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'New' firms in the cloud

Pioneers share how the cloud is changing
— and improving — their practices
By Antoinette Alexander
For young firm Trusted CFO Solutions, the cloud
has been a game-changer, enabling the Atlanta-based
company to offer clients an experience like they would
get from an in-house accounting department. “We can
do that because of the technology. We use it internally
to deliver insights they can use to make decisions,” said
Dixie McCurley, co-founder of the CPA firm, which
brands itself as an outsourced accounting department.
Leveraging such cloud-based solutions as Intacct,
Bill.com and Avalara, the firm offers clients outsourced
back office accounting and virtual CFO services. With a
menu of outsourced services that includes bookkeeping,
payroll, business planning and budgeting, coupled with
its niche serving the restaurant industry, it has seen robust
growth since its launch less than three years ago. In its
first year, the company experienced 350 percent growth,
and 250 percent growth in the second year.
“[The technology] removes what I’ve seen as the
historical perspective and increases collaboration with
clients,” McCurley said.
“Firms that proactively pursue the right
technologies are clearly winning over firms that don’t,”
said Teresa Mackintosh, president of Wolters Kluwer,
CCH. “It pays to be agile.”
Not every firm wants to be among the small group
of pioneering firms that are willing to take lots of risks
with new technologies, but she urged firms to at least

try to get into the larger group of early adopters who are
willing to try things once they see how the pioneers do
with them.
And more and more, whether it’s a new business
like Trusted CFO Solutions or an older, established
firm looking to revamp its business and enhance client
services, that means leveraging the cloud to offer clients
outsourced solutions.

RE-INVENTION REVOLUTION
While the concept of firms providing services like
write-up or bookkeeping for clients certainly is not new,
what has changed is that firms today are increasingly
recognizing how the cloud enables them to re-invent
those services. What was once considered by many to
be a historical-facing, low-value service is now being
transformed into a forward-looking, high-margin, highvalue business that is benefiting from the availability of
actionable, real-time data.
“The big change is that people are looking for firms
that will be proactive, instead of after-the-fact,” said
David Bergstein, business development manager for the
Strategic Account Channel at Intuit.
As these “new” accounting firms are discovering,
the benefits of taking a forward-looking approach
and developing cloud-based outsourcing services are
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‘The big change is that people are
looking for firms that will be
proactive, instead of after-the-fact.’

Wolters
Kluwer,
CCH

1. Of all the opportunities offered
by the cloud, what would you
say are the most important for
accounting firms?
One of the biggest opportunities is enabling
anytime/anywhere work for all firms without a lot of technical
expertise or infrastructure
investment. We are seeing
a lot of startup firms
going directly to the cloud
because they can load a
small client on their laptop
and access a full suite of
modules wherever they
have an Internet connection
and be up and running in
a couple days. We also
see a lot of firms phasing
out their local network
infrastructure and moving
to the cloud to ensure
business continuity in the
event of a natural disaster
that impacts their firm.
Jerry Connor
Director of product
2. How are you
management
helping accountants
Wolters Kluwer, CCH
make the most of
those opportunities?
We’re providing a state-of-the-art cloud platform that enables
firms to optimize their business processes by streamlining the
core workflows. We designed our cloud offering around a
common core database and common services that are shared
and re-used at the point of need by the user. This provides a
consistent user experience, eliminates redundant tasks and
automates manual processes so your professional staff can focus
on more high-value services. All new CCH Axcess™ customers
have a designated consultant in their first year to ensure a
smooth migration and provide training and consulting services to
maximize their investment.
Wolters Kluwer, CCH (CCHGroup.com) is a leading global
provider of tax, accounting and audit information, software
and services. We serve as a strategic partner to professionals,
helping them advance their businesses, by providing innovative,
integrated and customer-focused solutions supporting the
workflow of CPAs, corporate tax and accounting departments,
tax attorneys and auditors to enhance productivity and
profitability. Wolters Kluwer, CCH, offers market-leading
solutions such as CCH Axcess, the ProSystem fx Suite, CCH
Mobile, IntelliConnect, CCH IntelliConnect Direct, Accounting
Research Manager and the U.S. Master Tax Guide. Our
customers include small, medium and large accounting firms as
well as corporate tax and auditing departments.
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bountiful, as they result in greater client collaboration
with multiple touch points, stickier client relationships,
and a stronger position as a trusted advisor.
“The old traditional CPA firm model has businesses
dropping their information off between January and April
for the preparation of year-end taxes and then being told
what happened last year, which now is months old and
of no value to the business owner. Business owners don’t
value tax preparation services, and, therefore, don’t want
to pay for it. It’s an expense that they would rather not
have, like insurance and utilities,” said Steven Ellard,
owner of Steven M. Ellard CPA in Brewster, Mass.
In January 2012, Ellard’s firm rebranded and
launched a new business model centered on its Back
Office Support System (BOSS) service and providing all
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of its services in the cloud. Leveraging the technology, the
firm will pay bills, record deposits, prepare payroll and
payroll tax returns, furnish financial statements, produce
W-2s, prepare tax returns, and supply financial and tax
advice throughout the year.
“We now target only businesses that want to work
in partnership with us monthly throughout the year.
Working in the moment with clients allows us to forecast,
plan and project what will happen in the future based on
the decisions that are made today,” said Ellard. “This is
far more valuable as a management tool then the old CPA
business model.”
Added Ellard, “Collaboration with our clients
through these cloud-based solutions also benefits us. As
a result, we have experienced increased efficiencies in
workflow and profitability. Since we implemented this
model, we have developed a tighter relationship with
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‘It isn’t a question of firm size but of
sophistication. Does the firm want
to provide higher-value services?’

Spotlighton
Accountants

World

1. Of all the opportunities offered
by the cloud, what would you
say are the most important for
accounting firms?
The cloud presents two tremendous opportunities for
accountants. In the
desktop era, accounting
was dominated by “doit-yourself” accounting
systems that diminished
the perceived importance
of the role accountants
play and marginalized
accounting practice. The
cloud puts accountants
back in the driver’s seat.
It lets accountants work
collaboratively with their
clients, while they remain
in full command. This
eliminates major problems
like bookkeeping messes
clients make, resulting
Chandra Bhansali
in more profitable and
President
rewarding accounting
AccountantsWorld
practice.
Another major
opportunity is that the cloud
has made it possible for accountants to offer highly profitable
payroll services without any compliance headaches.
2. How are you helping accountants make the most
of those opportunities?
AccountantsWorld has created a complete suite of "AccountantCentric" solutions that give accountants new capabilities to
make their practices better and more profitable. Our Accounting
Power solution lets accountants regain control of accounting.
Payroll Relief—the first-ever cloud payroll processing solution
created exclusively for accountants—has helped thousands of
accountants offer highly profitable payroll services.
We also offer accountants online interactive "Cloud
Workshops" for free. In these workshops accountants not only
learn how to use the cloud to raise their bottom line, but they
also see how much more money they can expect to make by
moving to the cloud.
For over 14 years, AccountantsWorld has been the leading
provider of cloud-based solutions designed exclusively for
accountants. AccountantsWorld offers a complete integrated
suite of innovative payroll, accounting, and practice
management solutions to help accountants work collaboratively
with clients, foster greater client loyalty, and improve the bottom
lines of their practices. AccountantsWorld is also the only
leading cloud solutions provider that puts Accountants First ™ by
never competing with accountants or selling services directly to
their clients.

The Haves and Have-Nots of the Cloud
Experts agree that the cloud will create billions of dollars’ worth of wealth for accountants.
However, only the 20% of accountants who embrace the cloud proactively will claim the lion’s share of this wealth.
Little will be left for the remaining 80%. That’s the reality of the 80-20 rule.

Are you inspired to be in that top 20%?
It’s hard to get there on your own. You need a trusted
partner, experienced in the cloud, to lead you there.
AccountantsWorld is that partner.
Another important fact is that only AccountantsWorld
Puts Accountants First. Unlike others, our commitment is
solely to practicing accountants like you, so we never sell
directly to your clients.
Visit AccountantsWorld.com and take just 5-7 minutes to
complete a simple worksheet to see for yourself how much
your earnings can increase with your existing client base when
we help you harness the cloud.
For most accountants, this increase is 20%-50%. For many,
it’s even more.

“With his vision of accountant-centric
software and his history as a pioneer
of the cloud, AccountantsWorld CEO
Chandra Bhansali and his company
are natural leaders as the profession
finally gets its head into the clouds.”
~ Accounting Today

Visit AccountantsWorld.com/Cloud
today to see how much the cloud
can raise YOUR bottom line!

Accountants First ... only at
SM

AccountantsWorld

®

888.999.1366 • www.AccountantsWorld.com
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our clients.”
“The virtual CFO in the cloud is
the great equalizer of firms,” said Erik
Asgeirsson, president and chief executive
officer of CPA.com (formerly CPA2Biz),
which is the technology subsidiary of the
American Institute of CPAs. “It isn’t a
question of firm size but of sophistication.
Does the firm want to provide highervalue, sophisticated services?”
Asgeirsson believes the adoption rate for firms
offering these services in some fashion is in the “early
majority” stage and, as many industry sources agree, the
number is on the rise.

Xero

‘We had the vision in the new firm.
... The firm was focused or built on
the idea of changing the status quo.’
Echoing the sentiment, Intacct vice president of
channel sales Taylor Macdonald said that, while many
professionals report that the growth of their tax and audit
practice is flat to single-digits, their outsourcing practice is
growing by double digits. “This outsourcing is part of the
evolutionary chain,” he said.
What’s key for clients, he added, is the
transformation to actionable, real-time information
that they can use to effectively run their business. “Also,
fast-growing companies understand that paying an
expert to help them is a great use of time and money,”
Macdonald said.

ON THE MENU
Given the complexity of accounting today, the
outsourcing services increasingly hitting the radar relate
to sales tax, payroll, multi-currency global operations,
and revenue recognition for clients such as subscriptionbased businesses, said Macdonald.
To deliver even faster business and financial insights,
Intacct, a provider of cloud financial management
and accounting software, recently launched its new
Performance Cards. Built directly into the Intacct
financial management system, Performance Cards require
no custom code development or additional software,
and leverage Intacct’s general ledger to provide a range
of financial and operational insights for improved
decision-making. Since the Performance Cards are native
to the Intacct financial management system, they tap
into data at the source and provide users with real-time
information.
Intuit’s Bergstein added that he is seeing an increased
interest in firms providing benchmarking services to help
new business clients better understand how they compare
with their rivals.
Craig West, vice president of channel sales at
NetSuite, said that the cloud is serving as a great enabler

for providing core enterprise resource planning services
and, more recently, providing outsourced CFO functions.
“I think you are seeing maturity in the products that are
enabling this, and also a readiness on the client side,”
West said.
In response to the increased interested in
outsourcing services, NetSuite, a provider of cloudbased financials and enterprise resource planning and
omnichannel commerce software suites, officially rolled
out earlier this year its new NetSuite BPO Partner
Program, which was previously in pilot.
Designed for partners who provide business process
outsourcing or business-process-as-a-service, the new
program is positioned as the industry’s first and only BPO
program that gives these partners a unified cloud-based
solution of ERP, CRM and e-commerce to support clients
of any size. The program also allows BPO partners access
to the NetSuite SuiteCloud, a development platform that
provides the flexibility to tailor NetSuite to client-specific
or industry-specific needs.
One NetSuite partner who is enjoying the benefits
of providing cloud-based outsourcing services is Steve
Mayer, founder and managing partner of San Franciscobased SD Mayer & Associates.
After spending 25 years at California’s Burr Pilger
Mayer, Mayer knew it was time for a change. So, nearly
two years ago he left to start a new firm. Thinking about
what type of firm he would create and how he would
shape its foundation if he could re-invent the accounting
business, Mayer launched SD Mayer & Associates, which
has operated completely in the cloud since its inception.
“We had the vision in the new firm. … The firm was
focused or built on the idea of changing the status quo,”
said Mayer.
The firm offers solutions that range from routine
bookkeeping to full-complement CFO/controller/
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1. Of all the opportunities offered
by the cloud, what would you
say are the most important for
accounting firms?
Here at Xero, we see the cloud as the single
greatest tool for accounting firm enablement. For example,
accountants in the cloud
work more collaboratively
with their clients, save
time through automatic
data importing and can
secure an instant realtime view of their client
financials. Through these
efficiencies, the cloud
collapses any notion of
time and space. This
means that accountants
can now embrace a more
flexible and proactive focus
to provide value-added,
consultative services.
This goes beyond typical
compliance work and
Peter Karpas
helps foster long-term
CEO, North America
relationships.
Xero
2. How are you
helping accountants
make the most of those opportunities?
The charge to the cloud is inevitable. In fact, less than a decade
ago Xero was born in the cloud — whereas others have had to
re-engineer themselves just to begin. With so much experience
under our belt, we feel it’s our obligation to help accountants
migrate and actualize the benefits of the cloud. That’s why we’re
passionate about empowering our partners with educational
resources, including online and in-person workshops,
certifications, and peer-to-peer-led discussions and knowledge
sharing. We also encourage small-business owners to recognize
the value of working closely with an accountant to truly flourish.
Xero is beautiful, easy-to-use online accounting software for
small businesses and their advisors. The company has over
300,000 paying customers in more than 100 countries around
the world. Xero seamlessly integrates with over 300 best-inclass business tools such as Square for processing payments on
mobile devices, ADP for managing payroll and Google Apps
for integrating Google Docs. Xero ranks No. 1 by Forbes as the
World's Most Innovative Growth Company. The Xero US team is
headquartered in San Francisco.

 
  

       
   
        
       

Sign up for free at www.xero.com/partners
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treasurer roles and all-encompassing “trusted business
advisor” relationships. “As a NetSuite partner, which
means that we sell NetSuite and we implement it, we now
have had many of our clients get rid of some pieces of
their accounting staff and hire us to run their accounting
department. So, we function as a CFO and stuff like
that for a number of these companies and it is really
working,” Mayer said.
The firm currently provides outsourcing for about
20 clients and, based on its success to date, looks to
further grow that segment of the company. As part of the
effort, SD Mayer & Associates is also providing financial
planning and investment advisory work for about
70 percent of its tax clients, leveraging a cloud-based
solution. “We can create an entire financial plan where it
is linked to your investments and is updated every night
automatically,” Mayer said. “We have trained all of our
clients so they go online and can look at stuff themselves.
So, we keep picking up more and more money to
manage for clients.” Mayer said the firm has been able
to leverage its cloud-based service model to transform
$2,000 tax return clients into $10,000 investment clients.
Looking ahead, the company plans to add
additional services, as well as targeting the small nonprofit segment.

GET A KNACK FOR A NICHE
When looking to leverage the cloud to broaden service
offerings, many industry sources suggest that firms
further differentiate themselves by identifying a niche or
vertical specialty.
“When you pick a market niche, you aren’t limited
by where you live,” said Amy Vetter, global vice president
of education and enablement at Xero, a provider of
online accounting software. “You can create an efficient
model in a firm to create more profitability and value.”
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For example, Xero user Mike Doan, co-founder of
Tustin, Calif.-based Basis 365 Accounting, focuses on
serving technology startups with up to $10 million in
revenues.
The firm, which launched in October 2012, offers
outsourced accounting services via the cloud with plans
and packages that can scale as startups grow. The firm
currently serves about 30 clients.
“We don’t view it as offering ‘new’ services. It is
delivering it and packaging it differently and providing a
better user experience,” Doan said. He noted that newer
companies are also accustomed to having remote teams.
In fact, some of his clients have offices in Los Angeles, as
well as in the United Kingdom and Spain. This makes a
cloud-based solution especially beneficial when serving
clients as it removes geographic barriers and helps
improve turnaround.
Xero user Patti Scharf, co-founder and lead
controller of Parker, Colo.-based Catching Clouds,
specializes in serving multi-channel businesses selling
retail and wholesale online and on multiple marketplaces
and shopping carts. The firm currently works with
online sellers on a range of platforms, including Amazon,
Amazon FBA, eBay sellers, Shopify, and BigCommerce,
among others.
After determining a client’s business needs,
Catching Clouds will create a custom cloud accounting
department that includes virtual controller services,
virtual bookkeeping services and cloud accounting tools.
It manages, oversees and maintains the accounting data
to provide clients with current, actionable information. In
addition to Xero, the company also utilizes several other
cloud-based solutions including Bill.com, ZenPayroll and
SmartVault document storage.
“For the first year, we dabbled and looked to see
where the need was, and over time we saw [that multichannel ecommerce sellers] was an underserved market,”
Scharf said.
Meanwhile, McCurley of Trusted CFO Solutions

‘We have found this eliminates the
dreaded monthly billing value issue
and allows for greater interaction.’
said that, aside from restaurants, the firm is looking to
target automotive parts recyclers later this year — a
move that makes sense as it already has several clients
in that niche, and it understands the unique needs of
the market.

NEW VALUE, NEW PRICING
Another key to success when offering outsourcing
services in the cloud is to develop a pricing model. For the
majority of firms, value-based pricing reigns.
“We are seeing more value pricing. They are not
billing on a time basis,” said Intacct’s Macdonald.
“We try to provide these services on a fixed-fee
basis. This was a big change for the firm. We have found
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1. Of all the opportunities offered
by the cloud, what would you
say are the most important for
accounting firms?
Cloud technology gives practitioners an
opportunity to transform and elevate their level of service in
a way we haven’t seen
before. Clients are
more tech-savvy and not
afraid to take on basic
accounting work. Firms
can implement cloud
technology to collaborate
with clients and spend
their time offering highervalue advisory services, in
place of strictly historical
reporting and compliance
work. Clients usually
seek out advice from an
expert in their field, so we
recommend establishing
a vertical specialty. Once
you’ve become this trusted
Erik Asgeirsson
business advisor, cloud
President and CEO
technology enables you
CPA.com
to find clients around the
world.

2. How are you helping accountants make the most
of those opportunities?
CPA.com, the technology subsidiary of the American Institute of
CPAs, is committed to empowering CPAs and businesses in this
digital age through education, implementation training, and by
sharing top cloud technologies that help practitioners advance
their practice. With our unique position in the profession, we
not only aggregate quality technology, we share strategies, tips
and knowledge from top thought leaders in the profession, so
practitioners can leverage the knowledge of those who forged
the path ahead of them. Accountants are vital to the success of
business growth and CPA.com is focused on tools and strategies
to help them function in that role.
CPA.com, formerly known as CPA2Biz, empowers CPAs and
businesses for the digital age.
The company’s core offering of cloud-based technology
solutions targets the practice management, client services and
developmental needs of financial professionals in an increasingly
complex world. In addition to its CPA.com branded offerings,
the company forms strategic alliances with leading solutions
providers focused on the accounting profession and serves
as a value-added distributor of these solutions to CPA firms
nationwide.
The company is a subsidiary of the American Institute of
CPAs, the world’s largest member organization representing the
accounting profession. For more information, visit CPA.com.
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this eliminates the dreaded monthly
billing value issue and allows for greater
interaction with our clients,” said Bruce
Berndt, owner of Madison, Wis.-based
Berndt CPA LLC. The firm offers
full-service outsourced accounting to
entrepreneurs and delivers all of its services
via the cloud.
Taking a similar approach, Doan of
Basis 365 Accounting also has adopted
value-based pricing for his clients, with a monthly fixed
fee. To further simplify the process, the monthly fixed fee
is billed directly to a client’s credit card.
At Trusted CFO Solutions, clients are also billed

Intacct

‘We don’t view it as offering
“new” services. It is delivering it
and packaging it differently.’
a fixed fee each month. In addition, the company
incentivizes associates and recognizes them for taking
client service to a higher level, said McCurley.
It is also essential to not let clients dictate the
software solutions that will be used. You are, after all,
the expert. “We are the people who have technology
know-how and know the accounting. So, you need to
tell [the clients] they have the wrong tool,” said Scharf of
Catching Clouds.
“Firms that are succeeding don’t let their clients tell
them what accounting package to use,” said Asgeirsson.
If an accounting firm lets the client dictate that, it is an
“indication that they haven’t committed to this.”
Added McCurley, “We would go out and offer
clients expertise and clients would tell us what [solutions]
they use. We wanted to take that decision out of the
hands of clients.”

GETTING INTO THE CLOUD
For those firms not yet leveraging the cloud to expand
their service offering, one resounding question may be,
“How do I begin?”
“You have to be in the cloud … We are a pretty
good model. We are 100 percent [in the cloud]. We
don’t have anything in-house and we never will,”
explained Mayer of SD Mayer & Associates. “You have
to take the plunge. You need to have some clients that
you can get started with. … The best place to start is
with clients you already have, and many times they may
not have the strongest accounting people. Accounting
is done at three levels — clerical/bookkeeping,
accounting manager/controller and CFO levels — and
a lot of people just want to outsource the CFO. Really,
where the client needs the most help is the accounting
manager/controller.”
But before jumping into the technology feet first,
Asgeirsson suggested that firms first take a step back to
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examine their practice development strategy and also
ensure that they have the right talent in place.
When asked about advice, NetSuite’s West said,
“You can’t dabble. If you are going to do it you have to
build a practice around it.”
Dania Buchanan, chief marketing officer for
SmartVault, a provider of online document storage, said,
aside from doing your homework on a pricing model
and adopting a niche strategy, “Start with a client or
two. Build a good ‘testing’ environment relative to the
supporting technology you are putting in place before
rolling it out to everyone.”
Vetter of Xero recommends being more open — for
instance, to hiring associates in other regions to get the
best talent, and to offering flexible hours. Also consider
incentivizing staff based on the revenue they contribute.
Regardless of how a firm begins its migration or
which cloud-based solutions it chooses to implement,
the bottom line is that the cloud is opening the door of
opportunity for the profession. Driven by client demand,
a desire for a better work/life balance and greater client
collaboration, the “new” accounting firms of today that
are utilizing the cloud to expand their service offerings are
paving their way to a successful tomorrow.
“With the economy moving back on track, and
more small- to medium-sized businesses starting and —
more importantly, growing — there is a real need for an
outsourced CFO service model,” Buchanan said. “And
it’s a natural transition for accountants.”
Added Asgeirsson of CPA.com, “I think you will
see that future partners will be coming out of the virtual
CFO/trusted advisor area.”
Issuing a word of caution to those firms leery of
the new frontier, Vetter said, “I do think over the next
couple of years existing firms will need to focus on, ‘How
do I make this [the cloud] work?’ — or they are putting
themselves at risk.” AT

1. Of all the opportunities offered
by the cloud, what would you
say are the most important for
accounting firms?
The cloud offers accounting firms many
opportunities. One of the most important is the ability to
collaborate with their
clients, and do it in a way
the client likes to work.
Cloud solutions also
provide far better and
faster insight into relevant
business information
— both financial and
operational data. In
addition, the cloud opens
up ways to offer accounting
services differently, which
can lead to increased
profitability and better
service quality. The other
big opportunity offered
by the cloud is lowering IT
costs (both hardware and
Taylor Macdonald
software expenses), freeing
Vice president of channels
up resources for higherIntacct
value expenditures by
clients — including more
strategic consulting.
2. How are you helping accountants make the most
of those opportunities?
Intacct provides accounting firms the ability to offer strategic
insights using real-time financial data and business metrics,
so their clients can understand what’s really driving
performance trends and make confident managerial
decisions at a moment’s notice.
Accounting firms can offer outsourced accounting services to
their clients through the Intacct Accountants Program and gain
the freedom to focus on their business’ core competencies while
improving flexibility and agility.
By developing an accounting outsourcing practice, accounting
firms can collaborate with their clients through the cloud, offering
higher-value strategic advice and increasing their profit margins.
Intacct is the cloud financial management company. Bringing
cloud computing to finance and accounting, Intacct’s awardwinning applications are the preferred financial applications
for AICPA business solutions. Intacct accounting software, in
use by more than 7,300 organizations from startups to public
companies, is designed to improve company performance and
make finance more productive. Hundreds of leading CPA firms,
including 28 of the Top 100 Firms, use Intacct to service their
clients. The Intacct system includes applications for accounting,
financial consolidation, revenue recognition, project accounting,
fund accounting, inventory management, purchasing, vendor
management, time and expense, and financial reporting.

