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Accountants as Advisors

The compliance task is still a 
necessity, but as the recent changes 
in the tax code and the resulting 
postcard-sized 1040 illustrate, much 
can be done automatically. Fewer 

individuals will need to itemize, 
and many will consider doing their 
tax returns using the free online 
software options. Meanwhile, IBM’s 
Watson computer is helping us rein-
vent the audit process. Like it or not, 
we all will embrace the concept of 
real-time accounting offered by our 
software vendors who are taking 
over the role of write-up work.

Eighteen years ago, David Mais-
ter, the original visionary who saw 
the writing on the wall, wrote The 
Trusted Advisor, and tried to prepare 
us for today’s world. His missive 
was not so much a warning as a 
path to permanent job satisfaction 
and security, but many eschewed 
his philosophy and stuck to their 
proverbial guns, continuing to 
provide the services that clients 
require, instead of opening the 
windows, letting the sun shine in, 
and offering services that clients 
would really want and value.

Sure, everyone needs a tax 
return, everyone needs some 
form of a financial statement, and 
companies with investors need 
the assurance an accountant can 
provide to back up the reported 
numbers. Need, need, need.

I once had a boyfriend who 
posed the question, “Do you need 
me, or do you want me?” I thought 

long and hard about my answer and, 
not realizing that I could have said, 
“Both,” I finally replied with Door 
Number One. He left soon after that 
conversation. Being wanted was 
more important than being needed. 
Don’t we all yearn for that?

Our clients are no exception. 
The best clients aren’t the ones who 
take a big sigh and reluctantly meet 
with us once a year to finalize the 
financial statements or sign off on 
the tax return. The best ones are 
those clients who want to know what 
we think, who contact us before they 
make a decision about their business 
or their personal finances, because 
they trust us and they have put their 
faith in our willingness and ability 
to help them.

In one of his later books, Strategy 
and the Fat Smoker, Maister states 
that, “Many firms’ so called ‘client 
relationship plans’ are not really 
plans to build a relationship at all. 

They are sales plans, which is not 
the same thing. A sales plan is a 
set of activities designed to get – to 
generate revenues in the short 
run. A relationship plan is a set of 
activities to give – doing things that 
will build an asset – the relation-
ship – that will continue to generate 
revenues into the future.

Give to your clients and your 
colleagues the benefit of your 
true expertise, the foundation of 
your education, the fruits of your 
ongoing learning and experience, 
the reasons you chose this field to 
begin with. Look at the compliance 
and assurance work as extra. It’s 
the advisory services, the point of 
view, the suggestions, the financial 
assistance you can provide, that will 
make you irreplaceable in the eyes 
of your clients. ■

— Gail Perry, Editor-in-Chief

IF YOU HAVE listened to accounting pundits in the past few years, either at conferences, 

on webcasts, or through writing in articles, blogs, and other social media posts, you won’t 

be surprised at all to hear that the accounting profession is experiencing a sea change 

that is leading us to a new dawn of accountants offering and being expected to provide 

advisory services in addition to, or even in lieu of, compliance and assurance services.

Give to your clients and your 
colleagues the benefit of your 
true expertise, the foundation 
of your education, the fruits 
of your ongoing learning and 
experience, and the reasons 
you chose this field to begin 
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FROM THE TRENCHES

As consultant to the profession 
Brian Tankersley has observed: 
“These transactions produce “digital 
exhaust” which can be captured 
and analyzed.” Big Data philosophy 
encompasses unstructured, semi-
structured and structured data, 
however the main focus is on large, 
unstructured data sets

Big data very often means “dirty 
data” or “big bad data” and the frac-
tion of data inaccuracies increases 
with data volume growth.

Data scientists may need to check 
that the data is relevant, connected 
(meaning it is related and complete), 
accurate (but the data can be precise/

imprecise), and that there is enough 
data to work with. If the data is 
ready for processing, according to 
Brandon Rohrer, senior data scientist 
at Microsoft, data science answers 
five questions:

 ■ Is this A or B?
 ■ Is this weird?
 ■ How much – or – how many?
 ■ How is this organized?
 ■ What should I do next?

There are four types of data 
analytics that can be run on Big Data 
including:

 ■ DESCRIPTIVE ANALY TICS: 
What’s happening in my business? 

 ■ DIAGNOSTIC ANALYTICS: Why is 
it happening?

 ■ PREDICTIVE ANALYTICS: What’s 
likely to happen?

 ■ PRESCRIPTIVE ANALYTICS: What 
do I need to do?

Like all of the emerging tech-
nologies we have covered in these 
columns, Big Data has pros and cons.

ON THE POSITIVE SIDE:
 ■ Extremely large data sets may be 
analyzed computationally to reveal 
patterns, trends, and associations, 
especially relat ing to human 
behavior and interactions

 ■ Analysis of data sets can find new 
correlations to “spot business 

trends, prevent diseases, combat 
crime and so on” according to The 
Economist, June 2017

On the down side:
 ■ Challenges include capturing data, 
data storage, data analysis, search, 
sharing, transfer, visualization, 
querying, updating and information 
privacy

 ■ Data sets grow rapidly - in part 
because they are increasingly 
gathered by cheap and numerous 
information-sensing Internet of 
things devices such as mobile 
devices, aer ial (remote sens-
ing), software logs, cameras, 
microphones, radio-frequency 
identification (RFID) readers and 
wireless sensor networks

 ■ The work may require “massively 
parallel software running on tens, 
hundreds, or even thousands of 
servers“ according to Adam Jacobs 
in an ACM (Association for Comput-
ing Machinery) article

The term Big Data has been in 
use since the 1990s, with some 
giving credit to computer scientist 
John Mashey, formerly of Bell Labs, 
for coining or at least making it 
popular. A notable challenge is how 
to make the reporting simple enough 
for smaller businesses or firms to 
be able to process data effectively. 
Alternatively, with small businesses, 
the amount of data may remain small 
enough that there is insufficient 
data for the algorithms to produce 
meaningful data analytics.

Why and How: BIG DATA

IF COGNITIVE COMPUTING drives much of the emerging technology computer science 

research, most of the data science research is focused on Big Data. Big Data can be 

analyzed to produce actionable business information. This data analysis need may 

explain the number of data scientists that are being hired by mid-sized and large firms. 

The amount of data produced by transaction processing is increasing notably because 

of the Internet of Things and the amount of detail in transaction systems.
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 FROM THE TRENCHES

WHY?
Big Data can provide value for mak-
ing business decisions. There are five 
characteristics of Big Data:

 ■ VOLUME: Big Data doesn’t sample; 
it just observes and tracks what 
happens

 ■ VARIETY: Big Data draws from 
text, images, audio, video; plus it 
completes missing pieces through 
data fusion

 ■ VELOCITY: Big Data is often avail-
able in real-time

 ■ VERACITY: The data quality of 
captured data can vary greatly, 
affecting the accurate analysis

 ■ VALUE: Technology and Analytical 
Methods for big data transformation 
as well as usefulness

HOW?
So how do Big Data approaches 
work?

 ■ In 2000, Seisint Inc. (now LexisNexis 
Group) developed a C++-based 
distributed file-sharing framework 
for data storage and query

 ■ In 2004, Google published a paper 
on a similar architecture called 
MapReduce that uses a parallel 
processing model.

–  With MapReduce, queries are 
split and distributed across 
parallel nodes and processed 
in parallel (the Map step).

–  The results are then gathered 
and delivered (the Reduce step)

 ■ The MapReduce framework was 
adopted by an Apache open-source 
project named Hadoop in 2006

 ■ Apache Spark was developed in 
2012 in response to limitations in 
the MapReduce approach

What does this mean to the 
practice of accounting and to accoun-
tants? We have several working 
examples available:

 ■ The video, audio, and textual 
information made available via 
Big Data can provide for improved 
managerial accounting, financial 
accounting, and financial reporting 
practices

 ■ In managerial accounting, Big Data 
will contribute to the development 
and evolution of effective manage-
ment control systems and budgeting 
processes

 ■ In financial accounting, Big Data will 
improve the quality and relevance 
of accounting information, thereby 
enhancing transparency and 
stakeholder decision making

 ■ In reporting, Big Data can assist 
with the creation and refinement 
of accounting standards, helping 
to ensure that the accounting 
profession will continue to provide 
useful information as the dynamic, 
real-time, global economy evolves

 ■ In the press, C-SPAN is using 
Amazon’s vision system to compile 
a database of politicians, so they 
can name them quickly when they 
appear on screen

Cloud storage of data and large-
scale data sets provide the source 
for processing with the software 
below. Small accounting software 
designers expected that the amount 
of data accumulated in QuickBooks 
Online, Xero and other products 
would provide enough data, that Big 
Data analytics could be run on the 
complete data set and provide insight 
to the small business owner or the 
accountant providing guidance to the 
business owner.

As development continues and Big 
Data transitions from an emerging 
technology to a mainstream technol-
ogy, vendors will choose from many 
open source and proprietary suites 
that have Big Data capabilities or they 
will develop their own algorithms 
inside their products. Examples of 
top trending products include (bold 
indicates that the product is on the 
top product list):

 ■ Talend Open Studio
 ■ Arcadia Data
 ■ Informatica PowerCenter Big Data 
Edition

 ■ GoodData
 ■ Actian Analytics Platform
 ■ Attivio Active Intelligence Engine

 ■ Google Bigdata
 ■ Wavefront
 ■ Opera Solutions Signal Hubs
 ■ Daatmeer
 ■ FICO Big Data Analyzer
 ■ IBM Big Data
 ■ Amazon Web Service
 ■ DataTorrent
 ■ Oracle Bigdata Analytics
 ■ Palintir Bigdata
 ■ Cloudera Enterprise Bigdata
 ■ Amdocs Insight
 ■ Splunk Bigdata Analytics
 ■ Syncsort

The best example of tools for 
accounting that are working today is:

 ■ Distributed data processing using 
Hadoop, which is pretty much the 
standard for processing large data 
sets across distributed systems

 ■ Processing data streams using Spark 
or Flink, and then graduate to Beam

 ■ Machine learning using Google’s 
TensorFlow

 ■ Big Data tool chain integration using 
Talend Open Studio

 ■ Data Lakes using Kylo
Here’s a summary of what you need 

to know about Big Data:

Big Data capture and processing 
into meaningful information is still 
complex and needs to be simpler.

RECOMMENDED NEXT 
STEPS
Consider what would be meaningful 
information for your firm or your 
clients. Don’t be too restricted 
by thinking about your current 
financial reporting or dashboard 
technologies. What would help you 
run your firm better? What informa-
tion would provide insight to you so 
you could advice your clients better? 
Products will need to provide a way 
to satisfy this need.

Big Data processing for small and 
medium business still needs some 
breakthrough products to make the 
technology practical and useful to 
smaller firms and businesses. The 
tools that are working are all for 
larger businesses with larger data 
sets with larger budgets. The emerg-
ing technology of Big Data has great 
promise, but right now is more smoke 
and mirrors than a sign showing us 
the way.   ■

Key Information TECHNOLOGY: Big Data
Why is the new technology better?  Analyze extremely large data sets to 

reveal patterns, trends, and associations, 
especially relating to human behavior 
and interactions

How can you do this today?  Amazon, Cloudera, Dell, HP, IBM, MapR, 
Microsoft, Oracle, SAP, and Software AG

Risks  Expensive processing on bad data can 
lead to incorrect strategic conclusions

Where/when to use To find trends in large amounts of data
How much?  Can be thousands to start, or free on 

open source
When expected in mainstream  Three to five years
Displaced technology or service Data Warehouse
Other resources Accounting Today, CPA Practice Advisor
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COVER STORY

Why Vacations Are Good For You —

AND YOUR 
TEAM

Many public accountants find it difficult to 
completely disconnect. No doubt, it has something 
to do with managing inboxes, keeping clients 
happy and making sure projects are on track. 
But with modern professionals’ ties to technology, 
especially in firms with a high-pressure corporate 
culture, it’s more important than ever to give 
overloaded brains a break. Here’s why this should 
matter to you if you’re a manager:
• Productivity: Stressed-out workers find it hard to 

focus. Setting the regular routine aside for several 
days or weeks not only helps clear the mind, but 
also boosts innovation. After a vacation, people 
feel mentally restored and ready to tackle difficult 
tasks with renewed energy and a fresh perspective.

• Health and wellness: It’s no secret that happy work-
ers are better workers and unhealthy employees 
are costly in terms of lower productivity and 
higher medical expenses. Getting away from the 
office helps to reduce blood pressure and anxiety 
and lowers the risk of long-term health problems.

• Reflection: Day-to-day tasks can be all-consuming, 
leaving little time to consider the bigger picture. 
When employees take a vacation, they have the 
opportunity to reflect on their career paths and 
even perhaps crystallize ideas about professional 
goals.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE 
While the advantages of time off are clear, making 
vacations a reality can be a whole different ball 

game. As a manager, you have a part to play in 
the well-being of your team. And you need to get 
away, too.

If your firm’s leaders seldom take a long vaca-
tion, what sort of message does that send to staff? 
Employees may get the feeling that management 
frowns on getting away and those who do will be 
relegated to the slow track. Be a role model when 
it comes to using vacation days, and urge your 
staff to use their paid time off rather than saving 
it for the future.

Here are additional tips both you and your 
team can benefit from:
• Plan ahead. With a bit of preparation, taking a 

break needn’t result in work piling up while you’re 
away. Tell staff and clients your out-of-office dates, 
and let them know who to contact in your absence. 
Make a list of the tasks that need to be handled and 
issues that might arise. Delegate responsibilities 
to your team, and make sure everyone has the 
resources and permissions they need. When you 
have backups and contingencies in place, you’ll be 
able to more fully unplug and relax.

• Set boundaries. Some people feel uncomfortable 
never checking in with the office during their time 
off. If you’re one of those, it’s OK. But be sure to 
put boundaries in place. Designate specific times 
when you’ll be working, and avoid making calls or 
checking email outside those hours. Define what 
you consider to be emergencies, and encourage your 
staff to contact you only for those few situations. 

Everything else can wait until your return.
An additional thought: Interruptions when 

you take calls during your time off diminishes 
not only your fun but that of your traveling 
companions, as well.
•  Ease back into work gently. Don’t hit the ground 

running upon your return. That will just undo all 
the benefits you reaped from your well-deserved 
vacation. Instead, your first few days back to work 
should be devoted to catching up, replying to 
messages and making to-do lists. Check in with 
your team to get back up to speed on projects and 
clients. To really ease in gently, you could come 
back on a Wednesday or Thursday so you have a 
shorter workweek after your time away.

RETHINKING VACATIONS
It can be difficult to go from full-time work to 
full-time relaxation. That’s why many accounting 
professionals insist on checking in with the office 
even when they’re off the clock. Your employees 
need to find the balance that’s right for them, 
and so do you. But whatever you do, use those 
hard-earned vacation days and unplug as much 
as possible — and encourage your staff to follow 
your example. ■

Paul McDonald is senior executive direc-
tor at Robert Half, the world’s first and 
largest specialized staffing firm. He 
writes and speaks frequently on hiring, 
workplace and career-management 
topics. Over the course of more than 
30 years in the¬†recruiting field, 
McDonald has advised thousands of 
company leaders and job seekers on 
how to hire and get hired.

Love going on vacation but worried about taking time off? You’re not alone. The 
majority of workers in a recent Accountemps survey said they typically check 

in with the office at least once or twice a week during their vacation.

By Paul McDonald
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VACATION BLUES:
One Third  of U.S. Workers Unhappy With Paid Time Off Policy
By Isaac M. O’Bannon, Managing Editor

Some reasons workers aren’t reap-
ing the full benefits of time off:
• 41 percent have not taken a vacation 

or have taken fewer days off because 
they were concerned about the amount 
of work that would await them when 
they returned.

• 35 percent took fewer or no days off 
because they worried about their 
colleagues absorbing their workload.

• 41 percent admit to checking in with 
the office at least once or twice a week 
while on holiday.

• 36 percent of employees ages 18 to 
34 check in at least once or twice a 
day – perhaps a sign of the times for mil-
lennials who grew up more connected.

Some sunnier results from the 
Accountemps survey show profes-
sionals plan to take an average of 10 
vacation days this summer, and 29 
percent plan to take more vacation days 
this summer than last year.

“Thanks to 24/7 email access via 
smartphones, the lines between work 
and personal time are becoming more 
blurred, especially while on vacation,” 
said Bill Driscoll, district president for 
Accountemps. “It’s important to take 
a break from your inbox and use your 
vacation time to relax, so you can 

return to work with renewed energy.”
Driscoll also highlighted the need 

for managers to lead by example. “As 
a manager, if you rarely take your 
vacation days or you choose to check 
in frequently while on vacation, 
your team will model your behavior. 
Encourage employees to use their time 
off and disconnect from work to avoid 
burnout.”

Additional findings from the 
Accountemps survey:
• 48 percent of workers said their manag-

ers encourage them at least somewhat 
to take vacations;

• 47 percent said their managers neither 
encourage nor discourage them from 
taking time off.

• 40 percent of women said they don’t 
have enough vacation time compared 
to 26 percent of men who feel the same.

• 47 percent of workers ages 18 to 34 plan 
to take more vacation days this summer 
compared to 25 percent of professionals 
ages 35 to 54 and 17 percent ages 55 
and older.

• 37 percent of men plan to take more 
vacation days this summer versus 21 
percent of women.

• 50 percent of men and 34 percent of 
women check in with the office while 
on vacation. 36 percent of workers 
ages 18 to 34 check in with the office 
at least once or twice a day while on 
their summer vacation compared to 
16 percent of professionals ages 35 to 
54 and 12 percent ages 55 and older.

• 40 percent of men worry about col-
leagues absorbing their workload and 
have skipped or taken fewer vacation 
days as a result, compared to 31 percent 
of women.

• More than half (55 percent) of workers 

ages 18 to 34 have skipped or taken a 
shorter vacation because they were 
concerned about their workload upon 
return. 36 percent of those ages 35 to 54 
and 33 percent ages 55 and older have 
done the same.

Accountemps offers five tips for 
maximizing time away from the office:

Cultivate a vacation-taking 
culture. Managers should create an 
atmosphere where employees feel 
motivated and encouraged to take time 
off to recharge.

Plan ahead. Let your manager and 
colleagues know about your vacation 
plans well in advance. If necessary, 
your supervisor can bring in temporary 
professionals or arrange for others to 
cover during your absence. Block off 
time on your first day back to meet with 
your manager about critical updates 
and catch up on calls and emails.

Assign delegates. Clarify to your 
manager, colleagues and other contacts 
who will take the lead on key projects 
while you are away. These back-ups can 
keep work progressing in your absence. 
Managers who delegate during vaca-
tions can also evaluate whether the 
second-in-command might be ready 
to assume more responsibility in the 
future.

Disconnect from the office. Try to 
unplug completely while away to get 
the greatest benefit from your vaca-
tion. Managers can help by setting a 
good example themselves while out of 
the office. If checking in is necessary, 
establish one short window each day 
when you’ll be reachable, and stick to it.

Ease your mind. Put your work 
worries aside while on your break. 
You will return to your job feeling more 
energized and ready to tackle tough 
projects. And don’t feel guilty about 
taking time off. Think of your vacation 
time as part of your compensation 
package – you’ve earned it. ■

 

Summer weather may have brought warmer weather and 
outdoor activities, but some workers are feeling a little blue 
when it comes to their vacation time away from work. Accord-
ing to a new survey, one-third of professionals (33 percent) feel 
they don’t have enough vacation time.

By Paul McDonald

Professionals Find it Harder 
to Unplug On Vacation

Summer is typically when workers take time 
off to relax and recharge. But just because 

employees take vacation days doesn't mean 
they're completely checking out, according to 
a new survey from staffing firm Accountemps.

While 44 percent typically don't check in at all 
with the office, the majority will. In fact, 70 percent of 
respondents ages 18 to 34 will maintain some contact 
with work compared to only 39 percent of those ages 
55 and older.
Hello Summer! Goodbye Office?
Professionals plan to take an average of nine vacation 
days this summer, but the frequency of office check-ins 
varies by market. Here are highlights among the 28 
cities included in the poll:

Never out of office: Nashville, Dallas and Los 
Angeles lead in terms of the number of workers who 
plan to take no summer vacation.

Checking in constantly: Employees in New 
York, Charlotte, Los Angeles, Miami and Seattle are 
most likely to connect with the office at least several 
times a week.

Leaving town and never looking back: Profes-
sionals in Cleveland, Minneapolis, Denver, Philadelphia 
and Salt Lake City are best at disconnecting from work 
while out of office.

View a larger version of this infographic of workers' 
summer vacation habits by city: https://bit.ly/2LdU1Uy.

Findings from similar surveys show employees 
are more connected to the office than ever: In 2016, a 
majority of workers (59 percent) said they never check 
in while on vacation; that number fell to 47 percent in 
2017 and 44 percent this year.

Michael Steinitz, executive director for Accoun-
temps, gives insight into the trend. "Employees need 
time away from work to rest, relax and recharge. Yet for 
an increasing number of people, totally disconnecting 
from the office can have the reverse effect and add 
stress," he said.

"Some workers enjoy greater peace of mind when 
they allow themselves to check in a few times —  
but not much more than that — while on vacation," 
Steinitz added. "Doing so confirms that all is well, which 
allows them to stop worrying and focus on relaxing 
instead." ■
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By Mary Girsch-BockREVIEW: NOT-FOR-PROFIT

Nonprofit Accounting Software

One of the most common miscon-
ceptions is that nonprofit software is 
only useful for larger organizations: 
that smaller nonprofits can easily use 
standard accounting software. The 
truth is, while the needs of smaller 
nonprofits are less complicated than 
larger organizations with global impact, 
nonprofits of all sizes can benefit from 
using a product designed specifically 
for their needs.

Unlike other specialty software 
products, purchasing the correct soft-
ware application depends greatly on the 
type of funding a nonprofit receives. 
If your nonprofit commonly receives 
grant funding, it is imperative that 
you have a way to administer those 
funds properly, including the ability to 
record, disburse, and track those funds. 
Nonprofits typically have to report back 
to the funder at the end of the grant 

cycle, so being able to account for 
those funds can make life much easier 
than trying to recreate the process 
manually. Another area is membership 
management. Does your nonprofit offer 
memberships? If managing member-
ships is required, you’ll want a way to 
do so easily. Does the majority of your 
funding come from individual donors? 
Do you currently have a way to track 
both donation amounts, as well as 
donor information? If not, you’ll need 
a fundraising application that can help 
you manage this information properly.

Determining the answers to these 
questions will go a long way towards 
helping you make the right decision 
when it comes to purchasing nonprofit 

software. We’ve tried to simplify the 
process by providing information on a 
variety of nonprofit and fund account-
ing applications.

The products included in this 
review range from entry level 
applications that will work well for 
smaller nonprofits, to comprehensive 
applications designed for the larger 
organization with more complex needs. 
The products also offer a variety of 
deployment options and run the gamut 
in pricing levels as well. 

Much like the products themselves, 
the features and functionality of these 
applications vary widely. To make it 
easier to determine which products 
are a good fit, we looked for a variety 
of nonprofit specific features such 
as the ability to customize a chart 
of accounts, whether the product 
offered multiple account segments, and 
whether users could track donations, or 
even the donors themselves. The list of 
features we looked for are included in 
the Features Chart, which accompanies 
the review.

Along with common features and 
functionality, other things that should 
be considered when making the decision 
to purchase nonprofit software includes 
deployment options offered by the 
application and the ability to scale the 

product should your nonprofit find itself 
suddenly experiencing a growth spurt. 
Accountants working with their nonprofit 
clients may also want to look at things 
such as outside accessibility options.

It’s also important to garner as 
much information as possible prior 
to purchasing any software product, 
so visiting the vendor website and 
downloading a product demo can go 
a long way towards making the right 
decision when ultimately purchasing 
software. A demo can help you deter-
mine your comfort level when using 
the product, as well as provide more 
in-depth information on the features 
available in the product.

Whether your nonprofit or you 
client’s nonprofit is local or global in 
scope, nonprofit software can help any 
organization accomplish its mission 
by providing a better way to manage 
finances, grants, and donors. We hope 
this review points you in the direction 
of the application best suited for your 
organizational needs. ■

Mary Girsch-Bock is 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@cpaprac-
ticeadvisor.com

THE IRS ESTIMATES there are about 1.8 million tax-exempt organizations 

in the United States. While the majority of non-profits are classified as 

public charities, there are more than two dozen classifications used by 

the IRS. Regardless of the classification, all nonprofits have one thing 

in common: the need to manage funds properly. And while their mis-

sions may vary, public charities in particular need to manage incoming 

funds in the form of donations, grants, membership dues, or program 

income. And if your nonprofit accepts any type of restricted funds 

(funds earmarked for a particular program area), it would be beneficial 

to utilize a program designed to track and disburse those funds properly.
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ABILA ADVANCED ACCOUNTING x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
ACCUFUND x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
APLOS x x x x x x x x x x x x x
ARAIZE FAST FUND x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
COUGAR MOUNTAIN DENALI FUND x x x x x *x *x x x x x x x x
FINANCIAL EDGE NXT x x x x x *x *x x x x x x x x x
FUND E-Z x x x x x *x *x x x x x x x x
GMS ACCOUNTING x x x  x x x x x x x
QUICKBOOKS ONLINE x x x x x x x x x x
SAGE INTACCT NONPROFIT x x x x x x *x x x x x x x x x
SERENIC x x x x x   *x x x x x x x x
TANGICLOUD x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x
XERO x x x x x x x x x
*separate program
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 NOT-FOR-PROFIT: REVIEW

www.abila.com
MIP Advance from Abila is cloud-based 
fund accounting software that is a good 
fit for small to mid-sized nonprofit 
organizations and government entities. 
Users can also download the mobile 
app for mobile system access.

The 2018 version of MIP Advance 
offers a variety of dashboard enhance-
ments as well as the launch of the 
brand new MIP Idea Portal which 
allows current users to submit ideas 
and suggestions on how to improve 
the product.

Pricing for MIP Advance varies, 
depending on the number of system 
users and the modules licensed. A 
monthly subscription that includes the 
core modules is $200 for a single user 
and includes hosting fees. Implementa-
tion is typically completed by Abila or 

authorized partners and is extra, with 
pricing dependent on the cost of the 
software.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418415

www.accufund.com
AccuFund for nonprofits is a robust 
accounting and financial management 
application designed for nonprofits and 
government entities. Best suited for 
mid-sized organizations, AccuFund 

offers a variety of product deployment 
options which include an on premise 
option as well as AccuFund Anywhere, 
which is cloud-based and available in 
two versions: Anywhere, for smaller 
nonprofits, and Anywhere Complete, 
which offers more robust functionality.

Pricing for AccuFund varies accord-
ing to the version purchased, number 
of system users, and deployment 
option. Those interested can obtain a 
pricing quote from AccuFund directly 
or contact an area reseller for a possible 
demo and purchasing options.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418403

Abila MIP Advance Fund Accounting

AccuFund for Nonprofits

5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

Helping Build a New Educational Model

When Paris Hodge goes to work each day, 
she says she feels like she’s making a 
difference in the futures of thousands of 

Detroit-area kids. Considering her office is located 
on a school campus, this might at first seem a typical 
mindset for an educator. But Paris isn’t a teacher, 
she’s a CPA.

Paris is the CFO for New Paradigm Education, a non-
profit organization that operates six charter schools in 
Detroit, and which are among the highest-performing 
charter schools in the nation. In that role, she oversees the 
finances of the school management organization, as well as 
each of the individual schools. The functions range from 
fund accounting to day-to-day payables and receivables, as 
well as reporting and payroll for more than 300 staff, and 
managing third-party vendors.

Each  of the schools serves a different age group and 
mission: Detroit Edison Public School Academy (DEPSA) 
is the flagship campus, serving Pre-K to 8th grade, and is in 
the 95th percentile of schools nationwide. Glazer, Loving 
and University Yes Academy also educate Pre-K to 8th grade, 
while NP College Prep focuses on Pre-K to 5th grade, and 
Early College of Excellence focuses on high school grades 
9-12. Each of the schools operates independently, with their 
own boards, who have contracted with New Paradigm to 
for academic programming and day-to-day operations. The 

organization’s mission is to “blend learning instruction, life 
coaches, tutors and counseling.”

Although a CPA, Paris has been involved in the academic 
industry for 18  years, initially working at large regional account-
ing firms that provided auditing services to charter schools. 
She also maintains a small private accounting and tax practice.

Reporting is Key
At New Paradigm, Paris manages 
more than $40 million total in 
annual funding received by the 
schools, which comes from state 
and federal education funds and grants. Managing the finances 
for these schools, can be complex, Paris notes, particularly with 
rigorous state and federal reporting requirements. When she 
started as CFO for the organization in 2015, they were using 
an off-the-shelf accounting system for management of their 
finances. Paris quickly saw that the system wasn’t as capable as 
they needed. She had helped move a previous charter school 
organization to the AccuFund nonprofit accounting suite, and 
knew the program would be much better at serving their needs.

Among the challenges she faced was managing multiple 
funds per school, one with more than 8 funds totaling $13 
million. As part of their reporting to the state of Michigan, the 
system also had to support 26-digit numbers for the chart of 
accounts. The old system couldn’t handle this, and she felt she 
couldn’t get accurate information from it. She also wanted to 

be able to provide self-reporting functions to the C-level team, 
the school boards, and administrative officers at the schools.

Paris  says AccuFund has given her the extensive financial 
management capabilities of ERP-level systems, but at an afford-
able cost, and that it is manageable for mid-sized organizations 
like New Paradigm. It also has much more comprehensive 

financial controls. The organiza-
tion was guided in implementing 
the system by Ian Scotland, who is 
now general manager at AccuFund. 
They have seven concurrent users, 

and she and her staff are able to work remotely from home or 
campus locations when necessary, thanks to secure remote 
access functions.

With 100%  college acceptance rates, New Paradigm is see-
ing exceptional results in educating and preparing its students, 
and Paris says their success is partly due to AccuFund. “The 
New Paradigm academic model is very rigorous and we get the 
results we do because of a comprehensive program,” she said. 
“It takes a lot to move the needle, and to do it requires signifi-
cant funding, and responsible management of those funds.”

“I love being involved in education and AccuFund makes 
my job so much easier,” Paris said. “It has strong, customizable 
reporting and is an excellent value for smaller and mid-sized 
nonprofits moving that need a more capable and secure fi-
nancial management system.”

Read the full 2018 review of AccuFund for Nonprofits at www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12418403

cpa_8-13_NonProfitReviews_io_rc_4.indd   9 7/18/18   2:55 PM



10       JULY 2018   ■    www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com

 REVIEW: NOT-FOR-PROFIT

www.blackbaud.com
Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT is well 
suited for mid-sized nonprofit organi-
zations and government entities that 
require a comprehensive financial 

management application. Blackbaud 
Financial Edge NXT is cloud-based 
and can also be accessed from a smart 
phone or tablet for true anytime/
anywhere access.

Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT 
users can request a demo of the 
application directly from Blackbaud 
as well as a custom quote for their 
organization.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418399

Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT 5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

www.aplossoftware.com
Aplos Fund Accounting is a cloud-based 
fund accounting program designed for 
small to mid-sized nonprofit organiza-
tions. Aplos works on both Windows 
and Mac platforms and contains a 
user-friendly interface for easy system 
navigation. Scalable, Aplos is available 

in three versions: Starter, Standard, 
and Advanced.

Starter is $25 per month and 
includes fund accounting, reporting, 
and budgeting. The Standard version 
is $40 per month and also includes 
contributions management, donation 
management, and the ability to track 

special gifts. The Advanced version, 
ideal for larger nonprofit organizations, 
is $150 per month and also includes 
custom reporting capability, automatic 
recurring transactions, Form 990 
reporting capability, and fixed assets 
and allocations. Prices are slightly 
higher if paying month-to-month. 

Aplos also offers users a free 15-day 
trial that those interested can down-
load directly from the Aplos website.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418419

Aplos Fund Accounting 4.75 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

Blackbaud Helps Nonprofit Serve Its Community

Lawndale Christian Health Center is a Federally 

Qualified Health Center (FQHC) with roots in 

the Lawndale, IL Community Church. In 1984 

they launched an effort to provide affordable, quality 

health care services for its low-income community 

members. Lawndale now provides more than 164,800 

medical visits in the Chicago area each year, including 

laboratory, radiology, pharmacy, dentistry, optometry, 

behavioral health, and health support services.
Chris Dons was introduced to Blackbaud when he joined 

years ago as the accounting supervisor. Now, as the CFO, Chris 
appreciates how the solution benefits his financial staff and the 
organization as a whole. When Blackbaud released Financial 
Edge NXT®, Lawndale adopted the cloud solution and has seen 
increased productivity as a result.

Prior to Blackbaud, the organization struggled to manage 
the myriad of reports required by FQHCs., such as internal 
decision making reports, Uniform Data System, 990 filings, 
Medicare and Medicaid cost reports, and unique reports for 
over two dozen funders.

The organization manages 20 grants, including federal, state, 
and private awards, which have fluid requirements. Most are 
reimbursable, so ensuring that expenses are properly tracked and 
allocated is critical. Managing these dynamics with a lean staff 
is next to impossible without a robust solution like Blackbaud 
Financial Edge NXT.

Nonprofit-Centric Design Improves 
Reporting & Operation
Chris and his team ascribe productivity gains to Blackbaud 
Financial Edge NXT’s capabilities for analysis, Accounts 
Payable, and cloud deployment—but as an FQHC, it all 
starts with reporting. Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT sim-
plifies reporting with a unique GL design. Using standard 
elements like Projects, Grants, and Transaction Codes, Chris 
can report on key business components while maintaining 
a streamlined chart of accounts. The team can easily adapt 
financials using the template designer to respond to ever-
changing funder requirements.

“The  structure is clear and consistent whether you are 
working in AP, GL, or Fixed Assets. Anyone who is used to 
working in one module can easily get up to speed working in 
another module,” shared Chris. This design is what drew the 
organization to Blackbaud years ago, and they are glad that 
Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT reflects the same consistency.

Navigating through Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT is 
intuitive. Chris’s team uses dynamic search and queries to drill 
into reports and create subsets of data, giving them confidence 
in the integrity of their output across business processes.

Lawndale manages its budgeting through Advanced Bud-
get Management, which allows its team to complete the 
first draft of their operating budget in three days thanks to 
distributed budgeting and a tight process. Chris  believes 
the AP functionality contributes to the team’s efficiency 
managing expenses. Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT allows 
them to capture granular detail while enabling other depart-

ments to manage payments within their approval thresholds. 
This, combined with bringing detail into a single source for 
reconciliation, saves Lawndale 15-20 hours per week.
Impact of Cloud Delivery
As the head of a seven-person staff in a 500-employee organi-
zation, Chris found it difficult to get his IT needs prioritized. 
In the past, he’d have to “negotiate” with the IT department for 
his financial application. With Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT, 
he no longer has to rely on IT to make critical updates—it’s 
all managed by Blackbaud.

With  a pure browser-based solution, the staff can securely 
share live, online reports for non-financial users and depart-
ment heads through view-only licenses. “There is substantial 
value in the ability to push information out without having 
to manually send reports,” Chris adds.

The simplicity of the migration process from Financial 
Edge 7 was key to his decision to move to Blackbaud Finan-
cial Edge NXT. He didn't want to lose access to the exist-
ing solution and was concerned about training. Blackbaud 
alleviated those concerns by allowing the organization to 
adopt a modern web solution with no impact to the existing 
functionality of Financial Edge 7.

Learn More at www.Blackbaud.com. 

Read the 2018 review of Blackbaud Financial Edge NXT at www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12418399 
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www.araize.com
FastFund Nonprofit Accounting from 
Araize is well suited for small to 
mid-sized nonprofit organizations. 
FastFund is available exclusively on 
the cloud, offering the convenience of 
anytime/anywhere convenience along 

with an affordable price. FastFund is 
available in two versions; Standard 
and Premium, with users able to add 
modules or simply scale up to the 
Premium version if necessary.

Available exclusively online, the 
Standard version of FastFund currently 

runs $38 per month for a single user, 
with AR, AP, and Cost Allocations 
modules available for an additional 
$17 per module. The Premium version 
is $85 per month and includes the AR, 
AP, and Cost Allocations modules. The 
Fundraising module starts at $17 per 

month and Payroll starts at $60 per 
month.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418407

www.cougarmtn.com
Denali FUND Nonprofit Accounting 
from Cougar Mountain Software is well 
suited for small to mid-sized organiza-
tions. Denali FUND is available in three 
versions; Basecamp, Ascent, and Sum-

mit, with smaller users able to easily 
scale up to a more robust version or 
simply add more modules if necessary.

Traditionally designed as an 
on-premise application, Denali now 
offers Denali Nonprofit Cloud, which 

includes the same functionality as the 
traditional desktop application. The 
latest version of Denali offers several 
system enhancements including 
enhanced reporting capability.

Pricing for Denali FUND starts at 

$1,999 per year for a single user, with 
custom pricing available upon request.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418410

www.fundez.com
FUND E-Z is well suited for small to 
mid-sized nonprofit organizations. 
Typically installed on premise on 

desktop or network computers, FUND 
E-Z now offers cloud hosting as well. 
FUND E-Z is available in two versions; 
Basic and Pro, with smaller nonprofits 

able to easily scale up to the Pro version 
if necessary.

The Basic Edition of FUND E-Z 
starts at $1,995 for a single user system.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418396

Araize FastFund Nonprofit Accounting

Cougar Mountain Denali FUND Nonprofit Accounting

FUND E-Z Nonprofit Accounting 4.75 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

4.5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

www.intuit.com
QuickBooks Online’s Nonprofit Edition 
is best suited for smaller nonprofit 
organizations that don’t have complex 
fund accounting needs. Though not a 

fund accounting system, users can 
create custom accounts that will allow 
them to track an individual fund, such 
as a project or a grant. 

QuickBooks Online is available in 
four versions; Self-Employed (1-user), 

which is available for $5 a month; 
Simple Start is $10 per month, Essen-
tials $17 per month, and Plus $30 per 
month. Both Essentials and Plus ver-
sions support multiple users.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418394

www.sageintacct.com
Sage Intacct Nonprofit is a cloud-based 
financial management application 
that is designed to integrate with core 
financial modules such as GL, AP, AR, 
Order Management, and Cash Manage-
ment. Sage Intacct Nonprofit can be 

accessed using any browser through 
a subscription, choosing the modules 
needed, and adding others at any time.

Brand new in Sage Intacct Nonprofit 
is the Nonprofit Financial Board Book, 
which is the result of a partnership 
between Sage Intacct and GuideStar. 

Available by subscription, the Nonprofit 
Financial Board Book is a dashboard 
that provides real-time tracking to 
enable nonprofit organizations to better 
track financial health, sustainability, 
and overall impact.

Sage Intacct offers a free 30- day 

trial. Pricing is available directly from 
Sage Intacct and starts at around $425 
per month.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418756

www.serenic.com
Serenic Navigator from Serenic Soft-
ware is a robust financial software 
application designed for mid-sized to 
large nonprofit organizations, NGO’s, 
and government entities. Serenic 

Navigator features a core financial 
application along with numerous add-
on applications that expand the func-
tionality of the product immensely. 
Serenic offers three deployment 
options: On-premise, Hosted via a 

subscription, or through Microsoft 
Cloud Services.

Contact Serenic Navigator directly 
for a custom quote, with pricing based 
on deployment option and number of 
system users.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418406

Intuit QuickBooks Online Nonprofit Edition

Sage Intacct Nonprofit

Serenic Navigator Nonprofit Accounting

4.25 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

4.75 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

4.75 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING
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www.gmsactg.com
GMS Accounting and Financial 
Management / Reporting System is 
designed from the ground up for non-
profits and public entities that require 
accounting for contracts, grants, and 
related program activity, making it a 

good fit for organizations that receive 
funding primarily from grants or con-
tracts. GMS is designed to be deployed 
on premise and has minimal hardware 
requirements. The product can also be 
installed on a virtual server if remote 
access is desired.

Pricing for GMS is currently based 
on the number of system users, with 
a 1-2 user system running $3,500 per 
year, with add-on modules starting at 
$1,200 3-4 user and 5+ user systems 
are also available. GMS also offers an 
online demo for viewing only, with no 

opportunity to try the system prior to 
purchasing.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418405

GMS Nonprofit and Governmental Accounting 4.5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

www.tangicloud.com
Tangicloud for Nonprofits & Govern-
ment was launched in 2016, offering a 
suite of fund accounting applications 
designed for mid-sized to large nonprof-
its that are looking for a more robust 
fund accounting system. Built using 

Microsoft Dynamics NAV, Tangicloud 
offers several deployment options 
including on-premise using Microsoft 
Azure or Microsoft SQL Server, and 
Cloud based, using Microsoft Dynamics 
Cloud, as well as Azure or SQL Server.

Tangicloud is available in three 

editions: Essentials, which is $199 
per month, Select which is $299 per 
month, and Enterprise, which is $399 
per month and includes all modules. 
Additional Full and Limited users can 
also be added for a monthly fee.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418418

Tangicloud for Nonprofits & Government 5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING
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www.Xero.com
Xero is a good fit for smaller nonprofit 
organizations that are looking to move 
to financial management software. 
While Xero is not designed for nonprofit 
organizations, it can be used in non-
profit organizations that do not need 

to manage multiple funds, grants, or 
projects.

Xero is available in three versions: 
the Starter version, which offers 
limited transaction processing and is 
available for $9.00 per month; the Stan-
dard version, which includes payroll 

for up to five employees, and runs $30 
per month; and the Premium version, 
which includes unlimited invoicing as 
well as payroll for 10 employees, and 
currently runs $70 per month. Xero 
also offers a free 30-day trial that 
does not require a credit card, so those 

interested can try out the product to 
see if it’s a good fit for them.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418417

Xero Accounting for Nonprofits 4.5 2018 
OVERALL 
RATING

www.donorsearch.net
As a nonprofit, one of your most valued 
resources is your donor database. You 
carefully track each donor, making sure 
that they are cultivated on a timely basis. 
But how do you identify potential donors? 
Yes, you gather contact information from 
your website, or from Facebook, or from 
trade shows, but even then, what do you 

really know about the people you are con-
sidering potential donors? Do they give 
to other like-minded organizations? Do 
they give to organizations at all? While 
there are various wealth screening tools 
available, they are designed to work with 
existing prospects.

Donor Search is different, provid-
ing subscribers access to more than 

20 databases including DonorSearch’s 
Annual Reports Philanthropy Database, 
containing over 110 million records, with 
more than 600,000-700,000 records added 
every week. The Philanthropy Database 
is updated weekly, so you’ll always have 
access to the latest records. 

Donor Search also offers subscribers 
excellent reporting options for easier 

prospect management. DonorSearch 
offers a free demo for those interested 
in learning more about the product and 
what it can do.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418421

https://www.facebook.com/
fundraisers/
While Facebook may not be the first place 
you think of when planning a fundraiser, 
there are advantages to using Facebook 
for your next fundraiser. First, there are 
no fees involved for having a Facebook 

fundraiser. Next, Facebook can be an 
excellent venue for nonprofit organiza-
tions that have a huge Facebook presence, 
as the fundraiser will reach your sup-
porters easily.

One of the best features about the 
Facebook fundraiser is that you have 

the opportunity to tell your story about 
why you’re raising money. You can add a 
photo, then simply click the Create but-
ton and the fundraiser is done! While this 
may not bring in the amount of funds 
needed to sustain an organization over 
the course of the year, it offers a very 

affordable way to create varying fund-
raisers throughout the year at no cost to 
your organization. If you have a nonprofit, 
it’s worth checking out this option.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418429

www.salsalabs.com
Salsa CRM is a strong traditional donor 
management system that can also be 
paided with the online fundraising 
system Salsa Engage. 

Designed to streamline donor data 
while making it easier to create compel-

ling, personalized messages to donors, 
Salsa CRM tracks donation history, 
contact data, donor demographics, and 
even social media accounts. The donor 
profile is easily navigated, and there is 
even a place to enter the names and type 
of pets a donor may have. There is also a 

cultivation schedule that can be utilized, 
and a photo and personalized notes can 
be added to any donor record.

Used together, Salsa Engage and 
Salsa CRM will cover just about any type 
of fundraising and donor management 
your nonprofit may need. Even better, 

Salsa Engage is included in every Salsa 
CRM package purchased.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418426

www.salsalabs.com
Salsa labs offers a variety of nonprofit 
resources designed to manage the fund-
raising portion of nonprofit management. 
Salsa Engage is an excellent option for 
nonprofits that are looking to design 
a fundraising platform to reach more 
potential donors.

Salsa Engage offers a variety of tools 
including online donation forms that are 
completely customized for your organiza-
tion and are mobile-friendly as well. The 
forms can be embedded in various landing 
pages throughout your website and allow 
your organization to accept donations of 
all types including one-time donations, 

recurring donations, “In Memory Of” 
donations and “In Honor Of” donations. 
One of the best features in Salsa Engage is 
the ability to acknowledge donations made 
immediately with an automated message. 
Auto-response messages can be personal-
ized as well. Year-end summary reports 
can also be created in Salsa Engage to send 

your donors, particularly important if you 
have a lot of monthly donors.

Read the full review  
for this product online at: 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/ 
12418423

Donor Search

Facebook Fundraisers

Salsa CRM

Salsa Engage
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 NICHE PRACTICEBUILDING YOUR

By Mary Ellen Biery, Sageworks

How One Accounting Firm Created An 

 to Draw in HVAC Clients
By Becky Livingston – Founder, Penheel Marketing

Why and how did he do this? 
The owner of Keeping Score CPA., an 
accounting, tax and business manage-
ment advisory services firm in Cleve-
land, Ohio, has advice for other CPAs 
and accountants who are considering 
creating an industry niche.

WHY HE CREATED A NICHE 
SERVING CONTRACTORS
Bohinc said his focus on plumbing 
and HVAC contractors grew out of 
the relationships he built with other 
contractors while keeping the books 
and helping his father’s plumbing 
business.  When he ran into other 
plumbers and HVAC contractors who 
knew he was an accountant, he’d learn 
that many of them had an accountant, 
but they were unhappy with them. 
“What I found was that the longer the 
established relationship, in almost 

every case, the more strained it was,” 
he said. “The client was just kind of 
being taken for granted.”

The CPA describes himself as “kind 
of introverted, reserved and shy,  more 
the stereotype of a CPA rather than a 
marketing person,” but said he came to 
realize that specializing in an industry 
he knew gave him more confidence in 
his skill set and helped him become 
more assertive in his networking and 
efforts to generate referrals.

His love of baseball and other 
sports also drew him to using financial 
statement analysis in order to help 
business owners “keep score” more 
frequently – to help them monitor and 
understand their numbers so they can 
improve their own firms. “You’ve got to 
differentiate yourself,” he said. Being 
able to show plumbers industry bench-
marks and how a firm’s performance 

compares with the 
past or with peers 
really opens cli-
ents’ eyes, he said. 
For these firms, he 
added, “This can 
really make the 
difference between 
being successful 
and surviving hand 
to mouth.”

He has even written an “accounting 
basics for small contractors” column 
for the trade magazine, Contractor, and 
he provides business-management 
presentations and classes, including 
continuing education seminars.

ADVICE FOR CREATING AN 
INDUSTRY NICHE
Bohinc said his niche providing 
accounting and business advisory 
services to plumbing and HVAC 
contractors evolved over the years. 
“There’s no question that growing up 
in the (plumbing) business had an 
influence on this specialization, but I 
also made the conscious decision to 

Here are a dozen cool marketing 
ideas to help you draw in HVAC clients.

 ■ Make sure your website is mobile ready.
 ■ Complete your local business listing on 
Google and Bing with HVAC accounting 
services highlighted.

 ■ Use HVAC humor in your online ads to 
draw in leads, like “When things heat 
up in your business, call in the pros 
to handle the day-to-day accounting.” 
Or, “Keep your cool this summer by 
outsourcing your payroll to us!”

 ■ Prepare your ad budget to increase dur-

ing busy seasons, January, March, and 
June, which means you’ll be spending 
more on PPC and CPC ads than in other 
months. During May 2018, in the U.S., 
the keyword term “HVAC accounting” 
had an average monthly search of 20 
and cost over $18 per click. If you’re 
using that term in your advertising, 
adjust for the increase.

 ■ Send a summer promotional item they 
can use during those hot summer 
months or cold winter days, such as 
custom cold or hot packs, reversible 
screw drivers, drink koozies, water 
bottles, post-it notes, retractable 
rulers, or joint pain relief. Tie the 
promotional item to a marketing 

MICHAEL BOHINC IS a CPA, a baseball nut and the son of a 
plumber, so he combined these parts of his background as he 
developed an industry niche focused on plumbing and HVAC 
(heating, ventilation and air conditioning) contractors.

SUMMER IS AN HVAC business’ busiest time of year. With that 
in mind, you have to think outside the box to reach your busy 
clients and prospects. What’s an accountant to do?

Building Your  
Niche Practice  

is sponsored by  
Intuit QuickBooks.

Each month we explore the 
advantages and intricacies of 

developing and growing 
 a niche practice.

  
This month we’re examining what it 

takes to serve the niche of 
accountants serving HVAC, plumbing 

and other contractors.

Michael Bohinc
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BUILDING YOUR NICHE PRACTICE

pursue this,” he said.
He has the following advice for 

accountants or firms considering 
developing an industry niche:

Commit to investing a specific 
amount of time in the market niche 
or at least in researching it. “Learn 
everything you can about that 
industry,” said Bohinc, who actually 
holds plumbing and HVAC contrac-
tors’ licenses in Ohio. ”If you’re 
already working with manufactur-
ers, you can build with that and 
go farther, but you have to invest 
the time” to research and grow, he 
said. He recommends setting a time 
period – six months, nine months 
or a year – to research and really go 
after a specific industry.

With the resources available on 
the Internet, it’s fairly easy to find 
some industry financial analysis, 
and trade associations can be a 
huge help, according to Bohinc. “See 
what information they have,” he 
said. From the size of the industry 
to contact lists to opportunities to 
network, trade associations often 
have resources to help you grow 
your industry niche. The American 

Society of Association Executives 
has a search engine to help you 
find the relevant associations. This 
kind of research helps with business 
development in your niche. It also 
helps you become even more of an 
expert whom clients will see as a 
trusted advisor.

Use industry data. Some trade 
groups for industries are better than 
others at providing statistical data, 
and government bodies also may 
have detailed information on some 
industries. But it’s important to look 
for industry data that can help your 
clients know how they are doing. 
Bohinc has a weekly conference call 
with a group of clients in the same 
industry that are all trying to grow 
and improve. He uses the time to 
review the companies’ recent finan-
cial metrics, to compare them and 
to foster discussions that help the 
companies learn from each other 
and improve. Comparing client 
data with peers in the same state 
or region or the entire industry can 
be helpful, Bohinc said.

Be smart about how much of 
your business you concentrate 

in one industry. “You need to be 
cautious of not putting all of your 
eggs in one basket,” Bohinc said. 
For example, if you had been con-
centrating only on the building and 
new construction industry several 
years ago, you would have faced 
major problems as the housing 
market crashed. Look at sub-niches 
or related industries that may have 
different drivers to provide some 
diversity to your business.

Limiting how much of your busi-
ness is tied to one industry helps 
manage your risk. It should also 
ensure you’re not so focused on one 
industry or sub-industry that you 
miss opportunities to tap into new 
types of businesses or industries.

“It’s OK to market to your indus-

try niche, to have a section of your 
webpage devoted to it, but don’t 
make it all about that, because you 
may find yourself with not enough 
business or you could get pigeon-
holed,” Bohinc said.

Don’t shortchange yourself 
on pricing. Use sound business-
management practices you’d offer 
a client when you’re setting your 
rates for the specialized business, 
taking into account the specific ser-
vices you’ll offer, their costs, your 
breakeven point and your margin 
goals. Bohinc said you shouldn’t fall 
into the trap of thinking you will 
make up in volume any discount-
ing you provide. “You certainly can 
premium price your services in that 
niche,” he said. ■

RESOURCES FOR THE CONTRACTOR ACCOUNTANT
•  6 Common Accounting Mistakes 

Contractors Make:  
https://bit.ly/2ur9IAz 

•  Ten Job Costing Tips for 
Contractors :  
https://bit.ly/2L9nUcd 

•  Accounting for Contractors: 
Basic Guide for New Contracting 
Companies:  
https://bit.ly/2NKYvUy 

•  HVAC Accounting Tips: How to 
Balance the Books:  
https://bit.ly/2LaUneE

theme, such as sending joint cream 
with a mailer “Work with a CPA 
who understands your pain points. 
Payroll, QuickBooks, accounting, 
taxes, retirement, health care, 
expense tracking, equipment and 
inventory tracking, employee clas-
sification, and more. Call us today!”

 ■ Leverage text messaging campaigns 
to share important tax updates, 
payment schedules, and meetings 
with clients.

 ■ Conduct email research for HVAC 
contractors in your area. You can 
do this with LinkedIn, Facebook, 
Twitter, and Google Search using 
Google’s Advanced Search Operator 
Function. Once you have an email 
list, send an opt-in email to your list 
with a reason why they should opt 

into your text messages or email.
 ■ Review your website HVAC services 
page to ensure you’re using long-tail 
keywords (phrases instead of 
a single term) and voice-based 
search terms, like “Who are HVAC 
accountants in my area?”

 ■ Create a unique HVAC landing page 
on your site that offers up to three 
service benefits, a short form to 
draw in leads, links to your privacy 
policy and terms and conditions, 
plus a relevant image. Once created, 
point your online ad campaigns and 
some social media posts to the page.

 ■ Consider a social media, paid 
promotional campaign or a short 
video ad with viral potential for 
Facebook or Instagram. Use humor 
to grab attention if your brand 

personality permits it.
 ■ Host a summer “cool down” or 
winter “heat up” event with some 
of your other clients that offer 
a variety of services for HVAC 
contractors and business owners, 
such as insurance providers, 
lending institutions, spa services, 
work boot vendors, and more. You 
might even consider working with a 
travel agent to host a cool summer 
getaway or fun-in-the-sun winter 
trip contest.

 ■ Speak at HVAC conferences. But 
rather than focusing on your 
services, focus on their pain points. 
Tell a story about a contractor’s 
paint point and how you helped 
that contractor to overcome it. At 
the end of the conference, be sure 

to have your case study available for 
download, easy reading, or video.

Bonus Tip: Consider writing 
guest blog posts (generally unpaid) 
in HVAC publications, such as The 
ACHR News, National HVAC and 
Refrigeration Insider Online, HVACR 
Business, Supply House Times, 
Engineered Systems Magazine, or 
Contractor Magazine.

Ultimately, your goal should 
be to create content one time and 
repurpose it for existing clients and 
leads whenever possible. Remember 
to keep their pain points and your 
solutions in mind for any content 
you generate. It will make the 
marketing effort easier, less time 
consuming, and a better return on 
investment. ■
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THE SMALL BUSINESS CHANNEL

LATEST SMALL BUSINESS NEWS
5 Ways Diversity Can Boost Profits. There’s 
an important distinction in definition between 
diversity and inclusion, and numerous studies and 
diversity advocates say one is not effective with-
out the other.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12416935

Business Executives Expect Impact from 
Trade War. Forty percent of those surveyed said 
their business would be impacted by the imposi-

tion of U.S. tariffs or by potential retaliation from 
trading partners.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12416532

AICPA and Small Business Administration 
Form Alliance. The agreement with the SBA 
renews a previous collaboration between the two 
organizations that began in 2008. The AICPA and 
SBA have a shared goal of fostering conditions to 
help small businesses grow and thrive.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418197

TaxSlayer Launches Small Business Suite 
with Payroll, HR and POS. Workful vows to 
work tirelessly to help small business owners get 
back to growing and owning their business.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418219

5 Cautionary Tips for Young Entrepre-
neurs. As the college Class of 2018 ventures out 
into the working world, many of them will choose 
to work for themselves, or at least entertain the 
thought. www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12416525

Business Confidence Exceeds 
Crisis Preparedness By Isaac M. O’Bannon, Managing Editor

According to Deloitte Global’s 2018 crisis management survey, 
nearly 60 percent of respondents believe that organizations 
face more crises today than they did 10 years ago, yet many 
may overestimate their capabilities to respond.

“Today’s organizations face a global business environment 
with change happening quickly and crises on the rise,” said 
Rhoda Woo, managing director in Deloitte & Touche LLP’s Risk 
and Financial Advisory practice and leader of Deloitte’s crisis 
management practice for the U.S. firm. “But those who take a 
systematic approach to steering clear of crises and effectively 
managing ones that do arise, especially by engaging senior 
management and board members, can avoid the devastating 
impact a crisis can have on financial performance, employee 
morale, sales and reputation.”

CONFIDENCE OUTSTRIPS PREPAREDNESS
This study uncovered gaps between a company’s confidence 
it can respond to crises and its level of preparedness. The 
gap is more evident when evaluating whether organizations 
have conducted simulation exercises. Nearly 90 percent of 
respondents are confident in their organization’s ability to deal 
with a corporate scandal, yet only 17 percent of organizations 
have tested the assumption through simulation.

EXPERIENCED A CRISIS BEFORE?
Eighty percent of organizations worldwide have had to 
mobilize their crisis management teams at least once in the 
past two years. In particular, cyber and safety incidents have 
topped companies’ crises (46 and 45 percent, respectively). 
Following a crisis, nearly 90 percent of organizations have 
conducted reviews. The major insight from these examina-
tions is that many potential crises may have been averted. 
Respondents identified the need to improve detection and 
early warning systems, invest more effort in prevention, and 
do more to identify potential crisis scenarios.

BOARDS AND BUSINESS LEADERS MUST BE 
CRISIS-READY 
When responding to a crisis, strong leadership skills and 
situational awareness are critical. The survey finds that 24 
percent of respondents cite leadership and decision making 
as one of their greatest crisis management challenges. To help 
leaders be prepared, organizations should consider: organizing 
leaders ahead of time, clearly defining their various roles and 
responsibilities; training leaders in the tools and techniques 
that can help them through a crisis; identifying, improving 
and counterbalancing leadership tendencies and styles which, 
while they may serve as strengths in normal situations, could 
cause trouble in a crisis.

“The survey results reinforce the need for senior leaders 
to take an objective and detailed look at their organizational 
approach to crisis management,” explained Deloitte Risk 
and Financial Advisory CEO Chuck Saia. “Today’s complex 
business environment requires a risk management program 
that’s agile, disciplined and proactive. Leveraging scenario 
planning like war-gaming and cognitive technologies like 
reputational sensing can strengthen crisis preparedness 
and protect reputation, one of an organization’s most 
valuable assets.”

Board and senior management participation in crisis 
exercises is critical, as is their involvement in developing 
an organization’s crisis plan. More than 4 in 5 (84 percent) 
said their organizations have a crisis management plan in 
place, and those who enlist the board to participate say 
the number of crises has declined over the last decade (21 
percent), compared to those without board involvement 
(2 percent).

THIS 
MONTH'S 

TOP SMALL 
BUSINESS 

SOCIAL 
MEDIA POSTS

 ■ 8 Storm Preparedness Tips 
for Small Businesses. The 
Allstate Blog.  
https://al.st/2KpLjSX

 ■ Dos and Don’ts for Getting a 
Small Business Loan. Small 
Biz Trends.  
https://bit.ly/2K9Jnlj

 ■ 3 Ways to Increase 
Relevance and Avoid 
Extinction. Forbes Small 
Business.  
https://bit.ly/2Krl9Co

 ■ The Best Facebook Groups 
for Female Entrepreneurs. 
Gusto Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2MqrATF

 ■ How to Build Trust with 
Your Audience. Duct Tape 
Marketing Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2HMylfZ

Continued online at  
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12418285
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ARE YOU A                                  

The call for entries is open through August 12, 
2018 at 11:59 PM Eastern. Any bookkeeping, full-
service accounting, and/or tax firm based in Aus-
tralia, Canada (except Quebec), the United Kingdom, 
the United States and, for the first time, India are 
eligible to enter at http://intuit.me/FOTF2018 (note 
the capital letters). Your entry will entail answer-
ing six questions, as well as uploading a photo that 
best exemplifies how your company is a Firm of the 
Future. Participants are also asked to highlight how 
they have helped a particular small business client 
succeed, and new this year, that client is also eligible 
for prizes. One finalist will be chosen from each 
country, as well as up to 10 runners-up from around 
the world. Intuit will help each finalist produce a 
video entry spotlighting what makes their firm a 
Firm of the Future to be used during the October 
16-31, 2018 public voting period. The grand prize 
winner and the small business client included in their 
submission will be revealed onstage at QuickBooks 
Connect (https://quickbooksconnect.com/) in San 
Jose, November 5-7, 2018.

The five global finalists win $5,000 USD each for 
their firms and $5,000 USD for their designated small 
business client, along with an expense-paid trip to 
QuickBooks Connect. The grand prize winner wins an 
additional $25,000 USD, along with $15,000 for their 
client. Up to 10 runners-up will win $2,500 USD, as well 
as $1,000 for their designated small business client.

Ariege Misherghi, accountant product leader, 
Intuit notes, “This year’s Firm of the Future contest is 
our chance to recognize accounting and tax firms for 
the work they do to help their small business clients 
succeed. We want to shine a spotlight on firms around 
the globe who push boundaries and embrace the 
future in order to help their clients grow and prosper.”

Juliet Aurora and Steve Loates, founders of AIS 
Solutions of Burlington, Ontario, Canada, certainly 
agree, as their firm was chosen as the 2017 Global 
Firm of the Future. Juliet and Steve recently shared 
their thoughts on the experience:

What success have you seen since being named the 
grand prize winner of the 2017 contest? It’s nearly a 
year later, what has changed for you and your business?
It has certainly been a valuable experience for us, 
and the recognition within our industry has been 
tremendous. We have been provided with speaking 
and presenting opportunities to assist others on 
this cloud journey. Having won the title of Intuit 
QuickBooks Global Firm of the Future has certainly 
provided us with a great deal of credibility with our 
clients and potential clients, boosting our authority 
when we provide a recommendation for a particular 
third-party app or conversion to QuickBooks Online. 
But more importantly than all of the external success 
or recognition, it was the internal pride of our team 
that was most rewarding. They proudly state that 
they are the Intuit QuickBooks Global Firm of the 
Future whenever the opportunity presents itself.
What did you think of your Firm of the Future experi-
ence? Did participating in the contest itself push you to 
think outside the box, try new ideas, etc.?
The experience has been a fabulous one from start 
to finish. Internally it brought our entire team closer 
together in working toward a common goal of remain-
ing at the forefront of this technological change. It 
also caused us to ask ourselves, “Now what? What’s 
next for us? What is the next accomplishment for us 
after winning the Global Firm of the Future contest?” 
Probably that last question more than any other has 
pushed us to think outside the box – or perhaps, think 
of how we could create a new box.
What would you say to accounting professionals 
considering entering the contest?
Absolutely enter! Our story is actually quite comical 
when we tell people that we weren’t even going to 
put our name into the contest. We said to ourselves, 
“How is it possible that we could ever win?” But look 
how that turned out! On a more serious note, I think 
the reason you must enter is that by entering you will 
be forced to push yourself and your firm...and that 
is never a bad thing.

How did you spend the prize?
We actually haven’t spent it all yet! A great deal of the 
prize money went back into our team, as that is one 
of our greatest strengths. We were able to increase 
the budget on the educational opportunities for our 
team, as well as introduce a Profit Sharing Program. 
We also are redeveloping our AIS Website and have 
put extra funding on growing our Kninja Platform to 
help give back to the industry.
What’s your advice for the next generation of firms 
looking to be the next Firm of the Future?
Our industry is changing, and it’s changing quickly. 
You are being presented with a unique opportunity 
to witness the disruption of the accounting and book-
keeping industry. Embrace it. Be one of the pioneers 
in this shift.
What’s next for your business?
So many exciting new things are on the horizon for 
us. We are publishing a book this summer called 
“The Kninja Way - Our Journey to the Firm of the 
Future.” We are also launching a new series of 
courses through the Kninja Knetwork to help other 
accounting professionals with specific pain points 
in this transition to the cloud, and we are continu-
ing to impact small businesses in Canada through 
QuickBooks Online and the ecosystems we create 
for them. 2017 was a great year for us, and we look 
forward to building on that success and are excited 
to see what the future holds for AIS Solutions and 
Kninja Knetwork.

Apply today at http://intuit.me.com/FOTF2018 to 
join in the running for this year’s Firm of the Future 
title, and visit www.firmofthefuture.com to access a 
wide array of resources to help your company prepare 
for tomorrow. ■

THIS YEAR’S INTUIT QuickBooks Global Firm of the Future contest celebrates the ways 
bookkeeping, full-service accounting, and tax firms help small businesses succeed and 
prosper. Intuit QuickBooks and ProConnect Group will offer over $135,000 USD in 
prizes, including cash prizes and an all-expense paid trip to Intuit’s fifth annual 
QuickBooks Connect conference. During the voting phase of the contest, 
Intuit QuickBooks will also be making a donation of up to $25,000 USD to 
Kiva.org (http://www.kiva.org), a San Francisco-based non-profit that 
invests in entrepreneurs from underserved communities around the 
world. Think you have what it takes to win the coveted title of Intuit QuickBooks 

Global Firm of the Future? Here’s what you need to know.

The ProAdvisor Spotlight is sponsored  
by Intuit QuickBooks.

?
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THE NEW SALES TAX PARADIGM:

SCOTUS Rules for States in Wayfair Case

Here’s what we know: The Supreme 
Court has ruled the physical presence 
standard it upheld in Quill Corp. v. 
North Dakota (1992) is “unsound and 
incorrect.” That means states are 
allowed to tax businesses that don’t 
have a physical presence in the state.

However, before South Dakota 
can enforce its economic nexus law, 
the South Dakota Supreme Court 
has to approve it in a way that is 
“not inconsistent with” the SCOTUS 
ruling. As written, South Dakota SB 
106 requires a remote seller to collect 
and remit sales tax if the seller meets 
either of the following criteria in the 
previous calendar year or the current 
calendar year:

  ■ “The seller’s gross revenue from the 
sale of tangible personal property, any 
product transferred electronically, or 
services delivered into South Dakota 
exceeds one hundred thousand 
dollars; or

  ■ The seller sold tangible personal 
property, any product transferred 
electronically, or services for delivery 
into South Dakota in two hundred or 
more separate transactions.”
That represents a big departure 

from the physical presence standard 
upheld by the Supreme Court in Quill 
Corp. v. North Dakota in 1992. Put 
simply, a company that doesn’t even 
set foot in South Dakota could have 
a substantial connection to the state, 

otherwise known as nexus. What we 
don’t know are some of the broader 
implications of this decision that will 
no doubt come to light in the coming 
weeks and months.

WHAT NOW?
That’s the big question. In the immedi-
ate term, the case has been remanded 
to the South Dakota Supreme Court 
for further review. In other words, 
assuming the final review isn’t a big 
surprise, South Dakota will be free to 
enforce its existing law as presented 
to SCOTUS in the hearing.

But what most people want to 
know is how other states are going to 
respond. Will some, if not all, enact 
economic nexus legislation in the 
same vein as South Dakota? In the 
months since the court agreed to hear 
this case, several states went ahead 
and adopted economic nexus, includ-
ing Connecticut, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Hawaii, Illinois, and Iowa. Many states 
are no longer in legislative session, so if 
they hope to enact similar legislation, 
they may have to wait until 2019.

States that already have economic 
nexus laws on the books are scram-
bling to provide more information so 
as to enforce them as soon as pos-
sible. For example, the North Dakota 
Department of Revenue has already 
published a Remote Seller Sales Tax 
FAQ explaining that remote sellers 

meeting the sales threshold must start 
collecting and remitting sales tax by 
October 1, 2018, or 60 days after meet-
ing the threshold, whichever is later. 
The Minnesota Department of Revenue 
has promised to provide additional 
information within 30 days.

This ruling is just the first step 
toward a new tax compliance land-
scape. Justice Kennedy echoed that 
sentiment in the SCOTUS decision: 
“In the name of federalism and free 
markets, Quill does harm to both. The 
physical presence rule it defines has 
limited States’ ability to seek long-term 
prosperity and has prevented market 
participants from competing on an 
even playing field.”

WHAT ABOUT CONGRESS?
SCOTUS ruling in favor of South 
Dakota could act as a catalyst for 
Congress. If it decides to respond, it 
could move to strictly regulate inter-
state commerce by pursuing either 
the Remote Transactions Parity Act 
or the similar Marketplace Fairness 
Act, both of which would allow states 
to tax certain remote sales. Congress 
has had several years to vote on this 
legislation, but we’ll see if SCOTUS 
finally spurs it into action.

JUST THE BEGINNING
In the coming weeks and months, we’ll 
know more about how this ruling will 
play out. In the meantime, learn more 
by reading this FAQ and by visiting 
avalara.com. ■

Scott Peterson is Vice President of Tax Policy 
and Government Affairs at Avalara. He was 
the first executive director of the Streamlined 
Sales Tax Governing Board. For seven years 
Scott acted as the chief operating officer of 
an organization devoted to making sales tax 
simpler and more uniform for the benefit of 
business.

ON JUNE 21, 2018, the Supreme Court of the United States 

(SCOTUS) ruled in favor of South Dakota in South Dakota v. 

Wayfair, Inc. This is a landmark decision that will likely have 

a broad and lasting impact, and it will take time for states 

to determine its impact. In the meantime, as we review the 

decision in its entirety, I’m often asked what this ruling means 

for states and for remote sellers who sell into them.

By Scott Peterson
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SALES AND USE TAX EXPLAINED:

A Few Minutes With Brian Weaver

Avalara: What type of system/functionality do I need 
to collect transaction taxes?
Brian Weaver: The right tax system can bring 
about greater efficiency, a substantial return on 
investment and reduce potential liabilities. The 
wrong system can create havoc and a never-
ending, fire-fighting environment that no one 
wants to be a part of.

When it comes to selecting a system to 
implement, where you are doing business, how 
you are doing business, the mix of products and 
services that you currently sell, and taking a look 
at where the business may be going in the future 
all need to be considered. Your needs may be 
very basic, such as rates and some exemption 
functionality. You don’t need to spend $100,000+ 
on a system if you do not need all the bells and 
whistles. Therefore, an objective viewpoint from 
a knowledgeable source without any bias to any 
particular system to help make that determina-
tion is a great starting point.
Avalara: How does an organization know if there are 
problems in its current transaction tax compliance 
process and systems?
BW: Customer tax complaints and frequent tax 
audits may provide an indicator of potential 
problems, but as the old expression goes, “You 
don’t know what you don’t know,” and that is 
how organizations get into serious trouble with 
transaction taxes.

As a starting point, a diagnostic review is 
recommended to identify areas of potential 
transaction tax non-compliance. By reviewing 
the company’s information sources and systems, 
conducting interviews, reviewing documentation, 
data, workflow, and pain points, a good indica-
tion of the current state can be obtained. At the 
conclusion of the diagnostic phase, a diagnostic 
report will be provided that summarizes the 

results of the evaluation of the organization’s 
existing transaction tax policies and proce-
dures, problem areas, and recommendations 
for enhancing the transaction tax compliance 
process, including an estimate of the required 
work effort and the path forward.
Avalara: How can a company streamline and automate 
the tax compliance process?
BW: Key to this is understanding the current 
process, data, systems, personnel and workflow 
to develop a base understanding and identify 
pain points. Due to the large amount of data that 
is often in various formats and manually per-
formed steps, the compliance process is typically 
a great area for internal process improvement. 
The focus is gathering the right data and using 
the right tools to streamline the filing of returns, 
forms and data to the taxing authorities.
Avalara: How does a business determine what tax 
determination system is best for its organization?
BW: Before selecting a software system, you must 
understand the types of systems available on 
the market and their capabilities. The selection 
depends on the organization’s tax and business 
requirements, capabilities of the system, level of 
automation, and the ability of the users to work 
with the system. You may need the latest and 
greatest solution with all the bells and whistles, 
but the solution has to make sense given the 
requirements, costs and available resources. 
Industries such as telecom, and oil and gas 
have specific requirements that only some tax 
software solutions can address.
Avalara: When implementing a new tax system, what 
areas should a business look at and what tasks need 
to be performed?
BW: Before implementing a new tax system, 
companies must formulate a plan to address 
how the change will affect the company as a 
whole, who will be involved in the change, who 

will be affected by the change and how long the 
changeover will take. The impact that a transac-
tion tax system has on the company as a whole 
is often underestimated. Since sales and use 
taxes affect virtually all financial and business 
operations, a decision should not be entered into 
without a thorough plan.
Avalara: How does an organization stay compliant 
with sales and use taxes?
BW: With more than 10,000 taxing jurisdic-
tions in the United States and 200+ countries 
that impose transaction taxes in a typical year, 
there are over 1,000 tax rate changes, along 
with numerous tax law and rule changes. Stay-
ing current is a difficult proposition – the right 
processes, systems and people need to be in place 
and working, as intended, for the organization 
to stay compliant. The right tools need to be in 
place to give the tax department the information 
it needs to effectively do their jobs. As a starting 
point, a diagnostic review is recommended to 
identify areas of potential transaction tax non-
compliance. A good indication of the current 
state can be obtained by reviewing the company’s 
information sources and systems; conducting 
interviews; and looking at documentation, data, 
workflow and pain points.
Avalara: In what ways does a company assess how 
its goods and services are taxed?
BW: Because sales tax can apply to goods and 
services, you really need to know the basics: what 
you’re selling, where you’re selling it, how they 
are sold and in what format. Taxation also varies 
from state to state; for example, Hawaii, New 
Mexico and South Dakota impose sales tax on 
all services, and taxation of digital goods and 
“bundled” items add complexity to the issue. 
Therefore, you need to develop a tax matrix 
that captures every item that can be billed to 
a customer.
Avalara: With all of the remote collection, click-through 
nexus, affiliate nexus and economic nexus changes, how 
does a company know if it’s compliant?

RECENTLY, AVALARA INTERVIEWED tax and technology consultant Brian Weaver, 

managing partner of Brian Weaver Consulting LLC, a firm serving client needs 

in transaction taxes, tax technology and taxation systems, and Sarbanes-Oxley 

(SOX) compliance. Here is what Brian had to say about sales tax compliance, 

implementing a new tax system, which system is best for an organization, and 

how to defend tax audits.

Continued online at  
www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12417503
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THE TAX CHANNEL

LATEST TAX NEWS
New Tax Law Modifies Tax Credits for 
Building Renovations. The Tax Cuts and Jobs 
Act (TCJA) includes a couple of key changes for 
real estate investors who are planning to renovate 
their properties.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417514

Supreme Court Says Railroad Stock 
Options Aren’t Taxable Compensation. 
The Supreme Court has reversed and ruled that 
stock options provided to the employees are not 

money remuneration and, therefore, are exempt 
from tax. www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418189

Disabled Americans Can Put More Into 
Tax-Favored ABLE Accounts. States can offer 
specially designed ABLE accounts to people who 
become disabled before age 26.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417165

Sec. 529 Plans Can Now Be used for Pri-
vate Elementary and High School. Begin-
ning in 2018, the definition of qualified expenses 

is broadened to include tuition for enrollment at 
an elementary or secondary public, private or reli-
gious school.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12416531

Bloomberg Tax Offers New ASC 606 Solu-
tion. The ASC 606 standard provides companies 
with a uniform framework for recognizing contract 
revenue. www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417487

Tax Reform Law Makes Changes to the 
Meals & Entertainment Deduction By Mike D’Avolio, CPA, JD

The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act was signed into law on Decem-
ber 22, 2017 and represents the most extensive tax reform 
legislation we’ve seen in 30 years. These sweeping tax 
law changes impact many taxpayers, including individuals, 
businesses, estates and trusts. The following article dis-
cusses changes pertaining to the meals and entertainment 
deduction for businesses. Tax professionals can consider 
sharing these important measures with their clients and 
prospects by way of newsletters, social media or face to 
face tax planning sessions.

BUSINESS MEALS
Under prior law, an employer could deduct 100% of the 
cost of providing food and beverages to its employees 
through an eating facility that qualified as “de minimis” 
fringe benefits. Housing and meals provided to employees 
on the business premises for the convenience of the 
employer are excluded from income.

Under the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act and for amounts 
incurred or paid after December 31, 2017, the current 50% 
limit on deductibility of business meals is expanded to 
include expenses of the employer associated with provid-
ing food and beverages to employees through an eating 
facility. Such amounts incurred and paid after December 
31, 2025 will no longer deductible.

As under pre-TCJA law, businesses are allowed to 
deduct 50% of the food and beverage expenses associ-
ated with operating their trade or business, such as meals 
consumed by employees on work travel.

ENTERTAINMENT EXPENSES
Under prior law, businesses could deduct up to 50% of 
expenses relating to meals and entertainment. In practical 
terms, meal expenses were treated as a subset of enter-

tainment expenses 
and needed to be 
“directly related to” or 
“associated with” busi-
ness requirements.

For amounts 
incurred or paid after 
December 31, 2017, 
the Tax Cuts and Jobs Act disallows the 50% deduction 
for entertainment, amusement or recreation that are 
directly related to the business, except for the benefit of 
employees like office parties. Thus, the bar on deductions 
applies to the cost of tickets to sporting events, stadium 
license fees, private boxes at sporting events, theater 
tickets, golf club dues, etc. It’s wise to separate out these 
expenses on your profit and loss statements, so you can 
better analyze these categories going forward.

OUTSTANDING AMBIGUITY
The Tax Cuts and Jobs Act does not explain the tax treat-
ment of an expense typically described as a business meal. 
For example, you may have business leaders who take a 
client out to lunch or dinner at a restaurant and conduct 
a substantial and bona fide strategy discussion. Under 
pre-TCJA regulations, the cost of such a meal was 50% 
deductible if the requirements were met and the expense 
was substantiated. Hopefully, the IRS will issue guidance on 
the topic and explain the requirements that need to be met 
in order to deduct these expenses. It can get especially 
confusing when meals are consumed in conjunction with 
an entertainment event. ■

Mike D’Avolio is a CPA and attorney, and is senior tax analyst for Intuit.

THIS MONTH'S 
TOP TAX 

SOCIAL MEDIA 
POSTS

 ■ Digital Marketing for 
Tax Practices. Canopy 
Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2AkjzxA

 ■ SALT Tax Changes 
Across the U.S. for July 
2018. Tax Founda-
tion.  
https://bit.ly/2KnAXWL

 ■ Three Tips for Diver-
sifying Tax Workforce 
in Your Firm. Bloom-
berg Tax.  
https://bit.ly/2so7Yan

 ■ Income Tax Effects of 
Inventory Distributions 
from an S-Corp. Fuller 
Tax Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2KpMOAG

 ■ IRS to Put Audit Focus 
on These 5 Interna-
tional Tax Compliance 
Issues. ExpatTax 
Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2lzqUQv
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K2 Enterprises
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THE 21ST CENTURY ACCOUNTANT

Accounting Firm Workflow and 
Process Automation 2.0

In the future, we will move 
beyond simple data integrations 
between applications toward 
workflow automation tools and 
with data from many different 
mainstream systems consolidated 
in a business intelligence tool. My 
research shows that most mid-sized 
and large accounting firms have 
adopted some kind of client work 
tracking system (XCM, CCH Axcess 
Workstream, Thomson Reuters 
Firmflow, Doc-IT, iChannel, or 
others), and the leading edge firms 
have already automated workflows 
like PBC list templating and track-
ing (available in tools like ShareFile, 
XCM, CCH Engagement Organizer, 
or others). Unfortunately, few firms 
have adopted workflow tools for the 
other processes in their organiza-
tion (e.g. sales and marketing, client 
bookkeeping, payables processing, 
new hire onboarding and payroll, 
document data extraction, etc.) – so 
while they are improving, there is 
still a long way to go before the 
major workflows are automated.

Our profession has been talking 
about real-time reporting for some 
time, but I think that it’s not realis-
tic to create full real time financial 
statements for every day or every 
hour. We really need operational 
metrics, selected financial data, 
and transactions outside of in real 
time on sales, production, customer 
satisfaction, collections, cash posi-
tion, unpaid invoices, open service 
tickets, and other data from process 

tracking systems. Unlike paper 
tracking systems, workflow systems 
generate significant amounts of 
structured data on the detailed 
operation of processes which can 
be used to measure and benchmark 
individual and company-wide 
performance in real time.

The specialized engagement 
tracking and due-date manage-
ment apps like XCM, CCH Axcess 
Workstream, Thomson Reuters 
FirmFlow, Doc-IT, or OfficeTools 
Practice Management are designed 
to address very specific issues – and 
they are all good at those tasks and 
processes – but firms and their 
clients need automation for many 
other processes not addressed by 
those tools. Most firms need a more 
general type of process tracking 
and reporting tool which allows 
line of business users to create, 
test, and modify the underlying 
process logic for a wider array 
of business processes (e.g. sales, 
A/P, A/R, payroll, and HR). These 
applications need to integrate with 
a wide array of systems (e.g. CRM, 
marketing, document manage-
ment, e-mail, accounting, payroll) 
to meet the organization’s needs. 
Some of the emerging solutions in 
this area for small and mid-sized 
businesses include Podio/ShareFile, 
AccountantsWorld, Zoho Apps/Zoho 
Flow, and Microsoft Flow.

I encourage you to try some 
of the tools available to firms 
and clients today which can help 

technology do the work for you. 
Some available solutions in this 
area worth considering include:

 ■ Automated document retrieval 
– AccountantsWorld/Entryless, 
Receipt Bank Fetch ,FileThis Fetch, 
Hubdoc, GruntWorx Gather, 
SurePrep TaxCaddy, CCH Audit 
Accelerator

 ■ Automated data extraction – 
Receipt Bank, OneTap Receipts, 
CCH ProSystem fx Scan, SurePrep 
10 4 0Scan,  Drake Copan ion 
Gruntworx

 ■ Event triggers/real-time alerts – 
Microsoft PowerApps/Flow, Zoho 
Flow, AccountantsWorld Power CAS, 
Sharefile/Podio

 ■ CRM and marketing automation – 
Results CRM, Salesforce, Zoho CRM

 ■ Payables processing – Bill.com, 
AccountantsWorld, Yooz.com, 
MineralTree

As a reminder, the quote that 
“the definition of insanity is doing 
things exactly the same way and 
expecting different results” is 
attributed to Albert Einstein. If you 
want to make big improvements in 
your efficiency through automation, 
you must try new ways to automate 
your work, and adjust the processes 
to take advantage of the improved 
tools available today. Good luck!  ■

IN 2014, I wrote a column called “Digital Plumbing Tools Work to Sync Data Across Multiple 

Cloud Apps,” about how cloud-based apps could have data automatically synchronized. 

During the intervening four years, many new tools have come out to automate data flows 

and other business processes associated with client bookkeeping, payroll, and other 

processes in your firm.
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LATEST PAYROLL NEWS
4 Ways to Plan for Rising Healthcare 
Costs in Retirement. A healthy 65-year-old 
couple retiring this year will need $280,000 to 
cover their health costs in retirement..  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12420369

HR Departments Focusing on Engage-
ment and Company Culture. Today’s HR 
leaders continue to have strategic influence with 
their organization’s C-suite.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418208

Employees Can Now Choose Their Own 
Payday. Employees can get paid for work they’ve 
already completed, independent of their employ-
er’s payroll schedule.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417520

The Worst Tippers: Millennials, Men and 
Southerners. Overall, the restaurant tipping 
sweet-spot is 20%, as noted by more than 2 in 5 
(42%) respondents.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417486

How the “Hollywood Model” of Work 
Could Change HR and Accounting. By hir-
ing independent contractors who are experts in 
specific fields, businesses can get the talent they 
need to complete projects on a case-by-case 
basis. www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418105

The Pros & Cons of 
Working From Home 
By Isaac M. O’Bannon, Managing Editor

Job seekers are enticed by work 
from home options but are aware of 
the pitfalls, suggests new research 
from global staffing firm Robert 
Half. More than three quarters of 
professionals surveyed (77 percent) 
said they are more likely to accept 
a job offer if there’s the possibility 
of telecommuting at least some of 
the time. Those in San Francisco 
and Los Angeles are most likely to 
seek this perk.

 ■ S u r v e y :  7 7  P e r c e n t  o f 
Employees Attracted to Jobs 
with Telecommuting Options 
Professionals in Los Angeles and 
San Francisco find remote work 
options most attractive
 ■ Salt Lake City and Pittsburgh 
workers are least concerned with 
the option to telecommute
 ■ Workers cite abusing the benefit 
and isolation as greatest downsides 
of telecommuting

A previous Robert Half survey 
found San Francisco has one of 
the longest average commutes in 
the U.S., and Los Angeles the most 
stressful commute.

“High employment levels mean 
more people are on the roads trav-
eling to and from their jobs, which 

increases traffic and makes working 
remotely more appealing,” said Paul 
McDonald, senior executive director 
for Robert Half. “Employees want 
the ability to telecommute for vari-
ous reasons — for some it’s flex-
ibility in their schedule, for others 
it’s about saving time and money. 
Companies that promote these 
options are more likely to attract 
top candidates in a competitive 
employment market.”

The top drawbacks of telecom-
muting, according to the survey, 
include people abusing the benefit 
(22 percent), feeling isolated and 
missing a team environment (22 
percent), and strained interpersonal 
relationships due to lack of face 
time (17 percent).

“Work-from-home arrange-
ments are most successful when 
employers set clear parameters 
and invest in technology, such as 
videoconferencing, to help remote 
personnel feel like they are part of 
the team,” McDonald said.

Additional advice about 
how to make alternative work 
arrangements successful can be 
found on the Robert Half blog:  
www.RobertHalf.com/blog. ■

THIS MONTH'S 
TOP PAYROLL 
SOCIAL MEDIA 

POSTS
 ■ How Companies are 
Creating Flexible Work 
Arrangements. Zenefits 
HR Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2KiH6DV

 ■ 3 Unexpected Things I 
Learned from Parental 
Leave. Gusto Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2KqC8F1

 ■ How to Give a Payroll 
Advance. Patriot 
Payroll Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2KdmhKL

 ■ Should You Offer PTO? 
HR Payroll Systems 
Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2K8Q873

 ■ Promoting Good Mental 
Health in the Workplace. 
Landrum HR Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2spuHD6
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Home appliances are just the tip of the iceberg 
when it comes to the possibilities for the use of 
data exchange and connectivity among devices, 
but this column is about apps, so that’s as good 
a place as any to get us started down the path of 
understanding the Internet of Things.

We’ve connected with members of the CPA 
Practice Advisor community and beyond to get 
some insights into how these Iot apps work. 
Here’s what we found out.

Doug Sleeter, founder of The Sleeter Group, 
shared these IoT apps with us:

• Ring – You can remotely control/view your doorbell 
and home video cameras. Record and watch later.

• Screenlogic – Control Pentair pool equipment from 
your phone, including pool pumps, features, and 
garden lights.

• Alexa – One of the original virtual assistants 
for home automation. Using Alexa, you can play 
music, make errand and shopping lists, set alarms, 
get the weather, find out sports scores, and hear 
the news. Alexa can interact with several home 
automation devices.

• Nest – Use Nest to control home heating and air 

conditioning. It’s easy to use, full featured, and 
allows you to control your home temperature 
from anywhere.

Samantha Mansfield, director of professional 
development and community at CPA.com, rec-
ommends using Sonos speakers enabled with 
Amazon Alexa. “This has been a great addition 
to the house for better sound for calling up Sirius 
XM, Audible, etc. while still have the ability to 
create shopping lists in the middle of cooking 
dinner and adding songs to my wedding play 
list (yes, stole that idea from the commercials). 
Really like the sound quality of the Sonos with 
the functionality of Alexa.”

Blake Oliver, senior product marketing 
manager for FloQast, told us, “I lose everything, 
so I’m a big fan of Tile (www.thetileapp.com). Tile 
makes little bluetooth tracking devices that you 
pair with your phone so you always know the 
last place you left something. I have one attached 
to my keys, wallet, and backpack. I keep one in 
the car to remind me where I parked. Whenever 
I lose my wallet, I just open the Tile app on my 
phone and tap a button to make my wallet ring, 
just like a mobile phone.”

Elizabeth Pittelkow, CPA, CITP, CGMA, 
Controller at Litera Microsystems, recommends 
the Ring doorbell app for its ease of use, quality 
video, and notifications. “You can talk through 
the app to people who approach your doorstep, 
which is especially convenient for deliveries.” 
Note that you don’t have to be at home to use 
the app to see who is at your door and speak to 
the person. Ring has also introduced a Neighbors 
app that works like a neighborhood watch where 
neighbors using the app can alert each other to 
potential crime and safety issues.

RESOURCES:
If you’d like to read more about how this new 
world of connectivity is going to impact your life, 
here are some interesting places to explore:

Read an overview of the Best Connected 
Home Products, including energy monitor-
ing, light schedules, smart sprinklers, garage 
door openers, door lock systems, and more at: 
https://bit.ly/2NDcM5B

Home gadget control is fun and may seem like 
a luxury, but take a look at some of the myriad 
ways in which the Internet of Things is impacting 
businesses, including, eventually, your own busi-
ness and your clients. https://bit.ly/2bbQILp ■  

WHAT IS THE Internet of Things? Homeowners know it as the process of adding 

automated, and in some cases, decision making power to devices like appliances, 

lights, vehicles, heating and air conditioning, and so on. Basically, we’re turning our 

lives into a world of robotics. If this sounds to you like it’s right out The Jetsons, 

you might be right, except that The Jetsons are here. Now.
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THE LABOR LAW ADVISOR

Opioids, Marijuana and 
Employment Law

OPIOID USE IS TOO HIGH 
TO IGNORE
With the increasing use of pre-
scribed opioids, reportedly one out 
of every three persons took such a 
prescription in 2015, the likelihood 
that the issue will arise in either the 
hiring context or involving a current 
employee is significant. A parallel 
issue may be developing with the 
spread of medical and recreational 
marijuana. Until quite recently, 
the fact that marijuana remains a 
controlled substance under federal 
law virtually assured the right of 
employers to refuse to hire or ter-
minate persons who test positive for 
marijuana in their system.

Three recent marijuana cases 
may be the beginning of a trend 
towards more legal tolerance of 
marijuana, notwithstanding an 
employer’s drug-free workplace 
policy. In two cases, one in Rhode 
Island and the other in Connecticut, 
the court used specific protective 
language in the state’s medical 
marijuana laws as the basis for 
finding termination or refusal to 
hire to be discriminatory. In a 
more concerning case, the Supreme 
Court of Massachusetts ruled 
that an employer that rejected an 

applicant that was using medical 
marijuana away from work to 
address a disability was entitled to 
the interactive process and reason-
able accommodation consideration 
under disability law for the lawful 
use of medical marijuana.

This trend to protect the use of 
medical marijuana, along with the 
proliferation of the use of prescrip-
tion opioids, makes having a defen-
sible procedure for addressing the 
employability of such individuals 
a necessity. Given the reality that 
either opioid or medical marijuana 
usage could become an issue in 
your workplace, perhaps consid-
eration should be given to a “Best 
Practice” guidance to consider when 
confronted with the issue.

COMPANIES SHOULD 
DEVELOP BEST PRAC-
TICES TO ADDRESS 
PRESCRIPTION DRUG USE
One case demonstrates what 
should form the “Best Practices” 
recommendation for your business. 
The case involved an experienced 
industry supervisor at a manufac-
turing facility who was applying 
for a similar supervisory position 
at another manufacturing company. 

During his medical evaluation he 
mentioned that he was under a 
regimen of Suboxone and was 
using it during non-work hours as 
prescribed by his physician. Luck-
ily for the company, it maintains a 
professional relationship with the 
industrial medicine department of a 
local hospital. When the industrial 
medicine physician was made 
aware of the use of Suboxone by the 
applicant, he asked the company to 
put the hiring process on hold while 
he considered the implications of 
the use of the synthetic opioid. 
He also asked for an updated and 
detailed job description listing the 
specific duties of the position.

Not only did the physician 
contact the applicant’s physician 
to discuss the applicant’s 
experience while using 
Suboxone, but he also 
did independent research 
on medical studies of 
patients using Suboxone. 
While the applicant’s 
physician had not 
observed any problem 
behavior by the applicant 
while on Suboxone, he 
could not categorically state 
that it could not cause some 

type of impairment.
One of the medical studies that 

the company physician reviewed 
indicated that persons taking Sub-
oxone, on occasions, had impairing 
side-effects. He concluded that 
he could not, in good conscience, 
approve of the applicant filling the 
open position. He relied upon the 
fact that on occasion, and on some 
days frequently, the person would 
have to operate a hand-held over-
head crane to lift equipment as well 
as to help remove steel scrap weigh-
ing many tons. He also expressed 
concern over the general safety of 
a person in the potentially danger-
ous industrial environment such 
as a manufacturing facility. Based 
upon the physician’s concerns, the 
tentative job offer was withdrawn. 
The various steps taken in the case 
discussed above form the basis of 
what could be considered a “Best 
Practices” for employers dealing 
with prescription opioids in their 
workplace.

IN A RECENT report on Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) legal actions, 

it was noted that the agency had filed suit alleging American with Disabilities Act dis-

crimination by an employer for the failure to hire an individual who informed his new 

employer that he was using Suboxone, an opioid. Suboxone is typically prescribed to help 

recovering drug addicts reduce their withdrawal symptoms. The defendant in the case 

settled the claim for $70,000. The EEOC concluded that the company failed to engage 

in an individualized assessment to determine whether the applicant could perform his 

job while using Suboxone. The mere fact that the EEOC itself sued an employer over this 

issue is cause for concern.
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Since the EEOC takes the 
position that employers are not 
permitted to require employees 
or applicants to reveal the use of 
prescription medication, some 
employers “encourage” employees 
to report opioid usage to a plant 
nurse or other medical personnel. 
If a company has or adopts such 
a policy, due to legitimate safety 
concerns, more widespread dis-
semination of the need for voluntary 
reporting would likely result in the 
type of information sought. Of 
course, once reported, the employer 
would have to go through the ADA 
interactive process to consider 
whether a non-opioid drug might 
be substituted to address the dis-
ability. This would entail contact 
between the company’s medical 

review officer and the employee’s 
or applicant’s prescribing physician.

If a change to a non-opioid 
medication is not feasible, then an 
employer would have to consider 
if any reasonable accommodation 
could be made. If the job at issue 
could be considered safety sensitive, 
the employer could take the position 
that it would be dangerous to have 
a person who is routinely using 
opioids on such a job. If the issue 
is with a current employee, reason-
able accommodation would require 
that the employee be considered 
for any open job where the use of 
prescription opioids does not pose 
a danger. With regard to applicants, 
the procedure would be similar, 
except that an employer would not 
be required to accommodate by 

offering them an alternative open 
position. However, if their treating 
physician refused to try to substi-
tute a non-opioid medication for 
treatment, the employer would then 
have to rely upon its own medical 
expert’s opinion that the use of an 
opioid posed a risk of harm to the 
applicant and potentially others. It 
would be the “direct threat” defense 
under the ADAAA for refusing to 
hire the applicant. The safety risks 
would have to be well documented 
and not be mere speculation.

In the case of medical marijuana 
usage in those states that have 
adopted such laws, the process 
would be quite similar. Medical 
marijuana would be considered a 
prescribed drug. Unless and until 
states that have passed such laws 

begin to take the approach of the 
Massachusetts Supreme Court, that 
such usage is to be treated under 
the ADA reasonable accommodation 
analysis, employers with drug-free 
workplace policies may terminate 
or refuse to hire such persons. 
Marijuana, medical or otherwise, 
remains an illegal drug under 
federal law.

CONCLUSION
Cautious employers will want to 
carefully monitor how the EEOC, as 
well as state law, treats prescription 
opioids and medical marijuana for 
possible reasonable accommodation 
purposes. It is a rapidly changing 
area that will likely place greater 
burdens on employers. ■

Streamline Reporting.
Improve Financial Effi ciency. 
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to generate the comprehensive reporting of your critical 
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 ■ ASU 2016-14 FASB reporting ready.
 ■ 990/Compliance reporting.
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 ■ Internal reporting.
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Effective Employee Retention Tips

Whenever someone walks out the door, 
people notice. Some will even start wondering 
if they should start looking for a new job, too. 
That’s why employee retention and employee job 
satisfaction should be high on every organiza-
tion’s list of priorities, and why creating effective 
retention strategies to decrease turnover should 
be one of management’s most important jobs. 
Read on for our tips on building strategies that 
are right for your company.

HOW TO DEVELOP EMPLOYEE 
RETENTION STRATEGIES
Succeeding in your employee retention efforts 
requires you to think about things from the 
team’s point of view. All employees are different, 
of course, and each has unique desires and goals. 
But it’s a safe bet to assume that all of them want 
to know they are being paid at or above market 
rates and have good benefits. They want to feel 
that they are appreciated by their employer and 
treated fairly. They want to be challenged and 
excited by the job they’re asked to do.

An effective employee retention program 
addresses all of these concerns. But it also goes 
beyond the basics. In fact, your efforts should 
start on a new hire’s first day on the job. The 
training and support you provide from Day One 
sets the tone for the employee’s tenure at the 
company and boosts job satisfaction.

HOW TO IMPROVE EMPLOYEE 
RETENTION
Every area of the employer-employee relation-

ship in your organization 
deserves your attention. 
Embrace these key strate-
gies to improve your 
organization’s employee 
retention and boost 
employee  satisfaction:

 ■  Onboarding and orientation — Every new hire 
should be set up for success from the very start, 
from the first day of work to the first week and 
beyond. The job  orientation is just one compo-
nent of onboarding, which can last for weeks or 
months, depending on your organization.

 ■  Mentorship programs — Pairing a new employee 
with a mentor is a great idea for onboarding. 
New team members can learn the ropes from a 
veteran with a wealth of resources, and the new 
hire offers a fresh viewpoint  to experienced 
staff. Mentors shouldn’t be work supervisors, 
but they can offer guidance and be a sounding 
board for newcomers, welcoming them into the 
company culture. 

 ■  Employee compensation — It’s absolutely 
essential in this competitive labor market for 
companies to  offer attractive compensation 
packages. That includes salaries, of course, but 
also bonuses, paid time off, health  benefits, 
retirement plans and all the other perks that 
can distinguish one workplace from another.

 ■  Recognition and rewards systems — Every 
person wants to feel appreciated for what they 
do. Make it a habit to thank your direct reports 
when they go the extra mile, whether it’s with 
a sincere email, a gift card or an extra day off. 
Show your employees you appreciate them, and 
share how their hard work helps the  organiza-
tion. Some companies set up rewards systems 
that incentivize great ideas and innovation, but 
you can institute recognition programs even on 
a small team with a small budget.

 ■  Work-life balance — Burnout is real. A healthy 
work-life balance is essential, and people need 
to know that management understands its 
importance. Encourage staff to take vacation 
time, and if late nights are necessary to wrap 
up a project, see if you can offer late arrivals 
or an extra day off to compensate and increase 
job satisfaction.

 ■  Training and development — Smart managers 
invest in their workers’ professional develop-
ment and seek opportunities for them to grow. 
Ask each of your direct reports about their 
short- and long-term goals to determine how 
you can help achieve them. Some companies 
pay for employees to attend conferences or 
industry events each year, or provide tuition 
reimbursement or continuing education. 

 ■  Communication and feedback — Your direct 
reports should feel that they can come to you 
with ideas, questions and concerns, and likewise, 
they expect you to be honest and open with them 
about improvements they need to make in their 
own performance. Make sure you connect with 
each staff member on a regular basis — don’t let 
issues build up for the annual review. 

 ■  Dealing with change — Every workplace has to 
deal with unpleasant changes occasionally, and 
the staff looks to leadership for reassurance. If 
your organization  is going through a merger, 
layoffs or other big changes, keep your staff 
informed as much as you can to avoid feeding 
the rumor mill. Make big announcements face 
to face, and make sure you allow time for their 
questions.

 ■ Fostering teamwork — When people work 
together, they can achieve more than they 
would have individually. Foster a culture of 
collaboration that accommodates individuals’ 
working styles and lets their talents shine. Do 
this by clarifying team objectives, business 
goals and roles, and encouraging  everyone to 
contribute ideas and solutions.

 ■ Team celebration — Celebrate major milestones 
for individuals and for the team. Whether the 
team just  finished that huge quarterly project 
under budget or an employee brought home a 
new baby, seize the chance to celebrate together 
with a shared meal or group excursion. 
A final tip: Remember to assess your 

employee retention strategies at least once a year. 
You’ll want to stay current on market salary rates 
and benefits, and best practices in developing 
workplace culture and manager-employee rela-
tions. Doing so will help you keep staff morale 
high and turnover low while guaranteeing your 
organization’s success.

This article originally appeared on the Robert Half blog.

It’s every manager’s nightmare: One of your best employees resigns out of the 

blue. Right away, you’ve got a number of challenges to tackle on top of your daily 

responsibilities. Not only do you have to find a replacement for such a talented 

team member — no small feat when skilled professionals are in high demand, 

as they are today — but you also have to consider the impact this departure will 

have on the rest of your staff.
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THE FUTURE OF PAY: 

PAY ME NOW OR PAY ME LATER   By Doug Politi

THE FUTURE OF PAY
Mobile payments offer amazing opportunities and potential 
disruptions that will affect organizations large and small. 
Your payments strategy needs to account for these major 
technological and demographic shifts so your business can 
concurrently meet both your clients' and workers' needs. 

At a high level, a sound payment strategy must solve for 
three things. Speed: How quickly the pay is delivered. Access: 
How and where workers receive their pay. Engagement: How 
we engage workers and help them manage their money.

SPEED
Workers expect to have faster access to their wages and 
other payments. This expectation is driven largely by 
millennials, who by 2020 will represent 37 percent of 
the U.S. workforce and have considerable influence on 
how employers treat their employees. Millennials have 
heightened technological expectations and understand 
the immediacy that technology delivers.

You can see the influence of millennials in the gig 
economy. They are largely behind the widespread imple-
mentation of on-demand pay. On the other end, fintechs are 
now enabling workers to immediately access part of their 
earned but unpaid wages so they can handle emergencies 
and other unexpected expenses before their payday.

A slew of innovations in the payments space allows 
organizations to reimagine the traditional bank Automated 
Clearing House (ACH) daily batch cycle orientation. Thanks 
to applications such as Venmo and Zelle (and eventually 
technologies like blockchain), money can change hands 
faster than ever before, allowing employees to be paid for 
the work shift they finished only moments before.

ACCESS
Digital accounts are becoming the standard for han-

dling payroll fror the unbanked. There are an estimated 8 
million paycards on the market (and even more direct-to-
consumer general purpose debit cards), and their use is 
growing 15 percent annually. The use of traditional checks, 
meanwhile, declines at an annual rate of 5 percent.

For workers, while paper checks are a common pay-
ment method, they are filled with friction and expense 
and not everyone has equal access to the digital economy. 
As much as 15 percent of the U.S. population lacks a bank 
account (another 10 percent is considered 'unhappily 
banked'), joining huge swaths of unbanked people in Latin 
America, Asia and throughout the world.

Without access to a bank account, it becomes difficult 
and expensive to take advantage of on-line purchases, pay 
bills, track expenses, set aside savings, etc. For employers, 
checks are actually expensive as well, and multi-national 
employers have an even more complex hurdle to surmount: 
Moving money across borders is slow and very expensive.

ENGAGEMENT
Most employers want to make financial wellness a com-
ponent of their employee engagement efforts. For years, 
companies have looked out for employee's long-term 
financial wellness by offering pensions and then retirement 
offerings like 401k plans. More recently, there is a focus on 
helping with more tactical day-to-day financial offerings 
like bill pay, savings accounts, budgeting offerings, etc.
At the same time, they have a willing workforce. Millennials 
are frustrated with traditional banks, as demonstrated by 
almost half of them leveraging prepaid cards to purchase 
items. Low-wage earners are also more likely to have no 
bank relationships and crave payment alternatives as 
well as financial planning and education tools, and more 
and more people are looking for help to "save them from 
themselves" with respect to savings and financial planning.

NAVIGATING CHANGE
It’s an exciting time for organizations, and finance leaders 
should be doing all they can to stay out in front of this 
digital payment evolution. By exploring and investing in 
technologies that can help further engage their employees, 
finance leaders can help their organizations navigate the 
digital transformations necessary to clear a path toward 
innovation, growth and, ultimately, sustained success. ■

Doug Politi is president of Compliance Solutions for ADP. 

CHANGE IN THE WORKPLACE IS AS INEVITABLE 

AS NEW SMARTPHONE TECHNOLOGY AND WILL 

BE A CONSTANT AS WE CONTINUE TO SIMPLIFY, 

INNOVATE AND GROW. THERE IS A TRANSFOR-

MATION CHANGING THE WAY WE GET PAID 

AND THE WAY WE WORK. MONEY IS MOVING 

FASTER AND BECOMING MORE "DIGITAL" AND 

MORE MOBILE. THE NUMBER OF COMPANIES 

USING CONTINGENT AND FREELANCE WORK-

ERS IS INCREASING AND CREATING A NEW 

OPPORTUNITY FOR INNOVATIVE SOLUTIONS 

TO ORGANIZE, COORDINATE AND PAY THEM.
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LATEST A & A NEWS
What’s the Future for Financial State-
ments? Are they still relevant in a digital world in 
which reams of information can be synthesized 
and analyzed for insight?  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418248

Forward-Looking Statement Mislead 
Investors. The study’s findings derive principally 
from two experiments carried out with subjects 
enlisted through a crowd-sourcing Internet market-

place often used in social-science research. 
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418191

Center for Audit Quality Funds 4 Research 
Projects. The grants to fund independent academic 
research on projects of interest to the auditing profes-
sion. www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417146 

Are Grants Subject to Revenue Recogni-
tion? The latest guidance from the FASB arrives 
at a time when nonprofit chief financial officers, 

controllers, and other financial players face a fast-
approaching deadline.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418201

Illinois CPA Society Presents Annual 
Awards. The awards recognize the tremendous 
achievements and contributions of leaders in 
Illinois who are helping to shape the future of the 
accounting profession.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417159

Detecting and Preventing Expense 
Reimbursement Fraud By Tiffany Couch, CPA/CFF, CFE, CEO
According to the Association of Certified Fraud Examiners’ 2018 
Report to the Nations, expense reimbursement fraud accounts 
for 21 percent of fraud in small businesses (<100 employees), 
and 11 percent in large businesses (100+ employees).

Businesses often overlook expense reimbursement fraud 
because the amount of money may seem trivial: but small 
losses can add up quickly. The median duration of expense 
reimbursement fraud is 24 months, and the median loss is 
$31,000. Expense reimbursement fraud is one of the more 
common schemes, and for a forensic accountant, it is most 
often easy to detect. Traditional CPAs should understand that, if 
they come across expense reimbursement fraud in their client’s 
(or their own) business, it could be an indication that there is 
a much larger fraud scheme at play and may require further 
investigation. If someone is willing to commit one type of theft, 
he or she is often more likely to perpetrate others.

Before taking a look at how to prevent expense reimburse-
ment schemes, it’s important to understand the four ways 
these improper claims can occur. The ACFE classifies expense 
reimbursement schemes in four categories:

 ■ Mischaracterized expenses. Receipts are submitted as 
business expenses when they are actually personal purchases.
 ■ Fictitious expenses. Bogus receipts that appear genuine. 
Computer programs, design skills and even legitimate com-
panies make it easy to create fake documents.
 ■ Overstated expenses. The employee inflates the cost of 
a legitimate expense, such as padding mileage or showing a 
larger tip than was paid.
 ■ Multiple reimbursements. An employee who remits the 
same receipt for an item more than once, thus receiving 
duplicate payments.

One of the best ways to prevent expense reimburse-
ment schemes is to set firm policies that make it difficult 
for employees to defraud their employer. Here are six ways 
expense reimbursement fraud can be deterred.

 ■ Set the “tone at the top.” Internal controls will only go so far 
if the business owner makes unethical decisions. Management 
should model the behavior they expect from their staff, enforce 

anti-fraud policies and provide a safe way for whistleblowers 
to report suspicious actions.
 ■ Establish travel reimbursement guidelines. At its most 
basic, the policy should outline what expenses will not be 
reimbursable (such as alcohol) and per diem limits for meals 
and hotel rates. Most businesses reimburse employees the 
standard mileage rate that’s set by the IRS every December for 
the following year. To mitigate mileage padding, consider asking 
employees to provide documented driving directions from a map 
website or app that correlate to the amount they are requesting.
 ■ Require original receipts for all reimbursable expenses. 
Photocopied receipts are more easily manipulated than originals. 
With few exceptions, the receipts should also detail the specific 
items purchased, the date and the business name.
 ■ Require a second review. Even if the business has just a few 
employees, one of the easiest ways to prevent fraud is to require 
a double review before any reimbursable expenses are paid.
 ■ Trust, but verify. Spot audits can help reveal anomalies and 
either disrupt fraud before it continues or identify expenses 
that lack proper documentation.
 ■ Prosecute fraudsters. Part of setting the tone at the top 
is to prosecute employees who steal. Personnel who violate 
policies and intentionally file false receipts should be punished 
accordingly. Doing so shows other workers that fraud will not 
be tolerated.

Businesses hire CPAs for one of the most important parts of 
running their business: keeping their finances in order. By coun-
seling business owners on the importance of internal controls 
over incoming cash and outgoing payments, CPAs can help 
their clients prevent employee theft and fraud. If a company’s 
financials look suspicious, or if something “doesn’t add up,” a 
forensic accountant can be a trusted partner in helping detect, 
quantify and potentially recover stolen funds. ■

Tiffany Couch is CEO and founder of Acuity Forensics, a nationally 
recognized forensic accounting firm. She is also the author of The Thief 
in Your Company, a book that explores the financial and emotional 
impact of fraud on organizations of all sizes. She can be reached at 
tcouch@acuityforensics.com or (360) 573-5158.

THIS 
MONTH'S TOP 
ACCOUNTING 
& AUDITING 

SOCIAL MEDIA 
POSTS

 ■ 2018 Accounting Stan-
dards You Might Have 
Missed. PwC Blog. 
https://bit.ly/2KbCvUM

 ■ Senior Auditors Benefit 
from School of Audit. 
Wolters Kluwer 
Blog. https://bit.
ly/2IuYUX8

 ■ 3 Ways Extra Capital 
Helps with Seasonal 
Needs. Accountex 
Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2KnVjzi

 ■ How to Determine 
Profit Margins on 
Services. Accounting 
Department Blog.  
https://bit.ly/2K9PW7v

 ■ FASB Issues New Guid-
ance on Share-Based 
Payments. Compli-
ance Week.  
https://bit.ly/2IswH3u
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3 Mindfulness Myths Debunked

As accountants, we can tend 
to be people that want to see 
demonstrable evidence to “believe” 
something works. However, I’ve 
found that wellness isn’t about bal-
ance sheets or debits and credits. It’s 
about trying what works for you and 
trusting that the time commitment 
is worthwhile. Whether any skepti-
cism surrounding mindfulness is 
simply a product of semantics or if 
it’s more about credibility depends 
on who you talk to. But one thing I’ve 
learned in being in the profession for 
over 20 years, while also practicing 
and teaching yoga and mindfulness 
myself, is that there are indeed many 
misconceptions about mindfulness 
and its effectiveness, and fact can 
easily be mistaken for fiction. Let’s 
take a look at the three most com-
mon mindfulness myths that I often 
hear from people who are skeptical 
of its usefulness.

MYTH 1: MINDFULNESS 
MEANS SITTING STILL IN 
A MEDITATIVE STATE
Mindfulness is the practice of 
calming your mind and creating 
more awareness of your thoughts 
and how you impact those around 
you. Since the movement took hold 
in the U.S., mindfulness is focused 
less on inwardness, and more on 
taking stock of the world around 
you and your place within it and 
creating better awareness of those 
around you. It has been applied to 
schoolwork, therapy, relationships, 
and now even in the accounting 

profession. In the West, the idea of 
mindfulness was popularized by Jon 
Kabat-Zinn, who founded the Cen-
ter for Mindfulness and wrote the 
best-selling book “Wherever you go, 
there you are,” which explains how 
to grow mindfulness and attention 
in your daily life to decrease stress 
and create a healthier, happier life.

The Guardian even covered the 
increasing popularity of mindfulness 
in political sphere, citing Jon Kabat-
Zinn as the “pioneer of secular mind-
fulness practice in the America,” 
and showing that even those who 
doubted this practice can adopt and 
appreciate a more mindful lifestyle 
if they put an effort into it. Mindful-
ness is a practice that you can use in 
your everyday life to better interact 
with your co-workers and clients. 
Mindfulness can be practiced 
anywhere, in any situation, and is 
essentially the practice of paying 
close attention to what you are doing 
and applying focus, rather than 
being distracted by the constant 
notifications of emails, texts, instant 
messages, etc. By the nature of our 
work, mindfulness is essential to the 
accounting profession in particular, 
and can be a tool used at to improve 
client relationships and the quality 
of work performed.

MYTH 2: MINDFULNESS 
WAS INVENTED FOR 
BUSINESSES TO KEEP 
EMPLOYEES PRODUCTIVE 
The New York Times published an 
article criticizing the corporatization 

mindfulness in the business space. 
And to a certain extent, it’s true. 
Mindfulness has become something 
of a buzzword, that when attached to 
a particular practice like parenting 
or managing employees can seem 
like an easy way to get people to do 
better and feel better about their 
work as a result. But contrary to 
the belief that the introduction or 
adoption of mindfulness in the west 
is a negative, mindfulness, in fact, is 
a practice that has been proven time 
and again to help people deal with 
stress, increase productivity, and 
boost their immune system.

Firms that encourage mindful-
ness might do so to improve morale 
and work-life-harmony, a topic I talk 
about in my book, “Business, Balance, 
and Bliss.” Naturally, professionals 
who are more engaged and happier, 
will produce better results, Mindful-
ness produces greater creativity, and 
can even help improve relationships 
among colleagues through compas-
sion and collaboration.

MYTH 3: IN THE PROFES-
SIONAL SPHERE, SUC-
CESS IS AN EXTERNAL 
PROCESS.
As much as we’d like to believe that 
our successes and failures are all a 
product of our physical environment 
or what our technical expertise is, 
everything we do in our profession 
— and otherwise, for that matter 
— starts with our thoughts. All too 
often we believe that if we simply 
force ourselves to work harder and 

power through our day that there 
will be an award at the end, whether 
it be a state of relaxation, or more 
money. But what happens during 
your work hours? Are you turning 
off your inner life? It’s impossible 
to separate your thoughts from 
your work, so everything you think 
contributes to the quality of what 
you produce day in and day out.

Mindfulness has its place in 
the accounting sphere exactly for 
this reason. By bringing a greater 
awareness of your thoughts, you 
can control negativity, improve 
self-esteem and self-care, and bring 
a greater sense of meaning to what 
you do and how you serve your cli-
ents. When you are feeling stressed 
with deadlines or overwhelmed with 
a client workload, being more aware 
of how you are being affected inter-
nally will help you better respond to 
those around you. Use mindfulness 
to create compassion and better 
interactions based on being aware 
of your energy levels throughout 
the day.

Paying closer attention to your 
inner world is not a novel idea, but 
many can feel it doesn’t fit in the 
professional environment. How-
ever; this should not feel extreme 
or unprofessional to discuss and 
practice it in the workplace. Using 
mindfulness as a tool to use as you 
go about your workweek, trusting 
that it’s more than buzzword, and 
having the courage to practice inten-
tion is key to showing up as your best 
self at work and at home. ■

AS A CULTURE, we have the tendency to be incredibly skeptical of any concept or idea that comes 
with the promise of improving our inner lives, especially if it’s rooted in a religious practice or 
delivered by self-proclaimed self-help gurus. Case in point: the increasingly popular mindfulness 
movement. Danny Arguetty at the University of Washington discussed common misconcep-
tions of mindfulness, including that mindfulness in itself is a religion, that it’s synonymous with 
meditation, that it requires “constant joy and positivity,” and that it takes too much time and is 
simply a passing fad.
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LATEST FIRM MANAGEMENT NEWS
How to Win the Digital Transformation 
Race. Digital leaders employ a holistic, adaptive 
approach to meet evolving customer, marketplace 
and regulatory needs.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418213

It’s Time to Consider Client Portals. 
Though secure digital alternatives are available, 
many organizations still rely on the exchange of 
paper documents, faxing, or email attachments to 
exchange these sensitive documents.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418194

Russian Hackers Targeting U.S. Account-
ing Firms. With most firms using relatively simi-
lar software and service providers, a flaw found in 
one system can be easily replicated in countless 
others. www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12417369

California CPA Society Gets New Chair. 
Sharpstone previously served as CalCPA’s first 
vice chair. He is an assurance partner with BDO 
United States’ Los Angeles office.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418123

Bill.com Launches Accountant Resource 
Center. The resource center provides actionable 
training, templates, and advice in key areas includ-
ing internal and external product training, sales 
and marketing, and client onboarding.  
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418188

Every CPA Firm Needs to be a 
Security Company By Matt Wilgus, CPA, CISSP, CISA

In 2018, the year of artificial intelligence, internet of things, block-
chain, and big data, it is safe to say more and more companies 
are emerging to be technology companies. In the last year, a 
lot of attention has been placed on how automotive companies 
such as Ford and General Motors are positioning themselves 
as technology companies.

Large conglomerates such as GE are marketing themselves 
as “the digital company that’s also an industrial company” and 
are using young programmers as the center of a large advertis-
ing campaign. However, it isn’t just industrial and manufacturing 
companies that are pivoting, large financial institutions are now 
developing and often acquiring Fintech providers.

Santander created Santander InnoVentures with a stated 
aim of, “to support the digital revolution to make sure Santander 
customers around the world benefit from the latest know-how 
and innovations across the Banking Group’s geographies.” 
Verticals such as healthcare, education, media and many others 
now must address technological changes more than ever and 
position their investments in technology as differentiators.

TECHNOLOGY AND CPA FIRMS
CPA firms are also once again changing. For many, the first 
customer facing technology may have been offering self-service 
options to extend back office functionality. Electronic invoicing 
and collections are two early examples that date back to the 
1990s or earlier. As time moved on, other parts of the business, 
particularly those related to engagement delivery, also began to 
leverage technology. In the 2000s, firms began using file sharing 
services and central repositories such as Microsoft SharePoint 
to exchange data with clients.

Most firms purchased commercial-off-the-shelf (COTS) 
products as they did not have many, if any, developers on staff. 
Today, firms have a plethora of on-premise and cloud-based 
offerings available and if none of them meet requirements, the 

potential to develop something in-house is readily available. 
These new solutions also require firms to think about security 
more than ever before.

LARGE FIRMS AND THE COBBLER’S CHILDREN
Many CPA firms, particularly larger firms, offer technology 
related advisory and consulting services, including developing 
software for their clients. However, they also need to innovate 
and leverage technology to improve the quality of their own 
offerings, be it tax, audit or advisory. These firms often have staff 
with the knowledge to adequately secure their own environ-
ment; however, they rarely work with internal initiatives. The 
problem is the work performed for the firm’s external clients 
are revenue generating, while securing internal systems yields 
no revenue, or is seen as taking away revenue due to the 
opportunity cost.

SMALLER FIRMS AND KNOWLEDGE GAP
All firms regardless of size need to leverage technology for 
competitive advantages. However, unlike large firms, smaller 
firms likely do not have the expertise to adequately secure their 
newly procured or developed systems. While organizations 
such as the AICPA have cybersecurity content available, and 
frameworks such as ISO 27001 exist, smaller firms may not 
have the time, means, and occasionally, desire, to implement 
security best practices. ■
 
Matt Wilgus is a Practice Director at Schellman & Company, Inc., 
where he leads the Threat and Vulnerability Assessment offerings. 
In this role he heads the delivery of Schellman’s penetration testing 
services related to FedRAMP and PCI assessments, as well as other 
regulatory and compliance programs.

THIS MONTH'S 
TOP FIRM 

MANAGEMENT 
SOCIAL MEDIA 

POSTS
 ■ Can Your Receptionist 
be a Profit Center? 
Firm of the Future. 
https://bit.ly/2KaA6JS

 ■ 3 Steps to ID and Fix 
Bottlenecks in Firm 
Workflow. Thomson 
Reuters Blog. 
https://tinyurl.com/
yaeo9enl

 ■ What a Great 
Succession 
Plan Looks Like. 
Rosenberg Blog. 
https://bit.ly/2KpRNkL

 ■ Benchmarking Your 
Firm Against Others. 
Karbon Blog. 
https://bit.ly/2KkmE5z

 ■ 3 Tips to Help Clients 
Through Hurricane 
Season. AICPA 
Insights.  
https://bit.ly/2KaNL3NSee the Security Checklist at 

www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com/12417167

cpa_30_FirmMgmtChannel_F.indd   30 7/16/18   4:32 PM



JULY 2018   ■    www.CPAPracticeAdvisor.com       31

 

JIM BOOMER, CPA.CITP
CEO, Boomer Consulting, Inc. 

Director, Boomer Technology Circle™

jim.boomer@cpapracticeadvisor.com

BRIDGING THE GAP

The State of ACCOUNTING FIRM SUCCESSION

THE STATE OF SUCCESSION
According to the 19th Annual Rosenberg Practice 
Management Survey, for firms in the $2 million 
to $10 million category, 65.5% of partners are 
over the age of 50. Among sole practitioners 
and smaller firms, the percentage is 71.1%. The 
AICPA estimates 75 percent of today’s CPAs will 
be retiring in the next 15 years.

Despite getting closer to the cliff every day, 
Accounting Today’s “Year Ahead” Survey found 
that less than half of firms (in any size range) 
have a succession plan.

WHY SUCCESSION IS AS ESSEN-
TIAL AS EVER
The accounting profession is entering a time of 
unprecedented disruption. According to some 
estimates, the hiring of entry-level accountants 
and auditors could drop by as much as 50 percent 
by 2020 and audit fees could decrease by 25 to 50 
percent due to advances in technology.

Meanwhile, many young professionals today 
have little or no desire to become a partner in 
the firms they work for. They see firms that are 
inefficient, relying on outdated technology and 
partners who work longer hours than anyone 
else in the firm and realize that’s not the life or 
career they want. Instead, they take the training 
they receive in an accounting firm and leverage it 
to secure positions outside of public accounting. 
Firms are left scrambling to fill holes in what 
they thought were airtight plans to fill coming 
vacancies.

Faced with this reality, many firm owners 
believe they’ll sell their practice to fund retire-
ment instead of turning it over to the next gen-
eration. But that plan is flawed as well. With so 
many CPAs retiring in the next decade, it will be 
a buyer’s market for practices. As a result, sellers 
will likely receive a lot less than expected.

Whether you plan on selling your firm or 

handing the reigns over to a younger 
generation, it’s time to get proactive 
about succession planning.

WHERE TO START
Succession planning is not just about 
maintaining a list of high-potential 
employees. Firms need to focus on 
the skills and experience required for 
success at the partner and manager 
level and provide employees with 
professional development programs 
that can help them develop necessary 
skills.

New staff members should have 
client contact much earlier in their 
careers than firms have traditionally 
allowed – starting in year one. Once 
you identify potential successors, 
make sure they’re up to speed on the 
clients’ history, unique characteristics 
and needs. When identifying emerg-
ing leaders, don’t forget your support 
personnel. Your admin team may 
skills in business development, mar-
keting and more. Integrate training 
with hiring by assessing your firm’s 
existing strengths and hiring to fill 
existing gaps.

If your firm is not proactively 
developing successors, the value of 
your firm is diminishing every day. 
Keep in mind, training a viable suc-
cessor can take years and the best 
time to fix the roof is when it’s sunny. 
Don’t postpone establishing a succes-
sion plan. Having one in place is a sign 
of stability for existing and potential 
clients and employees. ■

IN 2010, PEW Research announced the oldest members of the Baby Boomer generation 

were reaching retirement age, and that every day for the next 19 years, 10,000 Baby 

Boomers would reach age 65. Years of dire warning about the state of succession planning 

in CPA firms followed. In the last couple of years, talk of the largest living adult population 

retiring has cooled a bit. But nearly a decade later, is there evidence that firms heeded the 

warnings and got serious about succession planning?
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IN THE NEXT ISSUE OF

FOLLOW US!

MONTHLY THEME Tax Preparation/Planning

REVIEWS  Tax Preparation, Tax Planning,  
Tax Document Automation

BUILDING YOUR 
NICHE PRACTICE Cannabis Growers/Sellers

APPS WE LOVE Food Delivery Apps

SPECIAL SECTION 2018 Technology Selection Guide 

JULY 30-AUG 1: NAEA NATIONAL  
CONFERENCE: LAS VEGAS

AUGUST 1: FORM 5500 OR 5500EZ DUE

AUGUST 3: INTERNATIONAL BEER DAY

AUGUST 22-23: ACCOUNTEX 
CONFERENCE, BOSTON

AUGUST 21: HAWAII STATEHOOD DAY

LEARN SOMETHING NEW: SELF-
STUDY CPE — NUTS & BOLTS OF 
SALES TAX, DETERMINING  
TAXABILITY:
https://bit.ly/2uhenWw

GET SOME CULTURE: THE MUSEUM 
OF MODERN ART ONLINE (MOMA)  
https://www.moma.org/collection

GET BACK TO NATURE: EXPLORE  
AMERICA’S NATIONAL PARKS 
https://bit.ly/2qIys4X

TO 
DO

WWW

CPAPracticeAdvisor.com

STATE RESPONSES TO FEDERAL TAX REFORM 
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12420108

GAME OF LOANS: MANAGING DEBT FOR 
YOUNG CPAS 
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418910
IS THE GIG ECONOMY SLOWING DOWN? 
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418809

ARE GRANTS SUBJECT TO  
REVENUE RECOGNITION? 
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12418201

AICPA ISSUES PROPOSAL TO REVISE SSAE 18 
www.cpapracticeadvisor.com/12420180

FACEBOOK:  
www.facebook.com/CPAPracticeAdvisor

TWITTER:
www.twitter.com/CPAPracAdvisor

LINKEDIN: 
www.linkedin.com/groups/cpa-practice-advisor-3927201
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