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Gail is the Editor-in-Chief of CPA 
Practice Advisor and a CPA. She is 
the author of over 30 books (including 
“Mint.com for Dummies” and “Idiots 
Guide to Introductory Accounting”) and 
she maintains a small tax practice. She 
earned a bachelor’s degree in journalism 
from Indiana University and studied 
accounting at Illinois State University 
before starting her professional career 
at Deloitte. Gail is the former publisher 
and editor-in-chief at AccountingWEB 
and is a former columnist for the 
Indianapolis Star newspaper.

CPA.com’s RIVIO Clearinghouse -  
A Game Changer for the Accounting Profession

It’s not often that monumental 
change comes to this profession we 
know and love. Certainly there is a 
constant barrage of little tweaks here 
and there, directives coming down 
from the FASB, tax laws being writ-
ten or changed, and new technology 
that amazingly seems to make our 
lives easier and more difficult at the 
same time. But events that change the 
way we look at our business - these 
milestones are rare. 

A lot of the changes we’ve seen in 
the past decade stem from technology 
advances that shorten, combine, and 
ease the processes we use to complete 
our jobs. Accountants who filled their 
days with compliance tasks are now 
reassessing the value they bring to 
their clients and focusing on analysis, 
forecasting and insight. They’re actually 
doing what they were trained to do in 
the first place, but until now the compli-
ance work got in the way. Technology 
has cleared the path for accountants to 
use their brains, and most accountants 
are enjoying that role. 

I believe accountants are on the 
brink of yet another monumental 
change - one that is floating into 
our profession on the wings of an 
organization that is often associ-
ated with the Big Four and those 

other large firms that play in the 
SEC’s sandbox. The organization 
is of course the AICPA and you’re 
going to see the services offered by 
the smallest of accounting and even 
bookkeeping firms impacted, in a 
very positive way, by the introduction 
of the RIVIO Clearinghouse. 

Imagine preparing, reviewing, 
or auditing financial statements 
and signing your firm’s name on the 
statements. Now imagine the client 
takes those statements, alters some of 
the information, and presents those 
statements to potential lenders or 
investors. How are the stakeholders 
to know they are looking at the actual 
information you signed? What if the 
accounting firm never even saw the 
information but the firm name was 
used on the statements? The same 
goes for signed tax returns that could 
be forged or altered. How is the inves-
tor or lender to trust the information 
being presented as accurate? 

Launched this month, the Reposi-
tory of Intelligent Validated Inputs 
and Outputs (RIVIO) is a portal that 
actually mimics the SEC at a small 
practitioner level. A joint creation of 
CPA.com and Confirmation.com, 
RIVIO is a secure location where 
accountants can upload statements, 

tax returns, and other information, 
client companies can give permission 
for access, and third party stakehold-
ers can download the information 
knowing it hasn’t been altered. 

Not only will this change the way 
accountants will deliver information, 
I see a future where investors and 
lenders will routinely request that 
information be delivered through 
RIVIO. This marks the dawn of a 
new era of relevance for the small 
practitioners. Kudos to all of the 
minds that visualized this project 
and made it possible.   

— Gail Perry, Editor-in-Chief 
Follow me on Twitter at @gaperry
GPerry@CPAPracticeAdvisor.com 

I
 
’ve been reporting on the accounting profession 
since Andersen was in the Big Five, Sarbanes and 
Oxley were just drinking buddies in D.C., Enron 
was a company where great careers were made, and 
the PCAOB wasn’t even a figment of anyone’s 

imagination. When I started in accounting journal-
ism, technology was such that I had an insider at the 
SEC auditor independence hearings running out of 
the room and faxing (faxing!) me handwritten notes 
from the proceedings. Fifteen years ago, the lives of CPAs (mercifully 
not renamed to Cognitors) were turned upside down, and the upside,  of course, 
was better service for clients and shareholders. 
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FROM THE TRENCHES By Randy Johnston  

What Are Your Firm’s 

Microsoft Alternatives?

Productivity suites using Google 
Docs, Zoho Docs or Libre Office are 
used by many small businesses, but 
exercise caution if any of your key 
professional applications require 

Microsoft Office. The goal of this 
article is not to take a stand of 
recommending one technology 
system over another, but simply 
provide guidance on issues you will 
encounter. With enough technical 
expertise or money, all systems can 
be made to work today. Consider the 
following chart:

Note that each major supplier 
has a strategic offering in each of 
the major categories. While it is 
true you can be all Apple, Google 
(Linux & Android), or Microsoft 
centric, you can mix technologies 
from all the vendors together. Apple 
has historically done the best job of 
making different devices seamlessly 
talk to each other and Google has 
done the best at sharing source code 
and being open.

Apple 
Strengths  
and  
Weaknesses
Apple creates fine 
hardware and has 
operated a closed 

ecosystem to control quality since 
inception. This means you typically 
have less hardware options available, 
and technicians cannot make low 
level or granular changes to the 
operating systems or applications 
easily unless the option desired is 

supported. This normally leads to 
more reliability, but with limitations. 
Consider the positives and negatives 
of Apple’s approach:

Positive:
• Has (along with Google) the most 

mobile applications.
• Revolutionized smartphones with 

the release of the iPhone in 2007; 
however, the pace of innovation in 
recent releases appears to be slower.

• Curated hardware and software space 
makes it easier to work together.

• Top market share for phones and 
tablets in the U.S.

• Growing PC market share.
• Chat with FaceTime.

Negative:
• Very little choice in hardware designs, 

few third-party manufacturers.
• Frequently abandons backward 

compatibility of applications and 
software to simplify user experience.

• Apple TV has met tepid customer 
demand.

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. 

 MOBILE    TELEVISION/ INTERNET 
ECOSYSTEM PHONE TABLET BROWSER COMPUTER GAMING OF THINGS

APPLE iPhone iPad/iPad Safari MacOS AppleTV HomeKit 
(Closed  Mini 
App Store)

GOOGLE Android Kindle Fire, Google ChromeBook, Google Brillo 
(Open Smartphones Galaxy Tab, Chrome ChromeTop Chromecast 
App Store)  Android

MICROSOFT Windows Windows 10 Edge, Windows 10 XBox One, Windows 
(Closed Phone 10  Internet  Windows 10 for  
App Store)   Explorer  Media Center iOT

M
 
y earlier column on Microsoft 
strategies mentioned two other 
technology ecosystems to support 
our computing needs: Apple OS 
& iOS, and Linux & Android. 

While it’s clear the mainstream of the accounting 
profession in the U.S. market uses Windows, and 
should, alternative choices are possible. Why? SaaS 
products are improving, the operating systems 
make less difference, and future mobile versions 
of the products will run across all three ecosystems, 
including Windows.

cpa_4-5_Johnston_IO.indd   4 5/13/16   7:45 AM
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FROM THE TRENCHES

• Mac OS does not have many key 
business applications.

• Most expensive platform.

Google  
(Linux &  
Android) 
Strengths 
and  

Weaknesses
Google sells almost no 

hardware and has operated an open 
ecosystem to support hardware 
manufacturers since inception. 
This means you typically have more 
hardware options available at lower 
cost, and technicians have almost 
complete flexibility to make low level 
or granular changes to the operating 
systems or applications easily unless 
the option desired is locked for some 
reason, such as a regulatory control or 
a marketing decision by Google. This 
normally leads to more flexibility, but 
with complexity and mixed results in 
reliability. You can have faster more 
stable systems when implemented 
correctly, OR you can have intermit-
tent issues that no one seems to be 
able to solve. Consider the positive 
and negatives of Google’s approach:

Positive:
• Has (along with Apple) the most 

mobile applications.
• Tight integration with Google’s strong 

cloud ecosystem.
• Ma rket leader for sma r t phone 

operating systems.
• Many choices for mobile devices 

and tablets, including A mazon’s 
Kindle Fire, Samsung Galaxy Tab, 
and offerings from Lenovo/Motorola.

• Socia l content f rom YouTube, 
Google+ and chat with Hangouts.

• Brillo iOT platform to integrate with 
Google’s Nest acquisition.

• Self-driving cars are very interesting, 
but have a long way to go.

Negative:
• Chrome OS for laptops is st i l l 

struggling to find an audience in the 
mass market.

• Google Chromecast has a refresh 
which makes it viable for audio.

• M a ny pr ivac y advoc ates have 
concerns with how Google uses the 
data it collects about you.

• Wide range of devices, form factors, 
and mult iple operat ing system 

versions make it difficult to write 
code once and then deploy to these 
multiple platforms.

• Microsoft’s attempt to gain a foothold 
in Android devices makes this an 
interesting time for Google.

Microsoft 
Strengths  
and  
Weaknesses
Microsoft sel ls 
a little hardware 

and has operated a partner-friendly 
ecosystem to support hardware 
manufacturers since inception. This 
means you typically have more hard-
ware options available at reasonable 
costs, and trained technicians can 
gain the knowledge to make low level 
or granular changes to the operating 
systems or applications easily unless 
the option desired is locked for 
some reason, such as a regulatory 
control or a marketing decision by 
Microsoft. The Microsoft ecosystem 
has become more reliable over the last 
decade, leading to more flexibility, 
but complexity is increasing with 
the cloud first, mobile first strategy. 
You can have reliable systems when 
implemented correctly, OR you can 
have intermittent issues that no 
one seems to be able to solve when 
technicians have not kept their skills 
current and implemented the system 
correctly. By the way, correctly does 
not necessarily mean following 
the documentation. Consider the 
positive and negatives of Microsoft’s 
approach:

Positive:
• Top market share for computers, 

laptops, and video game devices.
• Good integration between all devices 

in the ecosystem.
• Server operating systems are a part of 

many cloud architectures and are the 
heart of most enterprise computing 
environments.

• Chat with Skype has top market share.
• Computer hardware is the low cost 

leader, with the most hardware and 
software vendors for its PC platform.

Negative:
• Weak market share for phones and 

tablets; shortage of apps for the 
Windows Phone platform, Windows 
Store (e.g. Universal apps).

• Xbox losing the console wars to 
Sony PS4.

• Previous missteps in the phone and 
tablet markets require them to be 
more innovative and better, just to be 
considered against Apple.

• The Windows 10 Mobile OS is on life 
support and Microsoft is trying to 
obtain a beachhead in the Android 
OS – with Bing and MS apps.

• Surface Hub and Hololens seem to be 
more difficult to make than initially 
thought – and seem to be behind 
schedule.

So With All This,  
Should I?
Vendors like Zoho have very robust 
complete suites that can handle most 
small business needs well. You can 
choose all SaaS or hosted applications 
on Citrix or VMWare View and your 
desktop OS won’t matter. Today, you 
could run all Linux or all Mac OS X 
with these choices, and would prob-
ably not think much about it once you 
got used to the interface changes. You 
might have a little harder time finding 
support, but are likely to find out that 
once things are set up properly, not 
much support is needed. You will 
still need your anti-virus, firewalls, 
switches, wireless and other infra-
structure items.

A reminder that this column can 
ONLY be accurate on the day it was 
written. The information can change 
on the drop of an Apple, Google or 
Microsoft announcement. Therefore, 
our current recommendation is 
pretty plain: If you intend to use a 
Microsoft strategy, then you should 
plan on deploying Windows 10 
between May 1 and July 15, 2016 
to get the free upgrades that are 
available. If you wait until after July 
28, 2016, you are likely to have to 
pay for upgrades. If you want to 
run an Apple infrastructure, that 
should be fine. Expect your total 
costs to be more. If you want to run 
a Linux infrastructure, that should 
be fine, too. However, make sure 
you have not only current but future 
expertise to support this choice. 
With all approaches, make sure you 
are choosing suppliers that look like 
they have a strategic plan that will 
support you for many years.   
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FIXED ASSET MANAGEMENT PROGRAMS
Reviews

Fixed Asset Management Programs
By Mary Girsch-Bock

A
dequate tracking of fixed assets remains 
one of the more challenging tasks for 
businesses large and small. Businesses 
with multiple locations face an addi-
tional task: keeping track of the loca-
tion and quantity of their fixed assets. 
Add maintenance tracking, product 
condition, and the need to depreci-

ate those assets accurately, and the task can quickly 
become overwhelming. While the use of bar coding 
assets has helped tremendously with asset tracking and 
management, depreciating those assets is still a neces-
sity, and changing tax laws can make this cumbersome 
task particularly difficult for business owners.

As a result of the complexity of this issue, many 
business owners look to their accountant to handle 
fixed asset management, particularly those tracking 
multiple asset types such as buildings and other real 
property, fixtures, machinery, equipment, and vehicles.

Accountants, more than anyone, know just how 
important it is for any business, large or small, to keep 
track of their assets. And as more business owners are 
smartly deciding to outsource this service to their 
accountant or CPA, the software products that are on 
the market that are designed to assist with managing 
fixed assets have become some of the most important 
tools a business or an accountant can have in their 
tool box.

Fixed asset software provides accountants with the 
ability to manage all of their clients’ fixed assets from 
where the machinery resides, the type of machinery 
located at each business location, to when that machin-
ery needs to be serviced. Depreciation of fixed assets is 
also important, and the products reviewed in this issue 
provide users with the ability to record the cost of each 
asset, create and maintain an accurate depreciation 
schedule, and calculate accurate tax calculations for 
all of those assets.

For those managing multiple fixed assets, it’s espe-

cially important to be able to calculate depreciation in a 
variety of ways, including Straight-Line, Declining Bal-
ance, Sum-of-the-Years’ Digits, Remaining Value Over 
Remaining Life, and Units of Production. Each method 
offers advantages and disadvantages, and may or may 
not be suitable for the asset that is being depreciated. 
Having solid asset and depreciation management in 
place can also impact the cash flow of any business.

In this issue, CPA Practice Advisor reviewed the 
following products:
• Bloomberg BNA Fixed Assets Desktop Pro
• Wolters Kluwer ProSystem fx Fixed Assets
• Pro-Ware Asset Keeper
• Sage Fixed Assets
• Thomson Reuters Fixed Assets CS
• Wasp AssetCloud (overview)

In this review, we looked at various areas that can 
play a large part in determining what software product 
is best suited to a particular business or accounting 
firm. Those areas include Basic System Functions 
– which provides a general summary of the product, 
such as deployment methods (desktop, Cloud, SaaS), 
ease of navigation, and customization capability. Core 
Asset Management Features takes a long look at the 
vital features such as what depreciation methods are 
available, unlimited transaction capability, inventory/
asset management capability, and the availability of 
user defined fields.

The Reporting section takes a look at system report-
ing capability, report customization, and formatting 
options. The Import/Export feature looks at product 
integration capability, with both related products as 
well as third party applications. The Help section looks 
at all of the tools available that are designed to assist 
the new user with everything from system setup to 
employee and staff training options. The product is 
then summarized, with general information and pricing 
provided.

The products reviewed are multi-faceted, and can 

be used by an accounting firm that provides its clients 
with fixed asset management, or by a business looking 
to simplify this process in-house. Many of the products 
offer free demos to potential users, making the process 
of choosing a product perhaps a little bit easier.

Whether you are researching fixed asset software 
to deploy at your firm, or to recommend to a client, 
there’s no doubt that an having an effective asset and 
depreciation strategy in place can help to reduce 
business tax while also ensuring that any assets are 
accounted for properly.

BASIC SYSTEM 
FUNCTIONS

CORE ASSET MGT 
FUNCTIONS

 
REPORTING

IMPORT/EXPORT/ 
INTEGRATION

HELP/ 
 SUPPORT

OVERALL 
RATING

Bloomberg BNA Fixed Assets

Pro-Ware Asset Keeper

Sage Fixed Assets

Thomson Reuters Fixed Assets CS

Wolters Kluwer ProSystem fx Fixed Assets

WASP
   

Mary Girsch-Bock  
Mary Girsch-Bock began her 
career as an accountant in the 
property management and  
healthcare industries. She is now 
a freelance writer specializing in 
business and technology issues and 

is the author of her first book, several HR handbooks, 
training manuals, and other in-house publications.  
She can be reached at  

mary.girschbock@cpapracticeadvisor.com.

   See Overview On Page 8
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FIXED ASSET MANAGEMENT PROGRAMS
Reviews

BEST FIT
BNA Fixed Assets is well suited to 
accounting firms of just about any 
size. Scalable, the product can work 
well for accountants handling fixed 
asset reporting for multiple clients, 
to larger businesses wanting to man-
age fixed assets in-house.

PRODUCT STRENGTHS
• Scalable product is available as a 

desktop and SaaS product
• Contains numerous wizards to 

assist users in performing system 
functions

• Intuitive user interface makes 
navigation easy

• Product offers excellent custom-
ization capability

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Is not part of a more compre-

hensive tax product, though it 
does offer excellent integration 
capability

SUMMARY & PRICING
BNA Fixed Assets is an easily 
navigated product designed for use 
by accountants and CPA firms, as 
well as large corporations looking 
to manage fixed assets in-house. 
The product offers both desktop 

and SaaS installation capability, 
along with a variety of add-on 
modules designed to work with 
the Fixed Asset product. Pricing 
for BNA Fixed Assets Web starts at 
around $1,500, and can vary based 
on number of users and additional 
modules purchased.

www.bnasoftware.com

BEST FIT
Pro-Ware Asset Keeper is a good fit 
for mid-sized accounting firms, as 
well as businesses of any type look-
ing to effectively manage their fixed 
assets. As an added convenience, 
Pro-Ware Asset Keeper will oper-
ate on both Windows and Apple 
operating systems.

PRODUCT STRENGTHS
• Easy system navigation
• Product offers excellent report-

ing capability
• A site license allows unlimited 

users to access the system
• Vendor offers interim updates, 

so all system information will 
be current

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Product is not available as SaaS 

or Cloud-based

SUMMARY & PRICING
Pro-Ware Asset Keeper is an 
excellent product suitable for both 
accountants currently managing 
client fixed assets or for businesses 
looking to manage their own assets 

in-house. Pro-Ware Asset Keeper is 
available by subscription, with the 
product downloaded directly from 
the vendor’s website. Asset Keeper 
is available for $499.00 for a year’s 
subscription, which includes an 
unlimited number of users in each 
office.

www.proware-cpa.com

BEST FIT
Corporations, nonprofit organiza-
tions, and government entities that 
need to manage a large amount of 
assets in-house. The product can 
also be used by accounting firms 
that current manage client assets 
and depreciation.

PRODUCT STRENGTHS
• Product is available online or can 

be installed locally
• Offers excellent asset manage-

ment capability
• Integrates with other Sage 

financial products
• Constant updates ensures the 

product offerings are current

• Offers excellent help and support 
options

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Most tax system integration 

needs to be completed via 
import/export functions

SUMMARY & PRICING
Ideal for businesses looking to 

bring asset management capability 
in-house, Sage Fixed Assets is avail-
able online, as a single user system, 
or as a client/network installation. 
Pricing is available from Sage upon 
request, and generally starts at 
about $1,500 per license.

www.sage.com

BEST FIT
Fixed Assets CS works well with 
accounting and CPA firms that 
currently offer asset and depre-
ciation management services to 
numerous clients. Fixed Assets CS 
can be used as a stand-alone fixed 
asset management program, but 
works best with other applications 
in the CS Professional Suite from 

Thomson Reuters. The product also 
works well for businesses that need 
to manage multiple assets.

PRODUCT STRENGTHS
• Intuitive interface and navigation
• Robust customization capability
• Inventory management module 

included with product
• Complete integration with CS 

Professional Suite of products

• Excellent reporting capabilities

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Works best if used as part of the 

CS Professional Suite

SUMMARY & PRICING
Fixed Assets CS from Thomson 
Reuters is an excellent fit for both 
accounting/CPA firms as well as 
businesses looking for a compre-

hensive fixed assets product for 
in-house use. The product offers 
complete integration with CS 
Professional Suite products, and can 
be used as a stand-alone solution if 
desired. Available as a desktop/
network installation as well as SaaS, 
pricing starts at around $1,500.

CS.ThomsonReuters.com

Bloomberg BNA Fixed Assets

Pro-Ware Asset Keeper

Sage Fixed Assets

Thomson Reuters Fixed Assets CS

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202438

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202434

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202439

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202441
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FIXED ASSET MANAGEMENT PROGRAMS
Reviews

BEST FIT
Pro System fx Fixed Assets is well 
suited for accounting firms that 
need to handle a diverse set of assets 
and depreciation management 
schedules for a variety of clients. 
The product is also well suited for 
larger corporations that wish to 
manage assets in-house.

PRODUCT STRENGTHS
• Product offers easy system 

navigation
• Solid reporting options
• Handles an unlimited number of 

companies and assets
• Smooth integration with ProSys-

tem fx Suite of products
• Offers excellent help and related 

user tools

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Though available as a stand-

alone product, works best if 
combined with other ProSystem 
fx applications

SUMMARY & PRICING
ProSystem fx Fixed Assets is an 
excellent option for accounting 
firms of all sizes. The product eas-
ily integrates with other ProSystem 

fx Suite applications for a more 
completely integrated tax and asset 
management solution, or used as a 
stand-alone product. Pricing for 
ProSystem fx Fixed Assets starts 
at around $2,500 for a single user 
license.

www.cchgroup.com/store

Ed. Note: AssetCloud is a new product 
and was not assigned star ratings in this 
review, due to its primary focus on asset 
inventory tracking.

AssetCloud from WASP was just 
released in April of this year. It is designed 
for users that wish to track assets on 
a variety of devices including iOS, 
Android, or WASP mobile computers. 
The product is available in three Cloud 
versions plus an on-premise version, 
making it suitable for businesses of just 
about any size.

BASIC SYSTEM FUNCTIONS
AssetCloud is available in three Cloud 
versions: Basic, Plus, and Complete. An 
On-Premise version is available as well. 
The Basic version supports only two sys-
tem users, but both Plus and Complete 
support unlimited system users. Users are 
billed month-to-month, and no contract 
or commitment is required. Small busi-
nesses can start out with the Basic version 
and easily change plans to a more robust 
version at any time. 

AssetCloud offers five depreciation 

methods: Straight Line, Double Declin-
ing Balance, 150% Declining Balance, 
Declining Balance Custom, and 
Sum-of-the-Years’ Digits. Designed for 
simplicity, the user dashboard is easily 
navigated, with users able to choose 
functions from the vertical menu to the 
left of the screen, and available options 
that include View Assets, New Fixed 
Asset, New Multi-Quantity Asset, New 
Asset Type, and others. Related functions 
available include Transactions, Lookups, 
Audit, Reports, Users, and Mobility. Data 

entry screens are designed to be used 
with mobile devices, straightforward, and  
uncluttered, and require little data entry.

CORE ASSET MANAGEMENT 
FEATURES
The View Assets screen appears immedi-
ately upon system login and lists all assets 
currently in the AssetCloud database. 

Wolters Kluwer ProSystem fx Fixed Assets

WASP AssetCloud

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202436

Read the full review for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202444
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HTTP://ACCOUNTANTSWORLD.COM

AccountantsWorld® 
Accountants First SM... only at

Kacee Johnson, founder of Blue 
Ocean Principles, relies on TIME 
BUDDY. “It’s a time zone converter 
and world clock that assists in 
scheduling meetings for people in 
multiple time zones. It really helps 
with international clients as it has a 
visual scheduler for your common 
time zones needed to ensure there is 
no confusion in booking meetings.”

“Hands down, EVERNOTE,” said 
Kim Hogan, business develop-
ment manager at Intuit. “I’ve had 
a premium account since my early 
days at Fujitsu (2009), but never 
took advantage of it quite like I do 
now until more recently. From work 
to personal, PowerPoints to workouts 
to grocery shopping lists – I use it for 
EVERYTHING. Love how I can 
access it via any device, and even 
more that I can share it with others 
to collaborate on notes. It’s saved me 
so much time and energy and is the 
one app I couldn’t live without.”

Joy Lizotte, CPA, growth plan-
ner and business coach, is also an 

EVERNOTE devotee. “I love their 
webclipper. I’m also coming across 
articles I want to read but don’t have 
time in that moment so the webclip-
per lets me save them and then read 
them later.”

Elizabeth Pittelkow, director 
of accounting and compliance 
at Arrowstream, recommends 
GROUPME. “This free app is my 
favorite app for communicating 
with groups. I use it for both my 
professional network and social 
network. The app provides a quick 
way to send information to several 
people at once.”

STOCARD is the app recom-
mended by Danielle Supkis Cheek, 
CPA, CFE, CVA, owner of D. Supkis 
Cheek PLLC. “I put all of those 
rewards cards on my phone so I don’t 
have all those little things on my keys 
and the cards in my wallet.”

With apologies for sounding 
“salesy,” Cathy Iconis, CEO of 
Iconis Group, says her favorite 
app is QUICKBOOKS ONLINE. “My 

whole practice is based on it since we 
don’t support any other accounting 
systems. I’ve even dorked out about 
it so much that I started a weekly 
tweet chat for QuickBooks Online 
Users, #QBOchat. I love having my 
clients’ books in the cloud. And, 
Intuit has made it super easy to use 
and keep updated for our bookkeep-
ing clients.”

Kerri Gibson, CPA, vice presi-
dent, small professional, at Wolters 
Kluwer, CCH Small Firm Services, is 
a fan of language apps. “The abilities 
of language apps are really cool and 
incredibly useful in our global world. 
I am trying to learn French so apps 
like DUOLINGO and BABBEL make it 
easy to squeeze in a quick lesson any-
where. As an international traveler 
WORD LENS is fantastic because it 
will translate written items (menus, 
directions, etc.) which helps with 
making good decisions; knowing 
what you are eating or where you are 
going is always a good idea!”

Brian Friedman, CPA.CITP, 
division sales manager, northeast, 
for Tax & Accounting US, Wolters 
Kluwer CCH Software, recommends 
GOOGLE MAPS. “Gone are the days 
of static navigation provided through 
your car. With Google Maps you 
have an up-to-date map with live 
traffic, plus for those who manage 
accounts, it gives you the ability to 
load customers and prospects to 
better assist in visual management.” 
Gibson agrees: “It may seem like a 
no brainer, but I find myself continu-
ously amazed at the capabilities that 
are added. It makes the use of mul-
tiple other apps unnecessary because 
now you can do so much more than 
get directions. This is probably the 
one app I cannot live without.”    

Apps that We Can’t 
(or Wouldn’t Want 
to) Live Without
By Gail Perry, CPA, Editor-in-Chief

W
 
e surveyed members of the 
40 Under 40 class of 2015 to 
find out about the apps they 
swear by. Here are some of the 
responses we received.

Time Buddy

Duolingo

Evernote Group Me Stocard

Babbel Word Lens Google Maps

QuickBooks Onliine

[Find these apps for your device on the App Store or Google Play.]
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VIRTUAL CFO SYSTEMS
Reviews

2016 Reviews 
of Virtual CFO 
Systems for 
Accounting Firms 
& Their Clients
By John Higgins, CPA.CITP

I
n the history of the accounting profession, there 
have not been very many opportunities for 
accountants to establish a new and innovative 
service offering. One of those rare opportunities 
exists today as a day as a result of the new cloud 
based accounting systems model.

For many years the primary format for deliver-
ing accounting services by accounting firms was 

based in preparing historical financial statements 
and payroll reports, aka client write-up services. This 
historical reporting model had limited value to clients, 
which was based primarily in compliance reporting; 
tax compliance, bank loan covenants, etc.

Today the high value opportunity for client account-
ing services is to provide a comprehensive accounting 
and financial reporting service that is based in an inte-
grated, cloud based accounting and financial reporting 
system. With this platform, the accountant becomes 
more integrated into the client’s entire accounting cycle 
and can provide more valuable advice on a real-time 
basis. The cloud accounting model allows both client 
and accountant to have direct access to the complete 
accounting system at any time, from anywhere and from 
any device. This results in a more integrated and there-
fore, more valuable relationship whereby the accountant 
can truly serve as the trusted business advisor.

The platform for delivering these cloud based 
accounting services has been labelled as Virtual CFO 
systems. In fact, these systems can be used to provide 
a range of services ranging from virtual bookkeeper 
to virtual CFO services. Every accounting firm can 
develop a service offering that is compatible with 
their strategic plan and the profile of their target 
client market. Accounting firms that are leveraging 
this model are increasing not only the profitability 
of their accounting services, but also the valuation of 
their practice from a succession planning perspective, 
due to the fact that virtual accounting services are very 
“sticky.” Which means that clients are much less likely 
to switch firms due to the nature of a more integrated 

and supportive relationship.
As you read the full reviews of market leading solu-

tions, keep in mind that the optimal solution is going 
to be aligned with the service model strategy that you 
select for your practice.

We have reviewed five of the top selling cloud-based 
accounting solutions that offer a fully integrated small 
business accounting system, as well as the tools for 
an accounting practice to manage and monitor mul-
tiple clients. Follow the links below to see how they 
compare.
• AccountantsWorld – Accounting Power
• Intacct – Internet Accounting
• Intuit – QuickBooks Online Accountant
• Thomson Reuters – Accounting CS
• Xero – Xero Partner Platform

This collection of cloud-based accounting solutions 
covers the entire spectrum from relatively simple book-
keeping solutions to more comprehensive financial 
reporting systems.

There are many valuable features that these systems 
may offer, as a result of being cloud-based. Some of the 
key features to look for include:
• Fully integrated general ledger, accounts receivable, 

accounts payable and payroll
• Cloud-based integration with bank and credit card 

accounts
• 3rd party add on applications to meet specific needs, 

i.e., point of sale, credit card payment processing, etc.
• Integrated KPI (key performance indicator) 

dashboards
• Integrated email based source document and 

financial report distribution
• Client management dashboard to directly monitor 

and access individual client systems
I can’t over emphasize the importance of developing 

a strategic plan for your virtual accounting service prac-
tice as a first step. There are many different approaches 
available for delivering your services via the cloud and 
the approach you choose will significantly influence 

which solution(s) are optimized for your practice 
model and target client profile.

Additional Solutions for 
Accounting & Write-Up
There are, of course, many cloud and installed account-
ing systems available for small businesses, with some 
offering tools and functionality for specific industries 
or that meet the needs of specific types of businesses, 
such as franchises. However, this review section 
focused on accounting solutions that meet both sides 
of the client-firm scenario, with each accessing the same 
data in real-time, and the accounting firm having the 
ability to manage multiple clients through a singular 
management interface to provide write-up style ser-
vices without the need for data transfer or conversion.

Other client and write-up accounting systems are 
reviewed as separate categories, including:
• FreshBooks
• CYMA 13: Financial Management Systems
• Micronetics Accounting Expert Enterprise Edition
• PC Software Client Write-Up
• Kashoo / Paychex Online Accounting
• Intacct
• Sage 50 Quantum Accountants Edition
• Wave Accounting / Wave Apps
• NetSuite

John Higgins
John  Higgins is leading the design 
and launch of CPA Crossings’ 
“Cloud Accounting Learning 
Center.” This is a comprehensive 
knowledgebase of training, 
news, information, and commu-
nity designed to help practitioners 
embrace the new 21st cloud based 

accounting services paradigm. He can be contacted at 
jhiggins@cpacrossings.com.
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VIRTUAL CFO SYSTEMS
Reviews

BEST FIT
Accounting Power is best suited for 
firms that want to have a single source 
provider for both the client side 
accounting system and the firm side 
practice system that are fully integrated. 
If you want to offer write-up and after-
the-fact payroll services in addition 
to the cloud-based client accounting 
application, AccountantsWorld can be 
a good fit. This provides the opportunity 
to serve both ends of the market from a 
single platform. The integrated practice 
applications suite provides a complete 
solution that requires virtually no on 

premise server infrastructure or IT 
support. This makes for a relatively 
easy path to set up a complete practice 
solution for startup practices.

STRENGTHS
• Accountant centric model means that 

clients can only access the solution 
through accounting firms

• Fully integrated accounting practice 
suite that is 100% cloud-based

• Fully customizable financial reports 
including departmental reporting

• Bookkeeping module supports AP, 
AR, job cost reporting and inventory 
control

• Advisory services toolkit includes 
marketing materials, customizable 
client dashboard, exception based 
client transaction and balance alerts 
and more.

• Direct bank and credit card down-
load feeds

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Limited opportunity to leverage 

the potential of integrated 3rd party 
industry specific applications

• Cannot be used as a stand-alone 
bookkeeping application by clients

SUMMARY & PRICING
Accounting Power bookkeeping module 
is priced at $20 per client, per month. 
Accounting Power Pro, which provides 
write-up, trial balance and customizable 
financial statements is $1,195 per year 
for an unlimited number of clients 
and staff. First year only special gives 
you Accounting Power Pro and the 
bookkeeping module for an unlimited 
number of clients for a flat price of 
$1,595.

www.accountantsworld.com

BEST FIT 
There are two distinct paths for part-
nering with Intacct and deploying it 
into your client base. The value added 
reseller (VAR) model requires you to 
purchase and resell the software directly 
to your clients. The Business Process 
Outsourcer (BPO) model allows you to 
license the software through the AICPA 
Business Solutions program managed 
by CPA.com. This program provides 
significantly lower licensing fees that 
come with substantial limitations in 
the number of users per client.

You will need to evaluate the details 

of the two plans to determine which 
option best fits your firm’s strategy. 
However, the BPO model is designed 
specifically for accounting firms that 
want to offer outsourced accounting 
services.

STRENGTHS
• Breadth and depth of software 

applications
• BPO accountant’s partnership 

program through AICPA Business 
Solutions

• Outsourced accounting service 
practice development training and 
support through AICPA

• Sophisticated general ledger and 
financial reporting tools for multi 
entity and multi departmental 
reporting

• Advanced dashboard reporting 
application

• Intacct Marketplace catalog of third 
party add-on applications

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• May be overkill for the basic needs 

of some small businesses
• Investment required to provide train-

ing and support on the full suite of 
applications

SUMMARY & PRICING
Due to the nature of the alternative VAR 
and BPO partnership models, as well as 
the scope of applications, it is not practi-
cal to try and define the pricing model 
here. Suffice it to say that through the 
BPO model, Intacct pricing is competi-
tive with the other solutions reviewed. 
The VAR model on the other hand will 
result in pricing that is substantially 
higher.

www.intacct.com

BEST FIT
QBO Accountant is best suited for firms 
that have a current focus on QuickBooks 
desktop version and want to leverage 
their staff expertise to transition to a 
more collaborative cloud-based service 
delivery model.

STRENGTHS
• Extensive catalog of third party add-

on applications to meet unique client 
requirements

• Client dashboard with direct access 
to the client’s system and an “Account 
Watchlist” to monitor client KPIs and 

task tracking
• New trial balance feature to manage 

adjusting journal entries, tax line 
mapping and more

• Extensive training resources and 
certification with the ProAdvisor 
program

• Wholesale pricing at 50% discount 
enhances the opportunity for a value 
pricing virtual accounting service 
model

• Cloud based client document center

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Ubiquity of QuickBooks makes it 

more challenging to differentiate
• QBO is continually compared to QB 

desktop, which creates an expecta-
tion gap

SUMMARY & PRICING
QuickBooks Online Accountant is free 
for ProAdvisor members, and is also at 
no cost for accountants that have at least 
one user of the QuickBooks Online 
business system on his/her client roster. 
The small business, traditional version 
of QuickBooks Online is available in 
three versions based on the features the 
business needs and the number of staff.

QuickBooks Online Simple Start 
costs $12.95 per month; QuickBooks 
Online Essentials costs $26.95 per 
month; and QuickBooks Online Plus 
costs $39.95 per month. Separately, 
the QuickBooks ProAdvisor program 
is free for accounting firms who wish to 
support only online accounting clients. 
A paid model is available if supporting 
clients using the desktop version of 
QuickBooks. Wholesale pricings is 
provided at 50% discount off the prices 
listed here.

www.quickbooks.com

Accounting Power by AccountantsWorld

Intacct

Intuit QuickBooks Online Accountant

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202423

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202431

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202426
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BEST FIT
Accounting CS fits best for firms that 
want to deploy a completely integrated 
accounting practice system with the CS 
suite of applications. The more you can 
leverage the multitude of CS applications 
the higher the value to your firm through 
integration that results in more efficient 
workflows.

STRENGTHS
• Breadth of integrated accounting, tax 

and practice management applications
• NetClient CS portal provides a feature 

rich web based client interface
• Deep feature set for trial balance and 

financial reporting
• Well suited for client write-up 

engagements
• Multiple staff can work in client 

applications simultaneously
• Only available through accounting 

firms

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Not available as a stand-alone applica-

tion, requires access through NetCli-
ent CS portal

• Limited opportunity to leverage 
the potential of integrated 3rd party 
industry specific applications

SUMMARY & PRICING
Due to the number of variables that 
impact the pricing: applications selected, 
number of users, number of clients, 
etc., you will need to contact Thomson 
Reuters directly for a customized pricing 
quote.

cs.thomsonreuters.com

BEST FIT
Xero is well suited for all types of small 
businesses. The core system provides all 
of the basic bookkeeping functions that 
every business needs. The extensive 
catalog of 3rd party add-on applications 
facilitates adapting Xero to meet the 
unique needs of many different types of 
client businesses.

STRENGTHS
• Simple and intuitive interface for any 

small business owner to grasp
• Easy to read KPI dashboard that 

focuses on the basics
• Direct feeds from banks and credit 

card services
• Credit card payments accepted
• Accountants program that provides 

extensive training and marketing tools
• Extensive catalog of third party add 

on applications

POTENTIAL LIMITATIONS
• Lack of direct integration with tax 

preparation software
• Additional payroll subscription fees 

for organizations with more than 10 
employees

SUMMARY AND PRICING
Pricing starts at $9 per month for the 
Starter edition, $30 per month for the 
Standard edition and $70 per month 
for the Premium edition. All three plans 

include unlimited users. Payroll add-on 
for 10 additional employees is $70 per 
month, 20 users is $90 per month and 
100 users is $180 per month. Partner 
program is free and includes Practice 
Studio practice management software.

www.xero.com

Thomson Reuters Accounting CS

Xero and Xero Partner Program

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202425

Read the full review and see expanded ratings for this product online at: 
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12202429
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The effect of your “thank you” 
will be immediate and have a lasting 
impact. Appreciation from manage-
ment boosts morale, enhances the 
workplace culture and plays a big 
role in employee retention.

Here are ways — big and small — 
to acknowledge your accountants 
after tax season:

1. LONG WEEKEND: Chances are, 
your accountants pulled eve-
ning and weekend shifts in the 

thick of tax season. Give back some 
of that time in the form of a three- 
or four-day weekend by closing the 
office on a Friday and/or Monday. If 
that isn’t feasible for your firm, take 
turns: have half the staff take one long 
weekend while the other half gets an 
extended break the following week.

2. GIFTS: You may already give 
bonuses for firmwide or indi-
vidual performance. Do a 

little more after tax season as a way 
to directly tie your staff members’ 
hard work with the reward.

Small but thoughtful touches  — 
such as gourmet chocolates sent to 
employees’ home addresses, restau-
rant gift cards with enough value to 
treat their family, or gift certificates 
for a facial or massage — can mean 
a lot. Be sure to attach a brief, hand-
written thank-you note, too.

3. FACE-TO-FACE THANKS: 
Gifts and notes are nice, but 
there’s nothing quite like 

being thanked personally. Draw up 
a list of employees, and divide the 

names among partners and senior 
management. Their goal through-
out the coming month would be to 
approach every worker on their list 
and offer recognition for a job well 
done. For remote workers, pick up 
the phone or have a video chat.

4. PUBLIC RECOGNITION: Let 
everyone at the firm — not 
just your accountants — 

know how much you appreciate their 
hard work. Some ideas:
• On your firm’s Facebook page or 

Instagram account, upload a group 
photo and thank employees for 
another great tax season.

• Become a public radio sponsor, 
which often includes air time you 
could use to publicly acknowledge 
your employees.

• Call up a local radio station and 
dedicate a song that recognizes 
your staff’s role during tax time. 
Make sure the staff tunes in so they 
hear the message.

5. FUNNY AWARDS: It’s good 
to laugh after a grueling tax 
season. Hold a contest in cat-

egories, such as:
• Funniest tax season story
• Craziest deduction
•  The most number of times you’ve 

had to redo a return to satisfy a 
client

• Longest tax return
Of course, keep all anecdotes 

anonymous. Present award certifi-
cates and humorous prizes during a 
staff meeting or party.

6. A WEEK OF THANKS: One 
day of recognition is good, 
but five is even better. Pick 

a week when most of your staff will 
be in the office, and make each day 
special. For example:
• Monday: Bagels for breakfast
• Tuesday: Mid-morning lattes for 

all
• Wednesday: The boss springs for 

lunch. Go beyond the norm by 
ordering bento boxes or “hero” 
sandwiches, or bring to the work 
site a couple of popular food 
trucks.

• Thursday: Frozen yogurt day for 
the afternoon break – make it fun 
by including all the toppings.

• Friday: Happy hour – after the 
work day is done (and keeping with 
the firm’s policy), treat the team to 
festive hors d’oeuvres and drinks.
Or go the non-food route by having 

a special activity or theme each day:
• “Massage Monday” – Bring in 

a team of massage therapists to 
give shoulder and back massages 
throughout the day.

• “Tuesday Tunes” – Hire a string 
orchestra to play in the lobby dur-
ing lunch.

• “Wellness Wednesday” – After a 
morning of work, everyone heads 
to a nearby gym for an afternoon of 
swimming, basketball, Zumba or 
yoga classes, or another fun group 
activity.

• “Tot or Turtle Thursday” – This 
is the day to show off children or 
pets. Be prepared for lots of coos 
and cuddles, but workers probably 
won’t get much done. (That can be 
OK for one day after tax season!)

• “Freebie Friday” – Order goodies 
branded with your company’s logo 
and hand them out near the end of 
the day. Go beyond pens and mugs, 
and opt for popular gifts like fleece 
jackets, hoodies, messenger bags, 
power banks for boosting mobile 
battery life or picnic blankets.
To ensure you’re offering perks 

your staff will sincerely love, create 
an ad hoc employee fun committee. 
Give them enough budget and free 
rein to be fun and creative. No mat-
ter what you decide to do, remember 
there’s no rule that says you have to 
spend money to thank staff. If you 
can swing it, though, above-and-
beyond efforts go a long way toward 
creating a workplace environment 
where people want to do their best 
and give their all.   

Recognition After Tax Season:  

6 Kudos Staff Will Love
By Paul McDonald

A
 
nother tax season is over, and now you 
can catch your breath. As a manager for 
a public accounting firm, you may want 
to take off for a well-deserved vacation. 
But before you go, be sure to show your 
hardworking staff some recognition.

 Paul McDonald is senior executive director at interna-
tional staffing firm Robert Half. He writes and speaks 
frequently on hiring , workplace and career management 
topics. Over the course of more than 30 years in the recruit-
ing field, McDonald has advised thousands of company 
leaders and job seekers on how to hire and get hired.
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An increasing number of cities 
and states are beginning to agree, 
including California and New York, 
both of which recently passed $15 an 
hour minimum wage laws. However, 
the California Chamber of Commerce 
called the increase “a job killer.” “This 
is too much too fast,” said California 
Chamber President and CEO Allan 
Zaremberg. “It is unfortunate the 
Legislature didn’t take advantage of 
the opportunity to address the issue 
in a more balanced manner.”

As more politicians and union-
affiliated groups push for higher 
minimum wages, employers need 
to prepare now for the significant 
financial, compliance, and regulatory 
challenges these changes bring.

A Rising Minimum Wage
According to the National Conference 
of State Legislatures, 29 states and 
Washington, D.C., have minimum 
wages above the federal minimum 
wage of $7.25 per hour. When federal 
and state law have different minimum 
wage rates, the higher standard applies.

So far, California and New York have 
enacted laws that will increase those 
states’ minimum wages to the highest 
in the country. In April, California 
Gov. Jerry Brown signed the bill that 
increased the state’s hourly minimum 
wage to $15 by 2022 for companies with 
more than 25 employees, and by 2023 
for smaller businesses. The increase 
will start in 2017, when the California 
minimum wage will rise from $10 an 
hour to $10.50. However, the state can 

stop the wage increases in the event of a 
recession or economic downturn.

And California isn’t alone. In New 
York, lawmakers approved a $15 an 
hour minimum wage. It will take effect 
in New York City by 2019 for compa-
nies that have at least 11 workers, and 
in 2020 for others. Businesses in the 
suburbs have until 2022 to comply. In 
upstate New York, the minimum wage 
will increase to $12.50 an hour in five 
years, and then continue rising until it 
hits $15.

On April 4, New York Gov. Andrew 
M. Cuomo signed the minimum wage 
legislation, along with a 12-week paid 
family leave policy. “By moving to a $15 
statewide minimum wage and enacting 
the strongest paid family leave policy 
in the nation, New York is showing 
the way forward on economic justice,” 
Cuomo announced. “These policies 
will not only lift up the current gen-
eration of low-wage workers and their 
families, but ensure fairness for future 
generations and enable them to climb 
the ladder of opportunity. I am proud 
to sign these programs into law, because 
they will ensure a stronger, fairer and 
brighter future for all New Yorkers.”

These new laws will have a broad 
impact. Last year, 53.6 million work-
ers in the U.S. were paid less than $15 
an hour, according to the Wall Street 
Journal. In New York State alone, the 
$15 minimum wage will increase the 
earnings of more than 2.3 million New 
Yorkers, Cuomo’s office said.

These laws follow on the heels 
of some activist and union-related 

movements, such as “Fight for $15,” a 
group that is pushing for a national $15 
an hour wage, along with unionization 
rights. The group’s motto is “1,000s of 
workers. 100s of cities. 1 movement. 
$15 and a union.”

But while some states are raising 
their minimum wages, others are push-
ing back. For example, North Carolina 
recently passed a law that limited the 
ability of cities and towns to set mini-
mum wages. In February, Alabama 
lawmakers passed a similar law to ban 
local governments from establishing 
local minimum wages. That was in 
response to a law in Birmingham that 
would have raised the minimum wage 
to $10.10 in the city.

What Employers Need 
to Know
Obviously, the biggest repercussions 
of the rising minimum wage will be 
financial, as companies struggle to 
remain competitive and profitable 
with skyrocketing worker costs. But 
there are other considerations as well, 
including regulatory, paperwork, 
and compliance. Among the things 
companies need to know:
• Understand the Changes
Different states have different timelines 
for the increase in minimum wage. 
Even states that aren’t aiming for $15 
have made increases. According to 
the NCSL, Rhode Island raised its 
minimum wage to $9.60 effective Jan. 
1. Washington, D.C., will increase its 
minimum wage to $11.50 on July 1. 
And the minimum wage in Minnesota 
will increase to $9.50 on Aug. 1 for 
large employers, and $7.75 for small 
employers.

Employers need to prepare now 
for actions that have been already 
legislated, or could be in the works. It’s 

important to plan ahead, work with HR 
and legal counsel to understand what 
changes may be on the horizon, and 
proactively prepare for them.
• Review Employee Classifications
While the minimum wage affects 
workers who are nonexempt from the 
Fair Labor Standards Act, new laws 
could also impact whether employees 
are classified as exempt or nonexempt. 
That could have far-reaching financial 
and HR considerations. For example in 
California, in order to be exempt from 
overtime laws employees must earn a 
minimum monthly salary that is no less 
than twice the state minimum wage. 
That means employers in the Golden 
State need to be aware of how the mini-
mum wage boost could impact whether 
employees are exempt or nonexempt.

Furthermore, separate and apart 
from the increase in minimum wage, 
the Department of Labor is expected 
to release its Final Rule modifying the 
“white collar” exemptions. This rule 
will more than double the salary office, 
executive, and professional employees 
must be paid in order to be classified as 
exempt employees. With the increased 
focus on wages across the country, now 
is a good time to conduct a thorough 
review of your employee classifications 
and other wage and hour policies.
• Posting Notice Requirements
Employers who are required to post 
wage notice requirements will need 
to update their information if their 
states have increased minimum wages. 
Some states also require written notice, 
which will need to be updated and 
disseminated.

The Push for a $15 Minimum Wage
By Richard D. Alaniz

A 
 
$15 an hour minimum wage should be 
mandatory, according to Democratic 
presidential candidate Bernie Sanders. 
“Millions of Americans are working for  
totally inadequate wages,” Sanders states 

on his website. “We must ensure that no full-time worker 
lives in poverty. The current federal minimum wage is 
starvation pay and must become a living wage. We must 
increase it to $15 an hour over the next several years.”

Richard D. Alaniz is senior partner at Alaniz Schraeder Linker Farris Mayes, 
L.L.P., a national labor and employment firm based in Houston. He has been at the 
forefront of labor and employment law for over thirty years, including stints with 
the U.S. Department of Labor and the National Labor Relations Board. Rick is a 
prolific writer on labor and employment law and conducts frequent seminars to client 
companies and trade associations across the country. Questions about this article, or 
requests to subscribe to receive Rick’s monthly articles, can be addressed to Rick at 
(281) 833-2200 or ralaniz@alaniz-schraeder.com.
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The proposed changes more than 
double the salary threshold that 
helps determine whether workers are 
eligible for time-and-a-half pay when 
working more than 40 hours per week. 
If finalized, these changes will make 
nearly five million workers eligible 
for overtime pay as early as this year, 
unless their salary is raised.

In March 2016, the Department of 
Labor submitted the proposal to the 
Office of Management and Budget 
(OMB) for review. The OMB could 
approve the rule as is or ask the DOL 
for changes. The final rule could be 
issued as early as later this month; once 
final, employers will likely have 60 days 
in which to comply.

For businesses, this could be the 
next big compliance challenge fol-
lowing the Affordable Care Act. So 
it’s concerning that many employers 
are not fully prepared to navigate the 
new rules.

According to ADP research, only 
25 percent of small businesses owners 
and 50 percent of midsized employers 
said they’re aware of and taking actions 
to comply with the new overtime 
regulations. That means many of 
those businesses could potentially 
face substantial penalties down the 
road for noncompliance. Last year 
alone, Seyfarth Shaw estimates that 
the number of wage and hour lawsuits 
rose nearly eight percent to 8,781 cases.

Here are a few steps businesses 
should take now to prepare.
•  Ensure compliance with existing 

rules. Review existing employee clas-
sifications to ensure that your “exempt” 
employees are properly classified under 
current rules. For example, this means 
that full-time employees who receive 

less than $455 per week are considered 
“non-exempt” and must be paid at least 
minimum wage and overtime.

•  Identify which employees meet the 
administrative, professional, or 
executive exemption. Figure out 
which employees are exempt and cur-
rently earn at least the current minimum 
of $23,660, but less than the proposed 
minimum of $50,440 per year. Deter-
mine how many hours these employees 
typically work per week and be sure to 
factor in any fluctuations in hours 
during peak periods.

•  Compare the costs of raising 
employees’ salaries. Weigh the costs 
of raising employees’ salaries to meet 
the proposed exemption criteria against 
what it would cost to reclassify them as 
non-exempt and pay them overtime 
when they work more than 40 hours a 
week. If an employee’s salary is closer 
to the current minimum ($23,660) and 
they rarely work overtime, it might 
make sense to reclassify them as non-
exempt. Conversely, if an employee’s 
salary is closer to the proposed min-
imum ($50,440) and they frequently 
work overtime, you may consider 
raising their salary to maintain the 
exemption.

•  Consider the impact on internal pay 
equity. Beyond the costs of raising 
exempt employees’ salaries, consider 
the impact on internal pay equity. 
Internal equity means employees are 
paid fairly when compared with other 
employees within your company. If you 
substantially increase some employees’ 
pay, other employees may have ques-
tions about why their pay isn’t 
increasing. Also remember that if the 
automatic annual increases become 
final, you would need to review and 

adjust exempt employees’ salaries each 
year.
To learn more about the proposed 

rules and how to remain compliant, 
ADP has created a unique suite of 
educational tools to help your business 
that includes:
•  An online FLSA resource center. 

This features a wide range of educa-
tional materials, including fact sheets, 
articles, legislative updates, info-
graphics, calculators, and a schedule of 
free webinars to help companies 
understand the financial impact of the 
proposed changes

•  Two online calculators. These are 
designed to provide a simple assess-
ment of the annual impact at the federal 
level of paying overtime versus raising 
salaries to meet the anticipated new 
threshold of $50,440 per year. One of 
two calculators estimates this for the 
organization as a whole; the second 
helps employers view options for an 
individual employee, including an 
estimated cost-neutral wage based on 
the overtime that person works.

•  A series of free webinars. ADP has 
partnered with Littler Mendelson, one 
of the nation’s leading employment and 
labor-law practices, to help employers 
learn more about the pending overtime 
changes and best practices to avoid 
wage and hour mistakes.
The main takeaway: Start develop-

ing a plan now to implement any 
changes once the final rule becomes 
effective. Consider how these changes 
will impact reclassified employees 
and develop a communication plan 
to address questions they may have 
related to timekeeping and pay. We will 
provide updated information and guid-
ance once the final rule is published.    

This article first appeared on the  
Connect@ADP Blog.

Are Your Clients Ready for 
Sweeping Changes in Overtime?
By Joe DeSilva

I
 
n July 2015, the U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) 
proposed changes to the Fair Labor Standards Act 
(FLSA) that would substantially overhaul overtime 
pay rules.
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Intuit recently conducted a study in 
partnership with Emergent Research 
that found the number of on-demand 
workers will grow from 3.2 million 
Americans to 7.6 million by 2020. 
Seventy-nine percent of these work-
ers will do so part-time and spend 
an average of 12 hours per week 
working via their primary platform. 
Approximately 43 percent of people in 
the on-demand economy also have a 
traditional full- or part-time job.

“The on-demand economy is the 
latest acceleration of a long-term 
transformation of the labor market. 
The number of people engaging in 
full- or part-time self-employment 
has grown from 6 percent of the 
workforce in 1989 to 34 percent today 
– and we expect it to reach well over 
40 percent by 2020,” said Alex Chriss, 
Vice President and General Manager 
of Self-Employed Solutions, Intuit 
Small Business.

The on-demand economy is reshap-
ing the way people earn a living by 
allowing them to take control of their 
careers and support their families. 
There are now more opportunities 
than ever for people to supplement 
existing income streams or to take 
the leap into being their own boss. 
Workers in the on-demand economy 
work in a broad range of industries – 
from transportation and delivery to 
legal and consulting services – and 
are typically identified as belonging 
to one of five key groups:
• Business Builders: workers primar-

ily driven by the desire to be their 

own boss
• Career Freelancers – workers 

focused on building a career 
through independent work

• Side Giggers – workers seeking 
financial stability by supplementing 
their existing income

• Passionistas – workers who want 
flexibility to do something they love

• Substituters – workers who replac-
ing a traditional job that is no longer 
available
Regardless of which group an 

individual may fall into, it’s clear 
that on-demand workers value the 
independence and flexibility that 
comes with being self-employed. 
According to Intuit’s study, more than 
90 percent of self-employed workers 
reported that they like the fact that 
the on-demand economy gives 
them control over where, when and 
how they work. However, with this 
independence also come challenges, 
such as the need for individuals to self-
manage their tax situation, healthcare 
and other items typically handled by 
employers. Many solopreneurs still 
need to be educated on quarterly 
and year-end tax headaches, keeping 
clean records and gaining visibility 
into their real income.

In efforts to help the self-employed 
and on-demand workers, Intuit 
launched QuickBooks Self-Employed 
in January 2015. Designed to meet 
the unique accounting needs of this 
emerging workforce, QuickBooks 
Self-Employed helps self-employed 
workers organize their personal and 

business expenses. Having a solution 
that is designed for individuals with 
multiple income sources helps save 
accounting professionals countless 
hours of manually going through 
data and receipts. For example, 
QuickBooks Self-Employed’s new 
automatic mileage tracking feature 
allows on-demand drivers to instantly 
record the number of miles driven for 
business and personal trips. Users 
can swipe to see their tax deductions 
in real-time, easing the burden of 
compliance and tax regulations on 
accounting professionals.

“We must recognize the shadows 
that have emerged from the on-
demand workforce. The benefits 
infrastructure of a generation ago 
was not built to accommodate the 
reality of work today. That’s why my 
team is committed to building new 
solutions that deliver certainty and 
stability for self-employed people 
who are stitching together different 
income streams,” said Chriss, who 
currently builds global solutions for 
independent contractors, freelancers 
and the self-employed.

The challenges presented by the 
increase in self-employment create 
a huge opportunity for accountants. 
Accountants are uniquely positioned 
to become strategic advisors on mat-
ters such as co-mingled personal and 
business bank accounts, uncertainty 
over tax obligations and a general lack 
of clarity about their real income. 
Accountants have an opportunity to 
provide value-added advice to their 

clients on how best to plan for the 
future. As the workforce continues to 
evolve, it will be even more important 
for accountants to embrace the three 
pillars of the Firm of the Future – 
getting online, becoming a trusted 
advisor and staying connected.

“Getting online not only allows 
accountants to work anytime, any-
where, but it is often the best way to 
get in touch with workers who don’t 
have a traditional desk job. With 
schedules in f lux, self-employed 
workers often depend on their mobile 
devices to help them stay organized 
on-the-go and stay connected on 
social media with important busi-
ness and personal contacts. Because 
freelance workers often have multiple 
jobs, they understand the value of 
project-based billing because they too 
have to juggle several projects at once 
and don’t always work by the hour,” 
said Chriss.

Future-ready accounting firms can 
help on-demand workers alleviate the 
stress of managing their business and 
personal finances so they can focus 
on pursuing their passions. They 
understand the drive behind the inde-
pendent, self-motivated and social 
workers who are their clients, but 
they also understand the challenges 
that face them. Nearly 43 percent of 
people working in the on-demand 
economy also have a traditional full- 
or part-time job and more than half 
of on-demand workers worry about 
finding enough work or having and 
unpredictable income, when they’re 
used to stable income. An accountant 
can help advise workers on which jobs 
they should or shouldn’t be spending 
time on, and how best to maximize 
the benefits of a flexible schedule.

T
 
he emergence of popular on-demand companies like Uber and Lyft 
has sparked a burgeoning rise of a new type of entrepreneur, creating a 
new type of economy: a Workforce of the Future. This new workforce 
is disrupting and reshaping the traditional workweek as we know 
it. Disrupting the economy at such a high level creates both unique 

opportunities and challenges, and Intuit wants to be there to help solopreneurs 
and their accounting professionals navigate through these to success.

The Workforce of the Future:
How Intuit is Helping Accountants and On-Demand Workers
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TECHNOLOGY IN PRACTICEBy Roman H. Kepczyk, CPA.CITP

Survey Identifies CPA Firm 
Infrastructure and Workstation Trends

These firms often have greater 
resources to evaluate peer solutions 
and do more in depth due diligence, 
highlighting solutions and recom-
mendations which are becoming main-
stream and eventually filter down to 
smaller firms. Below, I explore five IT 
infrastructure and workstation trends 
for firms to consider as they evaluate 
system upgrades this summer:

• Server Location: The survey found 
that 71% of firms continue to host the 
majority of their servers and applica-
tions within their own offices in a 
traditional network environment. A 
small number (6%) had opted to main-
tain their own network environment 
with internal IT personnel, but utilize 
a more secure external “colocation” 
facility to minimize the environmental 
risks as well as bolster security, Internet 
access, and power quality, with vendors 
such as ViaWest, IO, and Barracuda. A 
surprising 18% had opted to outsource 
their network infrastructure and 
management to a third party which 
would utilize a colocation facility to 
manage the network and outsource all 
network maintenance and application 
updates to the cloud hosting company. 
The most listed hosted cloud provid-
ers were Xcentric and IV Desk. The 
remaining 5% of respondents were 
able to use the accounting application 
provider (Thomson Reuters Virtual 
Office/WoltersKluwer CCH Axcess) 
to host the majority of their applica-
tions. TREND: With 3 out of 10 firms 
already moving their IT Infrastructure 
to third parties, we see the number of 
firms hosting their own networks in 
their offices to continuing to decline 
as they transition more to the cloud.

• Streaming Backup: The survey 
found that 12% of firms still utilize 
tape backups which we have found 
to be time consuming and expensive 
compared to today’s digital processes. 

48 percent of respondents backed up 
to another onsite hard disk, which we 
recommend for more frequent backups 
and for easier restoration of lost or 
corrupted files. The survey found that 
40% of firms that maintained their own 
networks were utilizing an Internet-
based offsite backup and that another 
10% utilized cloud providers that 
also provided offsite Internet-based 
backup. TREND: The advantage of 
offsite Internet-based backup solu-
tions is that they can be automated to 
work every day and do not require the 
purchase and offsite transportation of 
physical media so we see “disk to disk 
to Internet” becoming the accounting 
firm data backup standard.

• Workstation Dominance: Similar to 
the Big Three automotive manufactur-
ers, CPA firms consistently selected 
three brands for the majority of desktop 
(62%-Dell, 23%-HP, 9%-Lenovo) 
and laptop (58%-Dell, 20%-HP, 
17%-Lenovo) purchases. While the 
survey did not specify how many firms 
had transitioned entirely to laptops, it 
did note the 59% had standardized on 
the 15” laptop models with a built in 
number pad and a surprising 25% had 
purchased the larger 17” laptops which 
natively comes with the full keyboard/
number pad. Just over 10% continued 
to buy the smaller 14”-15” without the 
number pad, and less than 5% utilized 
smaller laptops or other devices such 
as the Microsoft Surface. TREND: 
Having a full keyboard with number 
pad from one of the major computer 
vendors seems to be the direction firms 
are going on all workstations, and with 
the micronization of computer com-
ponents, the lower weight, and better 
battery life has firms choosing laptops 
with larger screens that are thinner and 
lighter in weight than legacy laptops.

• OS Configurations: Studies done 
in the past pointed to improved firm 
productivity when all personnel 
utilized the same operating system 

applications. The 2016 CPAFMA sur-
vey found that 75% of respondents were 
currently standardized on Windows 7, 
but roughly 35% said they planned on 
transitioning to Windows 10 by the end 
of 2016 (or had already done so for the 
majority of their computers before tax 
season started). 23% stated they would 
wait until 2017 or 2018, and 41% were 
waiting to confirm compatibility or had 
no plans to do so. For browser selection 
the majority (68%) utilized Internet 
Explorer, followed by 26% on Google 
Chrome and 3% on Mozilla Firefox. 
TREND: Microsoft Windows 7 will 
continue to be the dominant desktop 
operating system for this year, but we 
anticipate firms will adopt Windows 10 
on new workstations after confirmation 
of compatibility with all our account-
ing applications which we expect this 
summer.

• Firmwide Application Selection: The 
2016 IT survey found that Microsoft 
Office 2010 was the dominant group-
ware version within responding firms 
(51%) followed by Office 2013 (39%). 
While Office 2016 had been released 
at the end of last year, only 3% had 
already adopted it. The traditional 
accounting firm licensing structure 
has been to purchase an Office version 
for all personnel and then skip the next 
one or two releases to optimize the 
purchase price and internal training. 
This has been an effective strategy as 
the major accounting vendors often 
take an additional year to work through 
the compatibility issues with their 
own applications. With minimal “got 
to have” features in the latest Office 
versions, we anticipate firms on Office 
2013 and older upgrading only when 
they have to. 

Roman H. Kepczyk, CPA.CITP and 
Lean Six Sigma Black Belt is Director 
of Consulting for Xcentric, LLC and 
works exclusively with accounting firms 
to optimize their internal production 
workflows within their tax, audit, client 
services and administrative areas. His 
Quantum of Paperless Guide (Amazon.
com) outlines 32 digital best practices 
all accounting firm partners need to 
understand today and incorporates the 
latest findings of the CPAFMA technol-
ogy survey.

T
 
he CPA Firm Management Association 
(CPAFMA.com), completed its 2016 
Information Technology survey which 
identified the latest IT infrastructure and 
workstation trends within medium and 

larger accounting firms. Formerly the Association for Accounting 
Administration, the CPAFMA has more than 1,000 members, of which 140 firms 
participated in the 2016 IT Survey which was completed in the first quarter of this 
year. CPAFMA consists primarily of medium and larger firms with 90% of the 
respondents being in firms between 10 to 149 personnel and 49% being multi-office.
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Here are 10 common “events” 
that could signal it’s time to make 
a change when it comes to how you 
or your clients manage sales taxes.

1 GROWTH. More resources, more 
market share, more customers, more 

revenue…. More is good, right? Yes. But 
growing a business can also mean more 
obligations to collect and remit sales tax. 
Expanding into new states, either physi-
cally or operationally (wider distribution, 
ecommerce sales or geographically dis-
persed customers) can quickly create 
additional tax complexity and compliance 
burdens. If international markets are on 
your growth plan, then you’re also looking 
at value-added tax (VAT) and landed costs 
and the management of those taxes on top 
of U.S. sales and use tax.

2 FINANCING. When a funding event 
happens — be it private or institu-

tional, an IPO, or even an exit strategy 
— investors will be laser-focused on your 
business, finances and compliance prac-
tices. Most companies don’t realize that 
how you manage tax, including sales tax, 
can impact valuation. Discovery of unfa-
vorable audit outcomes or mismanaged 
sales and use tax can kill a deal. You may 
also be subject to new tax rules depending 
on how you plan to use that funding. 
Hiring, product development, expansion 
— all of these growth activities can change 
or add to your sales and use tax compliance 
requirements. Be sure you’re doing 
everything right now so you avoid sur-
prises

3 ACQUISITION AND MERGERS: The 
strategic decision to acquire or merge 

with another company may be obvious, 
but the process is typically less elegant. 
The meshing together of people, assets, 
systems and processes is often lengthy and 
complicated. Who has time for the 
minutia of sales tax? Not finance and IT; 
they’re focused elsewhere. Yet, many of 
the motivators for acquiring a business 
— more market share, a broader product 
mix, even physical property — are 
common tax liability triggers. No matter 
how inconsequential tax compliance may 
seem during a merger, it should not be 
overlooked.

4 KEY HIRES: A new CFO or controller 
will likely want to dive deep into how 

you currently handle compliance and may 
even have some good ideas on how to 
better operationalize and optimize the 
business. This could mean re-evaluating 
your financial systems and filling any gaps 
by onboarding new solutions, like sales 
tax automation, that can advance these 
objectives.

5 NEW PRODUCTS OR SERVICES. For 
most sellers, adding another item or 

brand to the mix isn’t a big deal. But tax-
ability can become an issue for businesses 
making more wide-sweeping changes. For 
example, a software company that decides 
to sell digital downloads in addition to 
CDs, a furniture company that adds 
installation and delivery services, or a 
cosmetics and beauty supply company 
that branches out to include a line of 
nutritional supplements and health drinks 
— all of these new products or services 
can have vastly different taxability rules 
and rates from state to state.

6 NEW SALES CHANNELS. Deciding 
to sell through more or different 

channels can also add to your sales tax 
burden. For example, manufacturers or 
suppliers who sell direct to consumers, or 
traditional retailers who branch out into 
ecommerce, may quickly find that they 
now have multi-state nexus (an obligation 
to register and collect sales tax in states) 
based on these new channel sales activities. 
Subscription-based, SaaS delivery, and 
multi-level selling models also come with 
their own sales tax headaches. Any new 
sales strategy carries some risks. Sales tax 
shouldn’t be one of them.

7 TECHNOLOGY PLATFORM 
CHANGES: As your business grows, 

your technology platform and function-
ality needs will evolve as well. Software 
and SaaS solutions that integrate with ERP, 
ecommerce systems and accounting sys-
tems can add value without being cost 
prohibitive. Talk to your providers about 
available add-ons, like Avalara AvaTax tax 
compliance software, which can help you 
scale operations and grow more efficiently.

8 IT’S NEVER FUN TO CUT BACK, but 
doing more with less is a legitimate 

strategy. In the past, this often meant 
overburdening staff with extra work or 
outsourcing taxes and other burdensome 
activities to bookkeepers or accountants. 
Today, reliable, affordable SaaS providers, 
like Avalara, can automate these processes 
for you. Avalara AvaTax handles all areas 
of tax compliance (calculation, filing, 
reporting) and scales to the needs of your 
business now, when things are tight, and 
later, when you’re ready to grow again.

9 WHILE A SALES TAX AUDIT IS 
NEVER DEFINITE, there’s also no 

guarantee that you won’t be audited. If you 
haven’t been through one, it’s hard to know 
what to expect or how much time it will 
take to prove you’re doing sales tax right 
(or that you aren’t). Either way, audits are 
costly. Wakefield estimates that the average 
audit costs a company $114,000. If you 

have been through an audit and it didn’t 
go well, you’ll likely stay on state auditors’ 
radars and will be subject to repeated 
scrutiny. As they say, the best defense is a 
good offense. Not only do AvaTax cus-
tomers pass audits without penalty 50% 
more often than companies that don’t 
automate sales tax, but Avalara even offers 
a 100% audit accuracy guarantee.

10 REGULATORY CHANGES: Many 
states are making wide-sweeping 

changes in how they tax products and 
services as a means to generate more sales 
tax revenue. For example, last year 11 states 
considered changing their tax laws to start 
taxing services in addition to goods — 
something that 18 other states already do. 
And this year, 17 states are considering 
changing their nexus laws or introducing 
new economic nexus thresholds. Often, 
these changes are done last minute or with 
minimal notice, so it’s not always easy to 
know when they happen or how they 
affect you. Even something as seemingly 
innocuous as a sales tax holiday can be 
significant if you’re not prepared.

It’s highly likely that your clients 
or your company will undergo one or 
more of these “trigger events” in the 
near future. So why wait? Programs 
like Avalara AvaTax software can 
integrate into billing systems, keep-
ing the company ahead of the game.

For a more personal view of how 
these events impacted leading 
companies and why they decided to 
change how they manage tax compli-
ance, download Competitive Advan-
tages of Sales Tax Automation, a look 
at how how industry leaders use tax 
automation technology to optimize 
their business.   

Kerry Alexander is a marketing 
manager for Avalara, which helps 
businesses automate sales and use 
taxes.

10 Signs Your SMB Clients Could  
Benefit From Sales Tax Automation

By Kerry Alexander

T
 
he biggest barrier to companies automating 
sales tax is often inertia. Without a shake-
up of the status quo, the de facto response 
is “why change?” or “I’ll get to it later.” It 
typically takes something significant to get 

people to pull the trigger on sales tax automation.
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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.
 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.

Yet soda taxes are not without 
controversy. In the months leading 
up to the vote on Berkeley’s soda 
tax in 2013, the American Beverage 
Association (aka: Big Soda) waged 
war on the tax. The industry has 
successfully defeated proposed soda 
taxes in San Francisco and two other 
California towns, but Big Soda isn’t 
the only soda tax adversary. Many 
individuals say they smack of the 
nanny-state. Others argue they’re a 
doubling down on a tax — sales tax 
— that’s already regressive. Alter-
natively, proponents speak of the 
win-win nature of taxing products 
known to cause health problems: 
consumption declines and revenue 
to treat the problems increases.

Recently, Democratic presidential 
candidates took on the issue. While 
campaigning for the Pennsylvania 
primary, Senator Bernie Sanders 
spoke out against a soda tax pro-
posed by the mayor of Philadelphia. 
Although he supports the universal 
preschool it would fund, he said, 

“I do not support paying for this 
proposal through a regressive 
tax on soda that will significantly 
increase taxes on low-income and 
middle-class Americans.” Hillary 
Clinton spoke in favor of it: “I’m very 
supportive of the mayor’s proposal to 
tax soda to get universal preschool 
for kids.”

Although it isn’t often referenced 
by presidential candidates, sales 
tax has always been political. State 
legislators spend a fair bit of time 
carving out sales tax exemptions and 
discussing the pros and cons of rais-
ing taxes, lowering taxes, eliminat-
ing taxes and broadening taxes. And 
after decades of the enactment and 
repeal of sales tax legislation in 45 
states plus the District of Columbia, 
sales tax compliance is complicated.

Nowhere is this more evident than 
with the food and beverage industry.

It’s all in how you slice 
and serve it
Food taxability often hinges on the 
darndest things. For example:
• In New Jersey, taxation depends on 

the percentage of business that is 
prepared food sales and whether or 
not utensils are actually given to the 
consumer (as opposed to just being 
made available).

• In New York, candy and soda sold for 
$1.50 or less are subject to sales tax 
when sold in a store but exempt when 
sold from a vending machine.

• In Utah, deli salads and donuts served 

with utensils are taxed at the general 
rate of sales tax; if utensils are not 
provided, a reduced rate applies.

States aren’t soft on 
soda tax 
Back to soda taxes. Vermont 
imposed a tax on soda and many 
other sugary beverages beginning 
July 1, 2015. In September of that 
year, many retailers and consumers 
were still sorting out which products 
were subject to the tax and which 
were not. Although the Vermont 
Department of Taxes strove to 
facilitate the transition and worked 
overtime to answer questions, 
confusion reigned rampant.

Vermont imposes sales tax on “soft 
drinks,” defined as “nonalcoholic 
beverages that contain natural or 
artificial sweeteners.” In its fact sheet 
on the tax, the Department of Taxes 
clearly states that soft drinks are not:
• Beverages that contain milk or milk 

products, soy, rice, or similar milk 
substitutes

• Beverages that contain greater than 
50% of vegetable or fruit juice
In order to comply with the 

new policy, labels must be read. 
And label reading is exactly what 

many retailers in Vermont spent 
the first months doing. How else to 
distinguish between bottled waters 
with sweeteners and those without, 
or beverages containing 40% fruit 
juice versus those with 51% or more?

Make sales tax manage-
ment more palatable
The complex nature of product 
taxability, especially for food and 
beverages, can be a lot to swallow. 
For a look at just how mixed up sales 
tax rules on food and beverages 
can be, check out this short Will’s 
Whiteboard video on How Food 
Gets Taxed.

Each state determines how these 
products are taxed differently. When 
multiple jurisdictions and products 
are involved, time spent on sales tax 
management can quickly snowball. 
Sales tax automation software like 
Avalara AvaTax takes this tedious 
task off your plate so you can fill your 
time with activities that generate 
profits, not eat away at them.   

The Skinny On The 
Soda Tax Debate
By Gail Cole

S
 
oda taxes are popping up all over 
the place. Berkeley and Mexico have 
one; Homer, Alaska, Barbados, and 
Vermont too. Britain soon will, and 
Philadelphia is working to implement 

one. The list goes on.

Gail Cole is a sales tax expert at Avalara with a 
penchant for digging through the depths of BOE 
sites and discovering and reporting rate changes 
across the country.
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BRIDGING THE GAP By Jim Boomer, CPA.CITP 

Is It Easy To Do Business With Your Firm?

Easy Button For Clients
Providing clients with the tools to 
easily collaborate with your team 
and complete the tasks you request 
of them is a must in today’s rapidly 

changing environment. Thanks to 
the cloud and mobile devices, your 
clients are enjoying their highest 
degree of ease in conducting their 
day to day business. Whether it be 
personal or professional, we can no 
longer focus all technology deci-
sions inward on what works best 
for operating the firm. An external 
facing lens is needed to provide your 
clients with the easy button they are 
now accustomed to having.

What Easy Buttons 
Look Like
Easy buttons can come in all shapes 
and sizes and range from simple to 
complex. Ultimately, the goal is to 
limit confusion, complexity and 
miscommunication and give them 
one thing to do: hit the easy button. 
Here are a few examples:
• Embed a chat feature in your 

website for clients and prospects 
to easily reach a knowledgeable 
and friendly member of your firm.

• Send your clients a digital packet 
of all the information they need 
for a meeting or to complete the 
next step in the workflow. Also be 
able to point them to a location 
where they can reference that 
information at any time.

• Provide them with a technology 

tool that walks them through the 
process of providing tax informa-
tion and documents click by click 
(think TurboTax).

Integration/Automation
Cloud technologies offer greater 
integration and automation 
opportunities than we’ve had in 
the past. The architecture of the 
solution, mobile capabilities and 
level of openness the company has 
adopted are becoming as, if not 
more, important than simply feature 
and function. Expectations among 
clients, employees and partners are 
changing regarding how data flows 
between systems. As mobile devices 
continue to proliferate, the number 
of tasks we can perform by simply 
taking a picture is becoming much 
larger. Processes are moving toward 
“click it and forget it” as the systems 
automatically handle more and more 
of the manual tasks with algorithms. 
Are you offering these capabilities to 
your clients?

Streamline Your 
Workflow
Equally as important as the technol-
ogy tools are the processes your firm 
employs to do business with your 
clients. Leading firms are leverag-
ing Lean Six Sigma principles to 
streamline workf low for both 

internal operations and client facing 
processes. They aren’t just looking 
for ways to make their jobs easier 
but also to make it as easy as possible 
for clients to do business with the 
firm. From simplifying the process 
for data collection to providing an 
easy to use system for work product 
delivery, the goal is to minimize any 
hurdles the client must overcome in 
their interactions with the firm.

Attitude is Key
While technology and process 
combine to provide powerful tools 
for your team and clients, the overall 
attitude within your firm is also criti-
cal. You must maintain a focus on 
continuous improvement and make 
it pervasive at all levels of the firm, 
starting at the top. Leaders should 
evangelize the desire to make the 
clients lives easier and recognize/
reward those that bring ideas to the 
table that achieve this goal.

In the end, if you adopt the strat-
egy of always looking for new easy 
buttons for your clients, you will 
have a client base that exudes hap-
piness. And, in turn, they will reward 
you by buying more services and 
referring you to family and friends. 
Thus, achieving the growth that 
we all seek in today’s competitive 
environment.   

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

I
 
f your firm is like most, you are constantly look-
ing for ways to fuel growth. The fastest and easiest 
way to grow is by leveraging your existing client 
base. And to do so you need to make sure that 
your base is full of happy clients. After all, happy 

clients tend to buy more services and refer your 
firm to friends and family. Sure, quality, timeliness 
and great overall service go a long way towards high 
client satisfaction. But so too does the ease with 
which clients can interact and do business with the 
firm. Are you effectively leveraging technology to 
provide your clients with an easy button?
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10 One-Hour Sessions

Free Live Streaming Conference

Cutting Edge Training from the  
Accounting Profession’s Leading Visionaries

CPA Practice Advisor is registered with the National Association of State Boards of Accountancy (NASBA) as a sponsor of continuing professional educa-
tion on the National Registry of CPE Sponsors. State boards of accountancy have final authority on the acceptance of individual courses for CPE credit. 
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2016 Session Topics

• The Firm of the Future/The Firm of Today

• Data Security and Risk Management

• The Value of Time

• Providing Advisory Services

• Managing Workflow

• Payroll/HR/ACA - What to Expect in 2017

• The New Global Economy

• Small Firm, Big Data

• Change Management

• Choosing the Best Technology Solutions
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