
to ADP ®
At ADP, we’re all about connections 
— connecting accounting 
professionals like you to the right 
resources and opportunities to 
support your firm’s objectives:

• Give your clients access to 
big-business payroll and HR 
solutions by referring them  
to ADP

• Generate more revenue and 
simplify payroll processing  
with our customized platform  
for accountants

• Discover other segments to 
invest in or retire sooner by 
selling your client payroll  
base to ADP

When you partner with ADP, you 
also connect to integrated HR 
products, retirement and more — 
everything your clients need to help 
protect and grow their business. 

For more information, visit 
adp.com/accountant or  
call 1-855-408-3751.

The ADP logo and ADP are registered trademarks of ADP, LLC. 
Copyright © 2014 ADP, LLC. 

HR. Payroll. Benefits.
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10 Lean Six Sigma Audit Considerations

ENGAGEMENT 
PLANNING: 
A cottage industry of 
audit re-engineering 
firms has proven that 

engagement planning at the front end 
of the engagement is a key component 
of audit success. This requires the core 
partner, manager, and field auditors 
present in the planning meeting, 
which promotes the development of 
a comprehensive and customized 
audit program for each client instead 
of doing it the “same as last year.” Lack 
of team planning often results in sig-
nificant rework after the engagement 
has started. In most cases, the client 
engagement partner and niche man-
ager have specific client/risk knowl-
edge that would impact the design of 
the work program, which can impact 
field procedures and point out to audit 
staff the high risk areas. Firms that 
have multiple engagements in the 

same segment have found that plan-
ning these engagements at the same 
time helps optimize their time as well 
as educate the seniors on directing the 
process. Lean principles point to 
taking the time to plan thoroughly 
before the engagement starts so every 
knows what is expected and mini-
mizes later rework.

ENGAGEMENT
MEASUREMENT: 
We’ve all heard the 
saying “what gets 
measured, gets done,” 

so what KPIs (Key Performance 
Indicators) are utilized within your 
audit practice to manage engage-
ments? Oftentimes, there is an 
engagement budget and expected 
hours, which are only looked at when 
they are busted. Lean Six Sigma suc-
cess relies heavily on measuring key 
audit metrics that consistently point 
to engagement success. The easiest 
metrics to track are “discrete” mea-
surements, meaning they can be 
answered with a “yes” or “no.” Within 
each engagement, firms can track 
whether or not the client provided 
the documents required on time, was 
the field work completed on schedule, 
and was the report delivered 
according to the date agreed upon 
with the client. Lean Six Sigma also 
utilizes “continuous” measurements 
that quantitatively track information 
such as number of days from comple-
tion of field work to final review, hours 

over/under budget, and profit margin 
on the engagement which are ideally 
reviewed after completion to deter-
mine where the firm should do more 
audits and where there needs to be 
improvements in the process.

CLIENT 
PLANNING:
 We rely on clients to 
provide us with the 
necessary informa-

tion before the audit begins and the 
firm should get agreement from the 
client that they will have all informa-
tion to you by an agreed upon date, 
or “they” will be responsible for 
delaying the delivery of the engage-
ment. This may entail having to re-
educate the client on the firm’s portal 
and how to provide information, but 
this information should be recorded 
by the firm as well so that new staff 
learn to utilize these standard tools. 
Having ALL documents and client 
personnel available at the start of the 
engagement is critical to minimize 
false starts and delays, which nega-
tively impacts the start of the next 
engagement, which makes scheduling 
a continual nightmare.

REALISTIC 
PLANNING: 
One of the more sig-
nificant issues with 
planning is that firms 

schedule engagements end to end 
without any room for planning and 

Roman H. Kepczyk, CPA.CITP, is the 
director of consulting for Xcentric, LLC. 
and works exclusively with accounting 
firms to implement today’s leading best 
practices and technologies. Roman re-
cently updated his “Quantum of Paper-
less: A Partner’s Guide to Accounting 
Firm Optimization,” which is available 
at Amazon.com and a Certified Lean 
Six Sigma Black Belt.

T
 
he application of Lean Six Sigma 
principals has helped countless 
organizations objectively re-eval-
uate and streamline their produc-
tion processes. Lean Six Sigma is a 

consulting methodology gaining favor in the 
accounting profession for its focus not only 
on fostering operational efficiency, but also 
improving audit quality and client interac-
tions with the firm, which in the end helps 
grow the audit practice. Traditional audit 
practices can take advantage of the lessons 
learned from firms that have implemented 
“Lean” processes and below we point out ten 
opportunities for firm consideration:

1

2
3

4
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wrap-up. This often results in field 
work not being completed and 
components pushed off to a later time 
when team members may not be 
readily available, and it forces them to 
pick up and put down the same report 
over and over again with minimal 
progress. Scheduling “wrap up” days 
in the office where personnel can 
focus on completing the engagement 
and take care of other administrative 
requirements helps build a buffer, 
allowing the firm to stick to the next 
start date. An important part of 
planning is be realistic and not to force 
a new engagement opportunity 
between existing scheduled engage-
ments when there is no wiggle room 
available. Forcing more work into an 
already full schedule is one of the 
major causes of auditor discontent.

APPROPRIATE 
STAFFING: 
Another Lean Six 
Sigma tenet focuses 
on insuring that the 

right number of “needed” personnel 
are on the job. While firms may require 
more staff for inventory observation, 
are all the personnel required to be at 
the client site for the entire engage-
ment or can they perform portions of 
this engagement back in the office if 
the work is fed to them from the staff 
in the field? For personnel that are 
only required for a portion of the day, 
work can be performed from the office 
utilizing remote collaboration tools 
(Skype, Lync, FaceTime). The hours 
saved by not having to commute to/
from client sites can be spent doing 
productive audit tasks.

PRIORITIZED 
FIELD 
PROCESSES: 
Part of the engage-
ment planning pro-

cess should include risk assessment 
which prioritizes the most important 
areas of the audit and identifies those 
that may be the most difficult. These 
should be prioritized first so that work 
can be completed and reviewed while 
still in the field, allowing the audit staff 

to work on the easier steps (instead 
of doing the easy steps the first few 
days of the engagement and then 
having to scramble to complete the 
more challenging steps near the end).

FIELD 
REVIEW: 
Lean Six Sigma pro-
m o t e s  q u a l i t y 
review/completeness 

before passing on any work, which 
suggests that the review process begin 
while the audit staff is still in the field. 
Clearing the more complex compo-
nents of the audit while the staff are 
onsite allows the reviewer to get 
insight and provide corrective direc-
tion with the goal of having a draft of 
the financial reports and footnotes 
completed in the field. With the col-
laboration tools mentioned above, the 
reviewer can connect from offsite 
locations to review the work and 
communicate with the staff without 
having to be onsite.

CENTRALIZED 
DATA SET: 
For most metropol-
itan/suburban audits, 
we see auditors get-

ting reliable Internet access more than 
90 percent of the time, allowing the 
audit binders to be centralized in one 
location and independently accessed 
by everyone working on the engage-
ment, regardless of their physical 
location. Today ’s Citrix , RDS 
(Remote Desktop Services), and 
web-based (Thomson AdvanceFlow) 
audit applications allow for all audit 
workpapers to be securely accessed 
by any team member with a reliable 
Internet connection and the appro-
priate credentials. The benefit of this 
is that one audit data set within the 
firm minimizes the impact of a stolen 
or crashed computer, and allows 
everyone to work on the data concur-
rently. Core Lean Six Sigma analysis 
techniques point to the importance 
of keeping work easily accessible, 
standardized, and free of clutter which 
can be optimally done when working 
on one central data set.

STANDARDIZED 
FORMATS: 
Standardization of 
report formats is 
another key tenant to 

promote “Lean” efficiency. Too often 
we see staff having to learn the 
financial report preferences of specific 
partners so that their audit will pass 
that partners unique review require-
ments. This makes it harder to train 
new staff as well as to share staff 
amongst different engagements, so 
creating a firm standard for financial 
reports promotes firm efficiency. With 
the standardization of the editing 
tools within Word and Excel, firms 
are pushing the initial creation of all 
financial reports while onsite so they 
become part of the field review. 
Cosmetic quality control is then done 
by an administrative person back at 
the office prior to final delivery.

CLIENT 
DELIGHT: 
A final tenant of Lean 
Six Sigma is to focus 
on optimizing the 

audit client’s experience from “their” 

viewpoint. With traditional auditing 
this can be a stretch as auditors are 
often seen as an intrusion into the 
client’s ability to get their day to day 
work done. Every team member 
should be given the responsibility to 
identify at least one opportunity for 
the client to improve their business. 
These ideas can be consolidated at the 
end of the engagement and presented 
to the client as a “value add.” Inviting 
the client to lunch a few months after 
the engagement to follow up on these 
ideas is a way to transition the rela-
tionship to a “consultative advisor” 
status which helps the client’s busi-
ness, instead of an audit engagement 
which is to be endured.

It’s important for firms to debrief 
their current processes at least 
annually to identify opportunities 
for improvement and the introduc-
tion of Lean Six Sigma provides a 
fresh perspective. We suggest you 
discuss the ten processes above and 
determine which single item would 
have the greatest impact on your 
audit practice and then push that 
through completion. A successful 
first step often leads to confidence 
in trying another.   
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A successful 
first step 

often leads  
to confidence in 
trying another.
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FIRM NAME

M
ike Meilinger, CPA and owner of Meilinger Con-
su lt i ng , P.C . ,  rec a l led how h is f i rst forensic 
accounting case changed his professional focus. 
“After testifying for the plaintiff ten hours during 
the trial, the judge agreed with my assessment and 
ruled for our client. The decision was eventually 
appealed by the defendant all the way to the South 
Carolina Supreme Court. In the end, the Supreme 

Court agreed with the trial court’s assessment and ruled for our client.”
At the time, Meilinger was a partner in a traditional tax and accounting 

firm, where he worked a great deal in tax. After the positive experience with 
his first forensic case, he handled a few more. Eventually, he realized that this 
was the type of work he wanted to pursue full time.

“I became very passionate about forensic accounting, and I knew that I 
wanted to pursue it. These cases can go on for years and require total focus, 
so I knew that if was going to be successful, I needed to dedicate my time to 
it. It was then that I sold my interest in my previous firm and started Meilinger 
Consulting.”

In 2007, Meilinger launched Meilinger Consulting, P.C.—a boutique firm 
that specializes in litigation, valuation, and high-end tax consulting.

“When I sold my accounting firm, I had a non-compete agreement for five 
years. Now expired, we have a few high-net worth, high-income clients for 
whom we prepare returns and perform tax planning. About 35% of the firm’s 
revenue comes from these business clients. The other 65% of revenue is from 
our litigation work, which can be very profitable.”

Forensic accounting has been very good to Mike Meilinger. Since 2007, 
the firm has experienced tremendous growth, which he credits a great deal 
to building a strong referral program. However, he also admits that developing 
his referral base was not easy.

An Accountant Testifies to  
Profitability of Forensic Accounting
By Kristy Short, Ed.D

STATS AT A GLANCE
Firm launch: 2007

Total employees: 3 F/T; 3 P/T

Office Location: Greenville, SC

Firm description:  Boutique accounting firm specializing in 
litigation, valuation, and high-end tax consulting

Technology & Service of Choice:  QuickBooks, CCH, Microsoft 
Word and Excel, Chrometa, 
Asana, Build Your Firm

GREAT PRACTICES
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Evidence of what  
dedicated marketing 
and planning can do
“Attorneys are a very hard group to 
market to. It’s difficult to get their 
attention and get in front of them. I 
k new we needed help to reach 
them,” said Meilinger.

One vendor that helped the firm 
get noticed was Build Your Firm, 
Inc. “They developed our website 
and helped us with SEO [Search 
Engine Optimization]—two things 
I didn’t know a lot about. With the 
help of Build Your Firm, our site has 
really moved up in search engine 
rankings,” Meilinger stated. “I also 
took marketing and management 
workshops, which helped me better 
manage my firm by assigning every 
client a manager and marketing our 
services much more effectively.”

The f irm’s website has served 
them well—developed as the pri-
mary marketing tool. “Recently, I 
had one new client walk in for a 
consultation with a $5,000 retainer 
check written. He was already sold 
on our services by just reviewing our 
website,” said Meilinger.

According to Meilinger, another 
core element of success is persis-
tence. “You have to be vigilant about 
communicating with attorneys. You 
also have to give away a lot of free 
information. I knew that the more I 
educated attorneys, the more likely 
they would be to contact my firm.”

A nd his persistence paid of f. 
Today, Mike Meilinger has a strong 
referral program in place. “Once 
you’ve successfully completed a case 
for an attorney, [he/she] will con-
tinue to refer work to you and refer 
you to other attorneys.”

Equally important to the firm’s 
success was proper planning—
which included building the right 
team and adopting the right tech-
nology. On the litigation side, Mei-
linger Consulting takes advantage 
of Microsoft Word and Excel to 
maintain volumes of forensic docu-
mentation. On the tax side, the firm 
uses CCH tax planning software and 

QuickBooks. Additionally, 
the firm uses Chrometa to 
track their time and Asana 
for project management for 
both litigation and tax.

Asana in particular has 
transformed the way Meil-
inger’s team communicates 
and works together. Chro-
meta, according to Meil-
inger, “Is a multi-tasker’s 
dream because it tracks a 
multitude of projects and 
tasks that my tech team 
and I touch on any given 
day.” He added, “We are 
h a p p y w it h t he bro a d 
technology system we’ve 
de veloped .  It  he lps to 
s t r e a m l i n e  w o r k  a n d 
maintain organized files.”

I n ter ms of sta f f i ng , 
Mike Meilinger is the first 
t o  s a y  t h a t  t h e  r i g h t 
employees make the firm. 
“People are the most important 
asset . I f I d idn’t have my team 
behind me, I wouldn’t be as suc-
cessful. You have to make time in 
your planning efforts to identify and 
hire the right people.”

Closing Arguments
Building a firm within a new vertical 
market isn’t easy; it takes focus and 
dedication. It also takes passion for 
what you do, and Mike Meilinger 
stands out as a zealous professional 
who truly believes in his work. “I 
look forward to working with clients 
and helping them to understand, 

settle, or litigate their cases. I’m very 
passionate about providing these 
services to my clients.”

Over the past few years, Meilinger 
and his staff have labored greatly to 
build the boutique firm. Dedicating 
time to marketing and building a 
strong referral program, recruiting 
qualified staff, and implementing 
the right technologies to support 
workflow—Meilinger Consulting is 
a forensic force to be reckoned with. 
With an ever-growing client base, 
it’s safe to say that there is no (rea-
sonable) doubt that Meilinger is 
positioned for ongoing success.   

Kristy Short, Ed.D, is president of rwc360, LLC  
(rwc360.com)—a firm dedicated to providing branding, 
marketing , and public relations services exclusively to the 
accounting profession. She is also a professor of English  
and marketing. Reach her at kristy@rwc360.com.

If you’d like us to consider sharing your firm’s 
story of innovation in a future issue, email  

Kristy Short and let her know.
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Insert Quick Books Workhub. 
Now, business owners can manage 
all of their backend processes from 
one central hub. Workhub is built off  
of Intuit’s QuickBase platform, 
but  i s  de s i g ne d f rom t he 
ground up to meet the unique 
needs of small- to medium-
sized business owners. Similar 
to ever y ot her app i n t he 
Q u ic k B ook s O n l i ne eco -
s y stem, Work hubs deeply 
integrates with QBO, elimi-
nating the need for double and 
manual entry.

“We build and update our 
appl icat ions based on t he 
feedback we receive from our 
customers to ensure we are 
effectively solving their biggest 
pain points. In talking with our 
customers, we found that they 
are constantly piecing together 
a number of software and paper 
solutions to run their business. 
Some business owners use up to 17 
different solutions,” said Gideon 
Ansell, experience design manager 
for QuickBase.

W it h t he  ne w Q u ic k B o ok s 
Workhub business owners can easily 
manage prospecting and sales, track 
staff activity and time, draft invoices 
and more. Users can create custom 
fields, charts and reports, allowing 
them to tailor the solution to their 

specific business needs. The solution 
also offers a role-based user interface 
that ensures all users have access to 
everything they need, as well as only 

the things they need access to. This 
helps eliminate issues that may arise 
when u naut hor ized person nel 
manage important data.

“Workhub helps maximize busi-
ness owners’ internal control by 
allowing users to get meaningful 
insight into their business, such as 
what their team is doing, the status 
of their prospect pipeline and esti-
mates versus actuals. We know that 
we’re not goi ng to solve ever y 

problem for every business, so we’ve 
built an ecosystem that allows them 
to expand upon our solutions. The 
i nteg rat ion w it h Q u ic k Book s 

ensures we deliver a single solution 
for running their whole practice,” 
said Ansell.

Intuit is focusing on small- to 
mid-sized professional ser v ices 
companies with the rollout of its 
Workhub solution. The solution is 
targeted directly to accounting firms 
that already use QBO or QBOA. The 
company has spent the past year 
making sure to build out function-
ality that is crucial to successfully 

running a small business. Often-
times, the needs of small business 
differ greatly from those of larger 
businesses. As a result, many one-
size-fits-all solutions contain a lot of 
features that are generally useless to 
small businesses.

“There are a lot of expensive 
solutions in the marketplace today 
with bloated features that compa-
nies don’t need, while also missing 
what they do need. It creates a lot of 
t ime-consuming busy work for 
business owners. Our philosophy is 
that the solution ought to work for 
you, not the other way around. And, 
that’s what we’ve created w ith 
Workhub – a solution that works 
business ow ners the way they 
work,” said Ansell.

Workhub gives users the flexibility 
to add any information that is 
important to their business. They can 
add simple definitions to categories 
and pin data to their customizable 
homepage. Search functions allow 
users to filter by client leads and see 
current projects, tasks and status for 
each client. Client information also 
syncs with QuickBooks and users can 
add any additional information that 
isn’t available, such as authorized 
client logins and the accounting 
software used in their business.   

Users can also add information 
that isn’t related to a business’ 
finances, such as T-Shirt sizes or 
client appreciation gifts.

Users can track team members, 
assigning specific roles and different 
priorities. Roles such as user, man-
ager and owner all have different 
authorizations and access levels.  

Continue reading online at:
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12071280

F
or many business owners, managing the backend of a 
business is often as much work as providing their own 
services and products. Simply streamlining these pro-
cesses can alleviate many of their pain points, but it can 
be a hassle to get all of their programs to play nice.

QuickBooks Workhub Helps  
Accountants & Small Business Owners  
Streamline Business Management
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Is Your Firm Using Electronic Signatures?

Now think about the steps you’ve 
asked your client to do in order to 
complete this task. Open the docu-
ment, print, physically sign on the 
line, scan it back into digital format, 
attach it in an email and send it back. 
Ye s ,  t he se s teps a ren’t  over l y 
demanding and likely won’t lead to 
any workers comp claims, but they 

are cumbersome and completely 
unnecessary.

An Easier Way
Technology has once again simpli-
fied the entire document signature 
process. Electronic signature tools 
allows the document, whatever it 
may be, to be signed any where, 
anytime via a computer, tablet or 
smart phone. Clients simply open 
the document and tap to electroni-
cally apply their signature. And your 
firm has the benefit of tracking the 
signature status as well as the ability 
to easily send reminders. You can 
a l so automate t he process for 
obtaining multiple signatures on a 
single document and monitor the 
progress of the signature chain.

Shorten the Cycle
By e l i m i n at i n g t he ob s t a c le s 
required to sign a document we 
increase the likelihood of success 
and shorten the cycle. W hen it 
comes to sales, shortened cycles are 
always better because it frees you up 
to focus on more prospects, reduces 
the chance the potential client will 
change their mind and limits the 
opportunities for a breakdown in the 
sales process.

Another way the electronic signa-
ture process helps you expedite 
t u r n i ng proposa ls i nto sig ned 
engagement letters is that you can 
catch prospects while they are in a 
buying mood. If you’re face-to-face 

they can sign the engagement letter 
right on your tablet. Even over the 
phone, you can send the document 
for esignature and have them sign 
while you’re still on the line.

Changing Expectations
Consumerization of technology is 
c h a ng i ng t he e x pec t at ion s of 
employees and clients. With mobile 
devices readily at our fingertips, the 
ability and expectation to be able to 
complete tasks on-the-go is growing. 
This has been happening for quite 
some time in other industries such 
as real estate, mortgage, healthcare 
and insurance, but it’s just now 
start ing to gain traction in the 
accounting profession. If you’ve 
purchased a house recently you have 
probably experienced the conve-
nience of signing documents elec-
t ron ica l ly. A s t h is tech nolog y 
becomes more per vasive in our 
everyday lives, the expectations will 
only grow stronger.

More than Just 8879
Significant time and resources are 
spent every tax season managing the 
process of gathering client signa-

tures. For the last couple of years 
many accounting firms have taken a 
wait-and-see approach to electronic 
signatures as they waited for IRS 
approval on Form 8879. Last year, 
by accepting electronic signatures, 
the IRS cleared the way to eliminate 
the archaic and counter-productive 
process of requiring a taxpayer to 
physically sign Form 8879 in order 
to electronically file their tax return.

Firms are also seeing benefits 
from using electronic signatures in 
the engagement letter process with 
clients and internal workflow docu-
ments. Other firms have used them 
to get their partner agreements 
signed in multi-office situations 
where they were previously mailing 
paper documents around. In doing 
so the firms are recognizing signifi-
cant efficiency gains.

If your firm has not looked into 
esignature tools or has been taking 
the wait-and-see approach, I would 
encourage you to grab this low 
hanging fruit. It will improve effi-
ciency, shorten the signature cycle 
and improve the overall signature 
experience for clients, employees 
and yourself.  

Jim Boomer is a shareholder and the 
CIO for Boomer Consulting , Inc. He is 
the director of the Boomer Technology 
Circles™ and an expert on managing 
technology within an accounting firm. 
He also serves as a strategic planning 
and technology consultant and firm 
adviser in the areas of performance 
and risk management. In addition, 
Jim is leading a new program, The 
Producer Circle, in collaboration with 
CPA2BIZ and the AICPA. 
jim.boomer@cpapracticeadvisor.com

S
 
o you think you’re a progres-
sive firm, right? You’re com-
mitted to going digital and 
eliminating, or at least mini-
mizing, paper. Your engage-

ment letters are all electronic and are emailed 
to clients and prospects for signature.
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