
Key Findings From the CCH 
Future Ready Firm Survey: From 
Best Practices to Best in Process
Ready to Realize New Levels of Productivity 
and Profitability

INtRoductIoN
For years, high performing firms have focused on improving efficiency, 
productivity and profitability by implementing best practices and leveraging 
an array of solutions, with good results. But the world around them changes – 
perhaps so slowly that they didn’t even realize it had changed, or so quickly 
that they couldn’t have seen it coming. And then, perhaps, the best practice no 
longer works and the array of solutions they invested in can’t deliver all of the 
new capabilities they need or meet the emerging expectations they have. 

Understanding and learning from best practices is essential. It’s also 
important, however, to realize that best practices are, in fact, based on 
successful past practices, and there is a risk of becoming complacent by relying 
only on what has worked in the past. As U.S. humorist Will Rogers observed, 
“Even if you are on the right track, you’ll get run over if you just sit there.” And 
that could not be truer than it is today.

We live in a complex world. Regulation is continuously changing; clients’ 
expectations are in flux and increasingly influenced by their consumer 
experiences; economic forces are volatile; and globalization affects everyone. 

As a result, it’s not “business as usual” any more. Firms are facing a new 
normal that’s fast-moving and ever-changing. For firms to keep pace, they need 
to be “future ready.” 

This demands that firms maintain a strategic view of business needs; conduct 
ongoing analysis of the challenges and opportunities they face; and adopt an 
agile approach for implementing improvements. It requires a foundation of best 
practices. But it demands more: it requires processes, business management, 
people and solutions that are aligned and adaptive to change. A critically 
important component in this equation is a “Best in Process” approach, with 
optimized technology solutions and workflows across the entire firm to create 
the highest productivity across business processes.



CCH, a Wolters Kluwer business commissioned an 
independent nationwide survey with ORC International 
to determine what firms are doing to ensure they are 
future ready and to assess what levels firms are at today.

A future ready firm: 1) follows best practices; and 
2) is constantly evaluating its environment and 
implementing a path of continuous improvement. 
With a strategic view of their client and practice 
needs, these firms anticipate changes and innovate 
across workflows, optimizing processes, people 
and technology. Future ready firms also measure 
productivity and profitability to make data-driven 
improvements to performance.  

The CCH Future Ready Firm Survey examined 
workflows and processes; tools and technology; 
practice management and analytics; and staffing and 
firm culture across 400 firms nationwide, with input 
from professionals in both Tax and Audit practices.  

This Survey white paper examines four core areas 
in greater depth as they relate to both firms’ Tax and 
Audit practices to ensure they are future ready:

Workflows & Processes;
Tools & Technology;
Staffing & Firm Culture; and
Practice Management & Analytics.
CCH Survey results show where firms are doing 

well today and where there is room for improvement. 
The Survey findings should help firms of all sizes 
understand what other firms are doing to ensure 
continuous improvement and future success, and 
to implement Best in Process approaches for higher 
productivity and profitability. The white paper also 
identifies “Essentials” that capture best practices for 
firms today and going forward.

Among the key survey findings: 
Future ready firms take a holistic view of the 
workflows across their firms and optimize best 
processes with the latest technologies. Most firms, 
however, recognize they have room to improve in 
this area. 
Future ready firms recognize the high importance 
technology plays in facilitating and connecting 
processes across their firms – among colleagues in 
different offices or in the field, as well as with clients 
and key providers supporting the firm.

Future ready firms ensure the right people are doing 
the right work. Today, many firms face staffing 
challenges, further impacted by the still fragile 
economy, the continued loss of knowledge as Baby 
Boomers retire and the need to effectively engage and 
leverage younger workers – digital natives who have a 
different set of expectations and way of working. 
Future ready firms seek ways to continuously improve 
and optimize their performance by establishing 
analytics and deploying the practice management 
tools needed to measure progress. Focusing on this 
area is critical to profitability; for example, it’s difficult 
to improve utilization rates or optimize workflows 
without metrics to measure results.

WoRkfLoW & PRocesses

From Work to Optimized Workflows 

We’ve all seen processes that work, as well as those 
that once were effective, but failed to change as 
needed over time.

The most successful workflows are those built on 
optimal processes, while remaining specific to a firm’s 
needs and flexible to change. Future ready firms strive 
to achieve this. They recognize what the right processes 
should be for their firm, and they standardize and 
document those processes. They also recognize the 
need to evolve and adapt workflows and processes, in 
a specific instance or on a more comprehensive basis 
over time. 

According to the CCH Survey, there’s an opportunity 
to advance here for most firms. When surveyed about 
work processes, most firms believe their current 
processes have room for improvement. Specifically, 
within Tax practices, 61 percent of firms said their 
processes for completing a tax engagement need to 
be improved or reassessed. For firms that focus on 
Audit, 83 percent said processes for completing audit 
engagements need to be improved. (See Figure 1.) 

Need for Standardization and Documentation, 
Along with Adaptability
Across the board, firms recognize that standardized 
processes bring tangible benefits. The top three 
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Figure 1: Current Tax & Audit Process Ratings

Figure 1: Most firms believe their current process for completing engagements 
needs to be reassessed or could be improved.
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benefits Tax firms say they realize or expect to 
realize from following a documented tax process are: 
increased efficiency, increased accuracy and improved 
client service. Top benefits expected from following 
a documented audit process also include increased 
efficiency and improved client service, as well as 
greater standardization.

Optimized Workflows
Firms also recognize there are core components that 
are essential to optimize workflows. Specifically, firms 
believe top requirements for optimized workflows are 
that they:

Are paperless or significantly paperless; 
Include an electronic document management 
system; 
Have formal written procedures and processes; and
Include formal reviews of procedures and processes.
The following examines two of the components 

firms believe are essential: strengthening paperless 
workflows as well as establishing formal processes and 
reviewing them specific to Audit and Tax practices. 

Establishing Core Processes and  
Strengthening Paperless Workflows

One important way firms can improve their processes 
is simply by following them. For example, 72 percent 
of firms have a documented tax process and 93 
percent have a documented audit process. This is 
a strong first step in being future ready. However, 
compliance is uneven. Firms report they follow their 
tax processes an average of 74 percent of the time 
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and their audit processes just 69 percent of the 
time. This points to opportunities for improvement. 
(See Figure 2.) 

Workflow Process Essential
document processes and require that staff 
follows them. Check staff’s awareness of 
documented processes and regularly audit 
their compliance. 

Standardization and adherence to 
standards are essential components of 
optimized workflows.

Most firms have adopted a paperless approach, with 
63 percent of firms reporting paperless tax or paperless 
audit processes. In both Tax and Audit, most firms have 
taken the recommended approach of implementing 
their paperless processes in phases. A phased approach 

can help the firm better prepare for each step. As 
a phase is adopted, they can tweak their processes 
to best take advantage of the new approach before 
adopting additional steps. 

A phased approach also can help minimize fear – 
the leading roadblock firms report in implementing a 
paperless tax or audit process. 

At least 50 percent of Tax firms that have already 
adopted or are planning to adopt paperless processes 
report the top benefits to be: increased efficiency, 
improved client service and greater standardization. 
Firms’ Audit practices report the same benefits, as well 
as improved support for their mobile workforces. 

Starting with the Right Processes  
and Following Through

Audit

The CCH Survey found that firms are not consistently 
following best practice approaches across their Audit 
practices. For example, the Survey found that Audit 

Figure 2: Existence and Use of Documented Tax and Audit Processes

Figure 2: Firms on average follow their documented tax and audit processes less than 75 percent of the time.
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firms report spending about 26 percent of their time 
planning, 50 percent of their time executing and the 
remaining 24 percent checking their work. 

Future ready firms look to optimize their workflow 
by putting the emphasis on planning so that less 
time is required executing or checking their work. 
(See Figure 3.) 

Firms are often falling short in planning right at the 
outset of the engagement, with fewer than 50 percent 
consistently following several important processes for 
starting an engagement or for gaining input for process 
improvements. 

For example, in only 40 percent of instances is a 
firm partner consistently discussing audit planning 
with staff. Similarly, fewer than 40 percent report 
consistently meeting with clients to learn more about 
changes from the previous year or to identify the 
importance of the audit and what will be needed from 
the client. Even fewer firms, just 27 percent, solicit 
feedback from staff on process improvements. 

Each of these practices is one that firms should 
evaluate. To work optimally, each process selected has 
to be consistently used. 

Another important audit step is to leave the field 
finished. Rather than spending days at a client’s site 
collecting information and then days more afterwards 
working on the audit, the engagement can be 
streamlined by completing the audit on site. 

yet, just over 35 percent of firms say they are able 
to do this most of the time. Changing this requires 

Figure 3: Audit Areas of Focus

Figure 3: Audit firms focus most of their time on the execution phase 
of an audit. More time spent on planning can minimize time required 
for execution and checking.

Planning 26%

Execution 50%
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not only a process that calls for finishing in the field, 
but also the right technology and the right training to 
enable auditors to complete their work in the field. 

Figure 4: Frequency of Performing Interim Fieldwork

Figure 4: On average, firms perform interim fieldwork 35 percent of the time.
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Audit Process Essential
Complete the work where it is and when it 
arises. In Audit, this means leaving the field 
finished. It also means conducting interim 
fieldwork rather than waiting until the end 
of a quarter or year. 

Other best approaches used in Audit include 
reviewing the audit plan at the start of an audit – 
yet just 41 percent of firms do this. Another step is 
performing interim fieldwork, which is only done in 
about one-third of instances. (See Figure 4.) 
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Within Tax practices, more effectively managing the 
calendar also is essential. Generally, it’s advised that 
firms start planning in July or August. The CCH Survey 
found, however, that 25 percent of firms do not begin 
planning until november or december. As a result, they 
may not be able to make all the changes they want 
before tax season; the changes they make may be more 
disruptive; and they potentially risk a higher failure rate. 

Tax Process Essential
Start planning in advance for changes to 
make sure the firm can implement new 
processes and validate them before the 
strains of the busy season. 

tooLs & techNoLogy

Technology’s Role in Best in Process

For tax, accounting and audit professionals who face 
constant change, complexity and competitive pressure, 
it’s essential that they have innovative and integrated 
technology platforms that deliver superior software 
and information solutions.

The future ready firm needs unified solutions  
that span workflows and are adaptive to changing 
workflow needs.  

CCH calls this Best in Process. It means that every 
step in a process is made more efficient and effective 
through technology, and that technology facilitates the 
flow of work across multiple processes in a streamlined 
and seamless way.

Best in Process aligns technology solutions 
with optimized workflows and creates the highest 
productivity across business processes. It’s a unified 
system that includes solutions that make firms’ work 
flow faster, with processes that make the work flow 
smoother.  

While Best in Process can be achieved today, 
professionals overall believe their firms still aren’t 
leveraging technology optimally. Specifically, an 
astounding 80 percent of Tax professionals and 68 
percent of Audit professionals believe their firms could 
be doing more to leverage technology. (See Figure 5.) 

Foundational to the concept of Best in Process 
is having the right tools and technology needed to 
support a firm’s optimized workflows. However, it’s 
apparent from the CCH Survey that respondents 
believe their firms could be doing more and this is 
affecting their ability to achieve and maintain Best in 
Process performance.

Figure 5: Firms Could Do More to Leverage Technology

Figure 5: Most professionals believe their firms could be doing more to 
leverage technology.
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Best in Process  
Technology Essential
Focus first on the best processes, then look 
to technology to optimize those processes 
across the firm’s workflow.  

The CCH Survey looked specifically at what 
technologies firms are using and plan to use in the next 
three years. 

not surprisingly, some foundational technologies 
are widely used or planned for implementation soon. 
However, firms are not doing as much as they could to 
make their workflows seamless – across the firm, across 
geographies and with clients. 
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On the Tax side, for example, most firms already are 
scanning client data, using document management 
systems for electronically storing tax returns and 
work papers, and using a tax research platform that 
integrates with their tax compliance software. (See 
Special Focus: Best in Process Foundational Technologies 
on page 13.)

However, firms overall have been slower to adopt 
other technologies that can significantly improve their 
work processes, such as SaaS-based tax compliance 
software and audit applications, automated data 
extraction tools and integrated solutions, and  
mobile devices. 

Across both Tax and Audit practices, firms need to 
take a close look at how these newer technologies can 
be used to improve processes, streamline work and 
improve overall firm results. 

Technologies for Leveraging Best  
in Process Across the Workforce
Many firms mapping their workflows today find that 
much of the work is no longer taking place in the office. 
The work flows from the firm, to a staff member on the 
road, to a client’s office – or maybe to the client’s home 
laptop or smartphone on the train. This has a significant 
impact on the capabilities people need to perform 
their work and the technology needed to support these 
mobile workers.

Establishing effective processes to enable a 
connected workforce – wherever they may be – can 
have a tremendous benefit to the firm. For example, 
benefits firms realize from using mobile devices include: 
improved client service, increased efficiency, improved 
profitability and greater standardization, according to 
the CCH Survey. 

SaaS-based solutions or cloud computing are gaining 
adoption as a way to better manage IT costs, improve 
service and allow firms greater flexibility. This demand 
will be further fueled by the increasing connectivity 
demands of the mobile workforce. The increased need 
for integrated solutions also is an important area for 
firms seeking to leverage technologies to enable Best  
in Process.

Integrating Mobile Devices into Workflow 

The typical teenager in the United States sends and 
receives 3,339 text messages and 646 cell phone calls 
a month, according to the nielsen Company. They’re 
connected.  And, within the next five or so years, some 
will have earned accounting degrees, and will be part of 
the profession. Are you ready for them? 

Clearly, consumer adoption of mobile technology 
has moved to the workforce and is driving the demand 
for mobile solutions for business applications. This will 
only accelerate, and firms should regularly reevaluate 
their processes with an understanding of how new 
mobile devices could improve their workflow. 

Best in Process  
Technology Essential
Mobile technology and applications are 
increasingly used by firm staff and clients. 
As part of regular reviews of processes and 
supporting technologies, look at where 
mobile solutions can help the firm improve 
workflow.   

A CCH Mobile Research Study found that 36 percent 
of CPAs and 52 percent of Auditors are out of the office 
more than five hours each week. Most often, the reason 
is to visit clients.

The CCH Mobile Research Study also found that 
overall, 65 percent of CPAs surveyed currently own 
a smartphone and 17 percent own a tablet. Most 
Tax professionals use their mobile devices today 
for basic connectivity, for example, e-mail and 
contacts (93 percent) and scheduling and calendars 
(83 percent), according to the CCH Future Ready 
Firm Survey. However, more than one-third of Tax 
professionals are using their mobile devices for 
additional business applications. For example, 39 
percent rely on them to access tax research and 30 
percent for practice management information. Usage 
is even more pronounced among Tax professionals at 
large firms, where more than one-half report relying 
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Making the Firm Future Ready with Best in Process

Constant change, growing complexity and increased pressure all require firms to be more agile. 
Their workflows need to be clearly mapped and understood, and then supported by technology 
and tools that allow them to realize optimal results. 

There has been a clear migration from the single source solution to the best of breed solution. 
now, as firms recognize they need to get results faster and with less complexity and lower costs, 
the future ready firm is transitioning to Best in Process. 

The Migration to Best in Process

Single Source

•  Over-reliance / risk in single provider

•  Quality performance inconsistent 

across solutions and processes

•  Limited integration complexity

•  Average maintenance complexity

•  Functional limitations

•  High-price to low-value trade-off

•  Multiple vendors to manage

•  High integration complexity

•  Deep functionality

•  Process improvements

•  High-price to high-value trade-off

•  Minimal number of vendors

•  High quality performance consistent

across solutions and processes

•  No to low integration complexity

•  Low maintenance complexity

•  Superior functionality

•  Process breakthroughs

•  Lower total cost of ownership

Best of Breed

Best in Process
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on their mobile devices for tax research and practice 
management information. 

Similar use can be found among Audit professionals, 
with 84 percent relying on their mobile devices for 
scheduling and calendars and 81 percent relying on 
their mobile devices for e-mail and contacts. Fifty-five 
percent of Auditors also rely on their mobile devices 
for accessing practice management information. 
(See Figure 6.)  

This could increase significantly as more firms 
integrate mobile devices with their workflows. 
Specifically, within three years, 68 percent of Auditors 
will rely on smartphones, tablets and other mobile 
devices. Among large firms, reliance will be even 
greater, with 91 percent relying on their mobile devices 
as part of their work. 

Tax professionals surveyed reported a somewhat 
slower adoption rate. However, within the next three 
years, 54 percent expect they will rely on smartphones, 
tablets and other mobile solutions. Again, for large 
firms, adoption will be higher with 82 percent 
expecting their Tax professionals will rely on mobile 
devices in their work. (See Figure 7.) 

The Mobile Mandate 
Beyond being a necessity for supporting on-the-go 
workers, most Tax and Audit firms also see mobile 
devices as important to improving client service. They 
are becoming an integral part of future ready firms 
as clients expect accessibility and professionals want 
to provide immediate answers, for example, by using 
mobile tax research and compliance tools to answer 
client questions as they occur. This also improves staff 
efficiency, another top benefit reported by both Tax 
and Audit firms. 

Audit firms also are improving efficiency with the use 
of mobile scanners and mobile monitors in the field. 
Eighty-three percent of Audit firms will equip auditors 
with mobile scanners in the field and 67 percent will 
equip auditors with multiple monitors in the field 
within three years. (See Figure 8.) 

Having the ability to perform and complete work in 
the field is essential for future ready firms. Work needs 
to be completed as much as possible where it occurs to 
ensure an uninterrupted workflow.

Figure 6: Mobile Technology Applications

Figure 6: Professionals still rely on mobile devices most for e-mail and calendars.
*Note: Auditors not asked about tax research applications, thus detail does not 
appear on chart.
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Figure 7: Mobile Deployment Within 3 Years 

Figure 7: Within three years, most professionals will be relying on 
smartphones and tablets. This is particularly the case for large firms where 
nearly all professionals will be equipped with mobile devices.
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Figure 8: Technology for Audit Fieldwork Within 3 Years

Figure 8: Within three years, being able to work in the field with multiple 
monitors and mobile scanners will become the norm for Auditors.

Mobile scanners
for fieldwork 83%

Multiple monitors
for fieldwork 67%
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Best in Process  
Technology Essential

Ensure that the right technology is 
leveraged to support where the work is best 
performed. Mobile and remote staff need 
to be able to have access to the physical 
tools – such as multiple monitors or mobile 
scanners – as well as the applications, such 
as tax research or practice management 
software – where they are performing 
the work, whether at the firm, a client’s 
business or a home office.

Optimizing Workflow with SaaS  
or Cloud Solutions
Cloud computing also ranks as a top initiative in the 
same AICPA survey. Cloud computing has been gaining 
adoption in the past few years, however, its growth is 
just starting. Based on estimates from the research firm 
Forrester Research, Inc., the global market for cloud 
computing will jump from $40.7 billion in 2011 to more 
than $241 billion in 2020.

This initial interest and expected strong growth 
is reflected among Tax and Audit practices as well. 
Today, only 24 percent of Audit firms report relying on 
SaaS or cloud-based audit applications, according to 
the CCH Survey. However, within three years, that is 
expected to increase to 60 percent. Large Audit firms 
are significantly more likely to be using SaaS, with 80 
percent of firms expecting to rely on SaaS-based audit 
solutions within the next three years.

Within three years, 44 percent of Tax firms report 
they will rely on SaaS-based tax compliance solutions. 
However, large Tax firms will be much more SaaS 
reliant, with 74 percent expecting to work in the cloud. 
(See Figure 9.) 

Most Tax firms see their move to the cloud as an 
important way to increase profitability. They no 
longer have to manage the technology themselves. 
This reduces staffing and real estate costs as well as 
the continued cost and time required to acquire, own, 
manage and dispose of technology. SaaS solutions also 
level the playing field, since small and mid-size firms 
can now afford to access the same technologies larger 
firms do. 

Figure 9: SaaS Adoption Within 3 Years

Figure 9: Larger firms are more likely to embrace SaaS. Small and 
mid-size firms should more closely evaluate the benefits that SaaS can 
offer in terms of productivity, cost management and time savings.
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As more firms realize these benefits and more digital 
natives enter the workforce, it’s likely that the use of 
mobile devices and the demand for more mobile tools 
will increase even faster than expected. 

Firms need to look at how to proactively manage 
this transition, and many firms are starting to. In 
fact, control and use of mobile devices ranked as the 
top technology initiatives among CPAs and financial 
executives according to the 2011 Annual AICPA Top 
Technology Initiatives Survey. Firms taking a Best in 
Process approach will focus on their workflow, identify 
where mobile devices can be leveraged and standardize 
processes that leverage their use.

Best in Process  
Technology Essential
Technology reviews should include 
evaluation of cloud computing options 
across essential areas – including tax, 
practice management and document 
management – to ensure the firm’s 
infrastructure is capable of supporting 
Best in Process requirements. 
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The benefit cloud computing brings in supporting 
the mobile workforce is important for all firms. 
Generally, staff is able to access solutions the same 
way, whether they’re in the office or working remotely, 
thereby minimizing complexity for users and improving 
efficiency. As staff increasingly becomes mobile, 
SaaS-based solutions offer a tremendous benefit in 
ensuring productivity. 

Deploying Integrated Solutions
Best in Process achieves the highest level of 
productivity delivered by tightly integrated solutions 
aligned and streamlined across a firm’s workflow 
processes. Firms increasingly are recognizing the 
importance of greater integration across tax and audit 
applications; for example, integrated tax, document, 
practice management and research tools all designed 
to ensure uninterrupted workflow. 

Best in Process  
Technology Essential
Automating processes and streamlining 
them into a seamless flow are foundational 
benefits of Best in Process. Firms should 
look for integrated technology solutions 
that support overall processes, versus 
specific functions.

Firms are also looking for integrated solutions to 
update client information across all systems; the ability 
for software tools to extract data and move it where 
it’s needed within a firm’s workflow, for example, into 
a tax return; and tax research to be integrated with 
software to ensure quick access to answers without 
taking them out of their workflows.

For example, Tax firms continue to digitize more of 
their workflow and to automate processes. Specifically, 
71 percent plan to use software to track changes in 
tax law and how they impact specific clients for tax 
planning opportunities; 64 percent will have electronic 
tax notebooks; and 60 percent will have software to 

automatically retrieve client tax information from 
financial institutions as it becomes available.  
nearly 80 percent also will have a tax research 
platform integrated with their tax compliance 
software. 

A similar move to digitization and automation is 
under way in Audit practices. While only one-third of 
firms (33 percent) today have data extraction tools  
to analyze and organize data received from clients in 
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order to identify risks, 81 percent plan to within three 
years. Over the next three years, the use of software 
that links the trial balance to financial statements, 
allowing for automatic updates, will become more 
commonplace, with 87 percent of all Audit firms having 
adopted this into their workflow process. Likewise, 90 
percent of firms plan to have templates to automate 
first-year engagements. (See Figure 10.) 

Each of these is a core component in helping firms 
achieve Best in Process. For future ready firms, the first 
step is to focus on the processes, then on leveraging 
technology to connect those processes seamlessly 
across the broader workflow. It’s important for firms 
to review processes regularly and evaluate new 
technologies to understand if they can further optimize 
the firm’s workflow.

Figure 10: Integrated Application Deployment Within 3 Years

Figure 10: Within three years, most professionals will be using a variety of integrated solutions to improve their workflow.

A research platform that is integrated with your tax compliance software 79%

Software to track changes in tax laws and how they impact
specific clients for tax planning opportunities 71%

Electronic tax notebooks or tax organizers for clients to use 64%

Integrated tax compliance and audit application software 61%

Software to automatically retrieve client tax information
from financial institutions as it becomes available 60%

A research platform that is integrated with your audit application 95%

Templates to automate first-year engagements 90%

Software that links trial balance to financial statements,
allowing for automatic updates 87%

A work paper management application linked to your tax
application to electronically import trial balance data 83%

An integrated paperless audit application to store work papers 82%

Data extraction tools to analyze and organize
data received from clients to identify risks 81%

Integrated tax compliance and audit application software 73%

Tax Audit

TAX

AUDIT
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SPECIAL FOCUS: Best in Process 
Foundational Technologies

Acquiring technology is not the end game for future 
ready firms. They take a big picture view of work 
processes and leverage technology to improve results. 
For example, the fact that most firms have scanners  
to scan in client information as part of their Tax 
practice only tells part of the story. They need to also 
ensure that they embed scanning into their work 
processes. 

According to the CCH Survey, less than one-half of 
paper documents these firms receive from clients are 
scanned in as soon as they’re received. This is a good 
indication that the process can be improved to more 
effectively leverage technology. 

Following is a review of technologies that are 
foundational in supporting firms in moving toward 
Best in Process. Firms are moving at an uneven pace in 
adoption of these technologies. (See Figure 11.)

Figure 11: Foundational Technology Deployment Within 3 Years

Figure 11: Most firms already use these foundational technologies and within three years, many will be commonplace.
*Note: Audit firms not asked about extraction/import tools for tax returns.

92%

96%
Scanners/tools to import source documents or electronic data

91%

85%
An electronic document management system for electronically

storing tax returns and work papers and audit materials

74%

82%
Portals to exchange information with clients electronically

70%

67%
Multiple monitors for tax reviewers or auditors

68%Software that automatically extracts data from scanned client
source documents and imports into their tax return

Tax Audit

Scanning Solutions
Scanners for scanning data from clients already are one 
of the most common technologies used across firms. 
Emerging areas of scanning also show strong adoption 
rates. For example, within three years, 68 percent of 
Tax firms will be using software that automatically 
extracts data from scanned client source documents 
and imports it into the tax return. 

However, beyond simply acquiring scanning and 
import technologies, firms must consistently use them 
to realize the best results. For example, most Tax firms 
(55 percent) report that less than 50 percent of the 
paper documents they receive from clients are scanned 
in as soon as they are received.  

despite room for improvement in adoption and 
use, Tax firms report greater standardization as an 
important benefit from using scanning tools. Tax and 
Audit professionals also report increased efficiency  
and accuracy as top benefits of using scanning and 
tools for importing source documents. 
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PRoductivity tiP

Scanning reduces time to complete a 
workflow. Tax firms using scanners report 
saving 24 minutes, on average, per return; 
Audit firms importing source documents 
or electronic data estimate saving 10 hours 
per audit on average.

Multiple Monitors
The use of multiple monitors is another example of 
how firms can benefit from leveraging technology to 
improve their processes. While the great majority of 
firms use them in the office, it’s a different story in the 
field, with just 41 percent of firms reporting that their 
auditors are equipped with multiple monitors in the 
field. A streamlined process with supporting technology 
would enable them to complete the work, where the 
work is.

Figure 12: Electronic Document Management Systems

Figure 12: Most firms are relying on a shared computer drive for document 
management. Solutions for increasing productivity and efficiency include 
dedicated document management systems, and dedicated SaaS systems.
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Electronic Portals
Tax and Audit professionals are clearly in agreement 
that electronic portals improve client service. Within 
the next three years, 74 percent of Tax firms and 82 
percent of Audit firms will be using electronic portals. 

However, it’s clear that firms need to do more to 
integrate client portals into their day-to-day processes. 
For example, only 60 percent of Tax firms currently  
use portals to send completed tax returns to clients 
and, on average, just 34 percent of the total number  
of completed tax returns are sent to clients via 
electronic portals. 

One essential component of a paperless tax process 
is ensuring information received by the firm is in, or 
is quickly scanned into, digital format. Likewise, it’s 
important to ensure what leaves the firm also leaves in 
a secure, digital format.

PRoductivity tiP

Using multiple monitors reduces time 
needed to complete workflow: Tax firms 
using multiple monitors report saving 30 
minutes, on average, per return; Auditors 
report saving 50 minutes per audit.

Electronic Document Management Systems
Within the next three years, document management 
systems will be commonplace among firms. But 
they could see even greater benefits as most firms 
today are using basic, informal, electronic document 
management systems. There also is a clear migration 
to SaaS. While still early, 11 percent of Tax firms and 14 
percent of Audit firms already rely on SaaS document 
management systems. (See Figure 12.) SaaS adoption 
also is significantly stronger among large firms, 
where 23 percent of large Tax firms and 31 percent 
of large Audit firms are using SaaS-based document 
management systems.
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Overall, firms report about 77 percent of their 
tax documents are stored in electronic document 
management systems. And, they report realizing a time 
savings of 47 percent each year from electronically 
filing and retrieving client information over manual 
processes. As firms migrate more information into their 
electronic document systems and implement SaaS 
systems into their processes, they can expect to realize 
even greater savings and efficiencies. 

Knowledge Management Systems
Firms clearly recognize the importance of knowledge 
management. However, many firms are still moving 
somewhat slowly toward adoption.

For example, 53 percent of Tax firms report that 
knowledge management (KM) systems are important 
in supporting the tax process. However, just 36 percent 
of Tax practices currently have KM systems that include 
managing their firm’s information assets to improve 
decision-making and employee productivity. 

Auditors are more likely to recognize the importance 
and use KM systems. However, there still is a gap in 
the recognition of importance and use. Specifically, 
68 percent of Audit firms report a formal knowledge 
management system is important to their audit 
process, yet only 54 percent of Audit firms have one in 
place. (See Figure 13.)

Figure 13: Knowledge Management Importance and Use

Figure 13: Most firms recognize the importance of having a knowledge management system. However, few firms have a knowledge 
management process that includes managing the firm’s information assets to improve productivity and decision-making.
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Figure 14: Client Role in the Audit Process

Figure 14: A Best in Process approach includes having clients compile as much of the background information as possible and receiving as 
many client files electronically before the audit begins.
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The Right Technology, with the Right 
Processes, Leads to Success in Paperless
Six in 10 auditors (61 percent) report their firms are 
using an integrated paperless audit application to 
store work papers. They report the biggest benefits 
include increased efficiency, profitability and greater 
standardization. 

The benefits are clearly evident. However, realizing 
them requires firms take the right approach to 
migrating to paperless. 

Compiling background information is a time-
consuming step in the audit process. Ideally, firms 
should look to clients to compile, in advance of the 
engagement, as much of this as possible. Based on the 
CCH Survey findings, about 41 percent of information 
is client compiled today. Additionally, while 61 percent 
of electronic data is received from the client before 
the audit, more than one-third (39 percent) comes in 
during the audit. (See Figure 14.) 

Future ready firms implement audit applications 
designed to allow them to leverage work papers 
across the engagement. In this respect, many firms are 
moving to future ready, reporting they have an audit 
application that: 
1. Allows them to roll forward work papers from the 

previous year into the current year engagement 
(70 percent); 

2. Includes templates to address audit standards for 
specific industries (63 percent); and 

3. Allows them to integrate their firm’s work paper 
management system (60 percent). 

However, only 50 percent of firms report their 
application can update to the latest content at any 
point in the engagement process. And only 40 percent 
report an application that includes an automated 
resource to help identify, manage and track risks. Most 
firms recognize that each of these features is essential 
to their work paper management system and those 
whose applications don’t support them today report 
they will soon be adopting them.

Paperless Process Essential
Clients can support a firm’s goal to 
optimize workflow.

Look at ways to encourage clients to 
provide the needed information in 
advance;
Provide clients easy means for delivering 
the information to you electronically, 
through portals for example; and
Encrypt data as a standard operating 
procedure to ensure security.

Audit Process Essential
The right audit and work paper  
applications solution is essential to a firm’s 
workflow. Firms with Audit practices should 
look at the steps in their workflow and how 
different features in an audit and work paper 
application can help to optimize these. 
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Having a dynamic work paper management 
application also is essential. Most firms report 
their work paper management applications can 
lock documents after they’re finished (70 percent), 
simultaneously share documents (69 percent), set 
access rights (63 percent) and manage binder and 
work paper completion dates (61 percent). However, 
just 47 percent of Auditors report their application can 
synchronize versions from any location. For a workforce 
that is increasingly mobile, building this capability 
into the audit process is increasingly important. 
(See Figure 15.) 

Tax firms also struggle to manage the proliferation of 
paper. While they have made significant improvements 
over the past few years, 56 percent of Tax firms report 
that more than one-half the information they exchange 
with clients is paper-based. Audit firms report 46 
percent of information exchanged with clients as being 
paper-based. 

Transitioning to paperless, however, is not enough. 
Firms also need to make sure they’re minimizing risks. 
Here, firms need to reexamine their processes. For 
example only 59 percent of data Tax firms exchange 
with clients is encrypted. Auditors have even more 
room for improvement, with just 46 percent of the 
information they exchange with clients encrypted. 
(See Figure 16.) 

Setting Up the Firm to Succeed with 
new Technology Implementation
Most Tax and Audit firms consider themselves to be 
in the mainstream when adopting new technologies. 

Figure 15: Work Paper Management Application Features

Figure 15: Most firms report they can lock down documents after they are finalized, 
however, fewer than one-half of firms can synchronize versions from any location. 
As workers conduct more audits remotely and in the field, the ability to synchronize 
becomes more important.
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Figure 16: Limited Use of Data Encryption

Figure 16: Most firms report much of the data they exchange with clients is not encrypted. Only 59 percent of data Tax firms exchange 
with clients is encrypted and 46 percent of data Audit firms exchange with clients is encrypted. 
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Specifically, 69 percent of Tax firms and 60 percent 
of Audit firms characterize their firm’s culture as 
tending to wait until technology has been around for 
a while before they will adopt it. Only 23 percent of 
Tax firms and 33 percent of Audit firms characterize 
their firms as early adopters of new technology. Few 
firms characterize themselves as last to adopt new 
technology. 

Keeping pace with new technology is important to 
the future ready firm and so is clearly establishing and 
measuring objectives for technology deployments.  

However, many firms may not be putting as much 
thought as needed into new technology deployments, 
with just 22 percent of Tax firms and 20 percent of 
Audit firms reporting they are always successful at 
meeting their objectives with new technology.  
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Two important areas firms appear to struggle with 
include conducting a formal review of technology to 
ensure it meets objectives, and then measuring results. 
For example, on average, Tax firms conduct formal 
reviews just 37 percent of the time and Audit firms just 
44 percent of the time. 

Measurement also is weak, with just 22 percent 
of Tax firms and 31 percent of Audit firms reporting 
they formally measure the success rate of technology 
implementation.  

Best in Process  
Technology Essential
Establish objectives for technology 
investments and then conduct a formal 
review process driven by those objectives. 
Also seek input from staff and measure 
results against objectives.

Setting clear objectives, conducting a formal 
review and measuring results can help firms 
significantly improve success rates with new 
technology implementations. Failure in technology 
implementations has several negative consequences 
beyond direct cost, including lost productivity and 
resistance to future changes. For example, 14 percent 
of Audit firms and 13 percent of Tax firms cited 
the biggest roadblock in their ability to implement 
paperless processes were negative experiences with 
previous technology implementations. 

Gaining input from across the firm’s staff also is 
important when adopting new technology and should 

be part of the formal review process. Most Tax firms 
(65 percent) and most Audit firms (57 percent) usually 
or always consult IT staff, as well as other staff (57 
percent of the time for Tax firms and 53 percent for 
Audit firms). However, this is not a significant majority, 
indicating firms need to better leverage input from 
their entire staff. Lack of involvement in decisions can 
make staff more resistant to adopt the new technology 
and corresponding processes. 

staffINg & fIRm cuLtuRe

The Future Ready Workplace

Strong leadership and involving staff in decision-
making are fundamental components of the future 
ready firm. Partners need to chart a clear course, but 
they also need to tap the valuable knowledge that 
resides with their staff, including up-and-coming 
digital natives who often have good insight into how 
automated processes should work. 

Being future ready also requires that firms invest 
in their staff, providing initial and ongoing training to 
ensure they understand work processes.

The CCH Survey examined areas of firm culture and 
staff investment to gain a better understanding of what 
firms are doing.

Across both Tax and Audit, most firms describe their 
firm’s culture as:

Facilitating knowledge sharing among staff;
Encouraging staff to work collaboratively;
Promoting a work/life balance and family-friendly 
policies; and
Encouraging staff to provide input into decision-
making. (See Figure 17.)  
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Figure 17: Firm Culture Encourages Knowledge Sharing and Collaboration

Figure 17: Firms most often report their culture encourages knowledge sharing and working collaboratively. It’s essential to establish processes 
to effectively support and foster these traits within the firm.
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Figure 18: Refresher Training on Technology

Figure 18: Firms generally send their staff for refresher training only every two years or more. It’s important to monitor this to ensure that 
training is happening often enough to both reinforce learning as well as provide staff with detail on technology or software enhancements.
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The Importance of Investing in Staff 
Informal knowledge sharing is an essential part of  
any resilient organization. However, it’s also important 
to ensure that staff has the opportunity for more 
formal training and support throughout their career  
at the firm.

Most firms report that new staff receive formal 
training shortly after being hired and that they are 
assigned a mentor to learn the firm’s tax or audit 
processes. Specifically, 18 percent of Tax firms offer 
formal training to new hires, 31 percent assign them 
a mentor and 38 percent offer new hires both formal 
training and a mentor. Similarly, 20 percent of Audit 
firms offer formal training to new hires, 39 percent 
assign them a mentor and 32 percent provide new hires 
both formal training and a mentor. 

Ensuring existing staff is up to speed on new 
processes also is important. However, many firms 
are not quick to offer these employees training. Tax 
firms most commonly offer training on new processes 
annually or two to three times a year. However, nearly 
one-quarter of Tax firms (23 percent) provide training 
less than every year. Audit firms report training more 
frequently, with 47 percent offering training two to 
three times a year and 31 percent annually. 

Refresher training on technology also is important. 
A small majority of Tax and Audit firms (52 percent) 
provide staff with this type of training at least annually. 
However, 48 percent of Tax and Audit firms report 

offering refresher training only every two or more 
years. (See Figure 18.)

Overall, Tax firms report setting aside 46 hours 
per employee annually for training and Audit firms 
set aside 48 hours annually. However, larger firms 
generally allocate more time to training, with large Tax 
firms reporting 81 hours annually per employee and 
large Audit firms 98 hours annually.  

Workplace Practice Essential
Staff training on processes and supporting 
technologies is key to ensuring they adhere 
to processes and leverage the tools to 
improve results. Future ready firms:

Provide new-hire training on processes 
and technology immediately and also 
assign a mentor; 
Provide existing staff training on new 
processes as soon as possible so that 
they clearly understand before they are 
asked to implement; and
Provide regular refresher courses on 
technology at least a few times each 
year so employees are able to fully 
leverage the technology available  
to them.
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Clearly, firms need to more closely watch their 
training and staff development programs to ensure 
they meet staff needs. If staff does not have access 
to the training they need on new processes or 
technology, they will struggle, typically resulting in 
lower compliance, greater resistance and decreased 
productivity along with other negative consequences. 

Process Champions Help  
Ensure Evolution
To avoid complacency and falling into a false sense of 
security, future ready firms constantly challenge old 
and familiar ways of doing things. not surprisingly, even 
when benefits are clear, people will often resist change. 

Firms that invest in champions to help facilitate a 
new process can help ensure their firm succeeds. Too 
often, firms overlook this important step. Specifically, 
only 36 percent of Tax firms overall report appointing 
a champion when implementing a new tax process. 
However, among large firms this climbs to 68 percent. 
Audit firms overall appoint a champion for new audit 
processes 51 percent of the time. Even more large Audit 
firms, 73 percent, appoint champions. 

Workplace Practice Essential
Future ready firms recognize success is 
tied to their ability to evolve and transition 
to new, more effective processes on an 
ongoing basis. They also recognize that this 
requires support across the firm to help 
them succeed. Therefore, they:

Appoint a change champion for any 
major new process, ideally at the partner 
or senior manager level; and
Anticipate roadblocks and look for ways 
to avoid them before they can be set up.

Among Tax firms, champions are most often a partner 
(57 percent) or a manager (39 percent). Audit firms are 
most likely to appoint a manager (60 percent), with 
just 32 percent appointing a partner. The title of the 

Figure 19: Roadblocks to Implementing Paperless Processes

Figure 19: Fear of change is the biggest roadblock firms report in trying to implement 
paperless tax and audit processes.
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champion may vary by the size of the firm or the scope 
of the process change. It is crucial that the champion 
clearly understands the process and the benefits it will 
deliver; strongly advocates for the new process; and 
ensures that staff has the support they need. 

Underestimating resistance to change is something 
firms need to avoid. For example, the CCH Survey 
found that fear was the biggest roadblock to 
implementing a paperless process in both Tax and 
Audit firms. Getting clients to comply also was a 
leading issue for both Tax and Audit firms. Tax firms 
also report partners are a major roadblock, while 
Audit firms report bad experiences with previous 
technology implementations as a roadblock. In all 
instances, resistance to change is significant and strong 
champions are an essential component to help firms 
succeed with new processes. (See Figure 19.)
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Leveraging new Talent
It’s no secret that the right staff is one of the greatest 
assets a firm can have. Traditionally, the focus has 
been on senior staff, who have the knowledge and 
wisdom that come with years of experience in the 
profession. This remains essential. As many Baby 
Boomers begin to retire, it’s critical that firms do more 
to capture the knowledge they have to offer and retain 
it as a firm asset.

Tapping into the knowledge offered by newer staff 
also is crucial. They may not know all the intricacies of 
running a firm, but they bring a fresh perspective and 
can be a wealth of knowledge when it comes to helping 
the firm learn how technology can be leveraged to 
improve processes. They’re clearly connected and have 
grown up in a digital environment, and they understand 
what motivates their peers. 

About one-half of firms recognize this and are 
involving younger staff in evaluating technologies 
as well as consulting them in more decisions about 
tax and audit processes. While this is a good start, 
the flipside is that a significant number of firms are 
not tapping into the knowledge of their younger 
staff. These firms also may find that if they are not 
connecting with younger staff, they may have a 
more difficult time retaining and motivating these 
employees. (See Figure 20.)  

Figure 20: Most Firms Tapping Younger Staff to Evaluate 
Technology Solutions

Figure 20: Most firms report they are tapping younger staff to evaluate technology 
solutions. However, approximately one in five are not doing so, potentially limiting 
their success.
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Workplace Practice Essential
Employees are on the frontline and 
their expertise and insights should be 
valued when looking for ways to improve 
workflows and technologies. Among steps 
future ready firms take: 

Tap staff on ideas for process 
improvements; and
Ask for input on technology choices, 
both from professional and IT staff.

Many of the new technologies such as smartphones 
and tablets originated in the consumer market and 
made their way into the workforce as people looked 
to work in ways more familiar to them. Future ready 
firms recognize this, providing them with a distinct 
advantage. Future ready firms look at how emerging 
technologies can support their workflow – and ask staff 
for input into this. 

Optimizing Staff Resources
Making sure that the firm is managing its staffing needs 
to achieve optimal results is both important to firm 
management, and to the staff. 

Three in four Tax firms (75 percent) and 78 percent 
of Audit firms report they are staffed at about the right 
level. However, the rest report being either under- or 
over-staffed. (See Figure 21.) 

Most firms also report they have the right people 
performing the right work in their firm, according to 
59 percent of Tax firms and 54 percent of Audit firms 
surveyed. 

However, a significant number also report they 
have people performing work for which they are 
overqualified. This is the case in 21 percent of Tax firms 
and 37 percent of Audit firms participating in the CCH 
Survey. Some firms also report having too many people 
who are underqualified for the work that needs to be 
performed, as reported by 20 percent of Tax firms and 
9 percent of Audit firms. (See Figure 22.) 

Firms need to closely monitor their staffing levels 
and competencies to ensure they are achieving the 
best results. Part of this includes a strong practice 
management system that can closely monitor 
utilization, realization and other factors by employee,  
as well as track staff training time. 
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PRactIce maNagemeNt & 
aNaLytIcs

Continuous Improvement in  
Practice Management
Creating the future ready firm requires continuously 
improving to reach the optimal results. As such, 
establishing and following strong practice management 
procedures are critical. Firms report strong practice 
management is even more important in a challenging 
economy. (See Practice Management and the Economy.)

PRActice MAnAgeMent  
And the econoMy
The weak economy has highlighted the 
importance of strong practice management 
for both Tax and Audit firms.

Most firms indicate they are more closely 
monitoring accounts receivables and staff 
productivity, according to the CCH Survey. 
They also recognize that strong practice 
management is important in ensuring they 
can manage through, and better recover 
from, the weak economy. 

More than three in four firms report they are or will 
be using a practice management system within the 
next three years; specifically, 78 percent of Tax firms 
and 88 percent of Audit firms. 

Among these firms, most report their practice 
management systems are or will:

Integrate with their tax compliance, audit or 
engagement software (91 percent of Tax firms and 
90 percent of Audit firms);  
Leverage SaaS or cloud computing technology (59 
percent of Tax firms and 73 percent of Audit firms); and
Integrate with their business intelligence software (73 
percent of Tax firms and 71 percent of Audit firms).
(See Figure 23.)  

Figure 23: Practice Management Software Deployment
Within 3 Years

Figure 23: Practice management software integrated with tax and audit software is 
widely implemented. Firms also are rapidly looking for business intelligence and 
analytical tools to be used with their practice management solutions. SaaS-based 
solutions also are growing in importance.
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Figure 21: Most Firms are Staffed at the Right Level

Figure 21: Most firms report they are staffed at about the right level. 
However, about one in four are either over- or under-staffed. Firms need 
to make certain they are using practice management and analytical tools 
available to help them maintain optimal staffing levels.
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Figure 22: More than 4 in 10 Firms Report Skill Gaps

Figure 22: Firms with overqualifed staff performing certain tasks need to examine 
their process to determine if there is another way to have the work completed, either 
by junior staff or through automation. Where underqualifed staff are performing 
work, it’s essential that they receive the level of training required or be reassigned.
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Practice Management  
Process Essential

A dedicated practice management system 
provides the foundation firms need for 
measuring Best in Process results. 

Core features to consider include 
systems that are integrated with firm’s 
tax compliance or audit and engagement 
software and that are also integrated with 
business intelligence software to allow for 
added analytics. Firms also should look 
at their workflow and IT requirements to 
determine if a SaaS practice management 
solution may work best for their 
environment.

Among top benefits most firms realize from their 
practice management software include increased 
efficiency, greater standardization and increased 
profitability. Most Tax firms also report improved client 
service and increased accuracy as important benefits of 
using practice management systems. 

despite recognizing the benefits of adhering to 
strong practice management, many firms believe 
they aren’t doing a particularly good job in using their 
practice management software. Specifically, only 59 
percent of Tax firms and 45 percent of Audit firms say 
they are very effectively or effectively using practice 
management software. (See Figure 24.)

Looking deeper into what firms report they are able 
to track using their practice management software, it 
becomes clear many firms are using software programs 
allowing them to track only basic metrics. 

Specifically, Tax firms most commonly report 
their practice management software is used to track 
total hours worked, accounts receivable and work in 
progress. Audit firms report their practice management 
software is most commonly used to track work in 
progress, fees per partner and realization rates. 

Tracking Key Performance Indicators 
and Real-time Analytics
The ability to respond to changing demands and adjust 
workflows accordingly is an important component 
of being a future ready firm. This requires not only 
establishing Key Performance Indicators (KPIs), but 
also being able to conduct real-time or near real-
time analytics to understand the current state of firm 
performance and make adjustments. Today, however, 
few firms have that capability. 

Specifically, the number of firms measuring and 
benchmarking KPIs more than weekly is low, at just 
20 percent of Tax firms measuring KPIs, 17 percent 
benchmarking KPIs against prior time period, 18 
percent benchmarking KPIs against firm objectives and 
just 12 percent benchmarking KPIs against their peers 
more than weekly.

Most Audit firms also are not able to conduct 
real- or near real-time measurements. Only 33 
percent of Audit firms are measuring KPIs, 16 percent 
benchmarking KPIs against prior time period, 22 
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percent benchmarking KPIs against firm objectives and 
20 percent benchmarking KPIs against their peers more 
than weekly. (See Figure 25.)  

Many firms’ current practice management tools, 
or their ability to optimize them, are hindering them 
in being able to measure KPIs in near- or real-time. 
For example, many firms indicate their system is only 
capable of pulling standard reports on KPIs, which is the 
case for 42 percent of Tax firms and 52 percent of Audit 
firms. Some firms (36 percent of Tax and 44 percent of 
Audit firms) report that their systems have a dashboard 
providing summaries of KPIs. However, just 22 percent 
of Tax firms and 4 percent of Audit firms report having 
practice management solutions with analytical tools 

Figure 24: Firms Give Mixed Grade on Effectiveness 
of Their Practice Management Use

Figure 24: Most Tax firms believe they are doing at least an effective job of using 
their practice management software. However, one-half of Audit firms think they 
are only doing an adequate job.
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Figure 25: Firms Have Limited Ability for Timely Reaction to KPI Information

Figure 25: Fewer than one-half of Tax firms and nearly as many Audit firms are unable to monitor KPIs at least on a monthly basis. This puts 
them at a significant disadvantage in being able to make adjustments based on current information.
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for drilling down into the data. (See Figure 26.) 
As firms seek to optimize their workflow, they 

need quick, detailed access to KPIs to allow them 
to understand how the firm is doing and where 
adjustments may be needed. As a result, it’s essential 
as part of the review of their technology, firms evaluate 
practice management systems for their ability to track 
and measure core areas of the firm’s operations and 
provide immediate feedback.

Figure 26: Few Firms Yet to Leverage Analytics

Figure 26: Most often, firms are using standard reports to monitor their KPIs. Increasingly, 
though, dashboards are growing in popularity. Leading firms have begun to deploy 
analytical tools in order to drill down into the data and learn more about the details 
behind the numbers.
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Practice Management  
Process Essential

Key components include the ability to 
track key metrics in real-time or near real-
time, including:

Hours worked;
net fees;
Fees per partner;
Fees per employee;
net income;
Utilization;
Realization;
Accounts receivable; and 
Staff training time.

While many firms can track a few 
of these with their current practice 
management software, most firms are not 
able to do so across the many core metrics 
needed. This puts them at a disadvantage 
when measuring results, conducting 
analytics and optimizing their workflow.
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Gap Between Current and needed 
Practice Management Solutions
Based on the CCH Survey, most firms recognize what 
they have and what they need from their practice 
management system are very different.

Specifically, the most important features both Tax 
and Audit firms want in their practice management 
system to support their processes include:

Time and billing capabilities;
The ability to track status and avoid missed 
deadlines;
The ability to monitor all client activity, such as 
e-mail, messages, billing and projects;
The ability to assign and manage projects based on 
staff skill sets and availability;
data analytics for real-time measurement of  
KPIs; and
Project management and tracking. 
Future ready firms also are leveraging more dynamic 

practice management systems, including business 
intelligence software to allow them to establish 
customized dashboards to track key metrics. These 
dashboards can play an essential role in ensuring a firm 
can quickly see issues and make adjustments. Today, 
just 40 percent of Tax firms and 41 percent of Audit 
firms say their dashboard can compare firm billing year 
to year. Other key metrics a strong dashboard should 
include are: the ability to determine productivity 
by staff; identify billability by partner, manager or 
department; identify profitability by client; or establish 
other KPIs. 

coNcLusIoN
As the world around us changes with new speed 
and in unexpected ways, the future ready firm both 
follows best practices and is constantly evaluating its 
environment and implementing a path of continuous 
improvement. With a strategic view of their client 
and practice needs, these firms anticipate changes 
and innovate across workflows, optimizing processes, 
people and technology. They also measure productivity 
and profitability to make data-driven improvements  
to performance.  

Many firms are making strides in becoming future 
ready firms. However, even more can be done. Each 
firm should look at their own organization in four key 
areas to identify where further progress can be made. 
Those areas are:

Workflows & Processes
Most firms believe their processes have room 
for improvement. Essential to this is to establish 
standardized and documented processes, and then 
follow them all of the time. Make sure to build in 
formal reviews of procedures and processes regularly, 
to effectively plan for and respond to change. 
your firm, clients, technology and the regulatory 
environment in which you work will all change. Plan 
for agility to make sure your firm can as well. 

Tools & Technology
For tax, accounting and audit professionals who 
face constant change, complexity and competitive 
pressure, it’s essential to have innovative and 
integrated technology platforms that deliver superior 
software and information solutions. The future ready 
firm requires solutions that span workflows and are 
adaptive to changing workflow needs.  

This Best in Process approach means that every 
step in a process is made more efficient and effective 
through technology, and that technology facilitates 
the flow of work across multiple processes in a 
streamlined and seamless way. Best in Process aligns 
technology solutions with optimized workflows and 
creates the highest productivity across business 
processes. It makes a firm’s work flow faster, with 
processes that make the work flow smoother.  

Practice Management  
Process Essential
Firms not only need to capture the right 
information about their performance, they 
should have:

dashboards to help them quickly view 
what is being reported; and
Real-time analytics to turn the data into 
actionable information. 
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Best in Process solutions are available today, 
however, most professionals don’t believe their firms 
are optimally leveraging technology yet. Key to doing 
this is to first focus on your processes. Then look to 
technology to help support and optimize  
your workflows. 

Staffing & Firm Culture
Each firm’s culture is unique. But commonalities 
include facilitating knowledge and encouraging staff 
to work collaboratively. It’s up to firm leadership to 
establish the processes to support the culture and 
workplace you want to create. If knowledge sharing 
is important, make sure staff has access to the tools 
and the training they need to achieve this. Ensure 
they will be able to leverage the new tools and 
processes your firm establishes, understand where 
there may be resistance and assign strong change 
champions to help staff make the transition.

Make sure to leverage the collaborative nature 
of many of the new staff joining your firm. They 
have grown up networked and can help your firm 
streamline processes using technologies that are a 
part of their everyday life. 

Practice Management & Analytics
Creating a future ready firm means driving 
continuous improvements that are data driven. 

It’s critical that firms establish KPIs that identify 
what’s important to your firm, and then to measure 
frequently. 

It’s also important to have access to metrics and 
analytics in real or near-real time, and practice 
management solutions can support this with 
dashboard summaries and analytical tools. The right 
solutions will enable you to act when it will have the 
greatest impact.

Making the Firm Future Ready  
with Best in Process

Constant change, growing complexity and increased 
pressure all require firms to be more agile. Their 
workflows need to be clearly mapped and understood, 
and then supported by technology and tools that 
allow them to realize optimal results in terms of client 
service, productivity and profitability. 

There has been a clear migration from the single 
source solution to the best of breed solution. now, as 
firms recognize they need to get results faster and with 
less complexity and lower costs, the future ready firm 
is transitioning to Best in Process. 

Some firms are already benefitting from Best in 
Process today. See the following section on Best in 
Process at Work for more information.
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Best in Process at Work:

integrated Software Pays off
Leveraging technology and streamlining workflow frees everyone at this successful  
firm to help clients and bill more hours.

Consolvo’s advice to those 
seeking Best in Process: 

“ A lot of people have 
a process that doesn’t 
work and they lay 
technology on top 
of it, hoping to fix it. 
But the problem still 
exists. We take the 
other approach. We 
try to figure out the 
right process, and 
look for technology 
that solves it.”

“ Faster turnaround 
time makes us 
better at meeting 
or exceeding client 
expectations, 
because our 
processes are more 
efficient.”

Since its founding 20 years ago, Miller Grossbard & Associates, P.C. has wanted to be 
business partners with their clients. “Having an integrated suite of technology gives us that 
time,” says Wayne Consolvo, the firm’s COO.

Integration: Maximum Efficiency and Practice Management
Over a period of time, the firm has implemented an end-to-end suite of CCH software that 
includes ProSystem fx Tax for tax preparation, CCH KnowledgeConnect for sharing knowledge 
among staff, and IntelliConnect for tax research. The firm points out that its use of CCH 
software is deep and also involves: ProSystem fx Scan to automate the transfer of data into 
tax forms; Engagement to manage client files and spreadsheets; Fixed Assets to simplify 
asset accounting, depreciation and reporting; Practice Management to simplify billing; and is 
implementing document for complete digital document storage.

“The benefit from integration is that having all the software talk to each other means you 
only have to touch your data once — that is the biggest timesaver for us,” Consolvo says. 

End-to-end software solutions also allow tasks to be automated and many to be passed 
to administrative staff. The firm pushes work to the most appropriate level. “And the higher 
up you go in the firm, the less time you spend doing basic compliance work.” 

Another payoff from fully integrated solutions is faster throughput and turnaround time. 
“Faster turnaround time makes us better at meeting or exceeding client expectations, 
because our processes are more efficient,” Consolvo says. 

Consolvo points to streamlined billing as another payoff from integrated solutions. The firm 
revamped its billing process to take time out of the process. Rather than bill only at the partner 
level, and to avoid printing out billing worksheets, billing is handled entirely online. “Managers 
are responsible for their own work and bill the work as soon as it is done,” Consolvo says. “That 
whole process got a lot faster and cleaner.”

Electronic Client documents: One of the Firm’s “Three Minutes 
to Timesavings”

you don’t need to wait for major game-changers to move closer to Best in Process, says 
Consolvo. “We spend a lot of time focused on what we call the three-minute timesaver.” 
If you can find something that just saves three minutes on a project, and replicate 
throughout the firm, saving three minutes per person per project over the course of a year 
adds up to a substantial amount.

For example, Miller Grossbard emphasizes having clients send in documents 
electronically. That not only improves turnaround time but lets the firm start working on 
client documents without having to wait for them to be scanned. 
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Best in Process at Work:

california Firm Adds $2 Million in Revenue Without Adding Staff
Streamlined workflow and leading-edge technology make all the difference.

Gibbs’ advice on achieving  
Best in Process:

“ Make it part of your 
culture. It has to start 
at the top. It cannot 
be driven from the 
bottom. It has to be 
part of your strategic 
plan to develop 
and document your 
processes and adhere 
to them.”

“ A lot of firms are 
afraid of change, but 
we look for ways 
to change, and 
that makes a big 
difference.”

How does a firm that started out in the 1950s stay ahead of the curve, dominate in its 
market and outlast the competition? Embrace change rather than fear it, and keep looking 
for ways to leverage technology that benefit both clients and the firm.

This approach has paid off handsomely for Matson and Isom, a five-office practice 
headquartered in Chico, Calif. Last year, this future ready firm acquired a competitor whose 
partners were retiring. Because of optimized technology and workflows, Matson and Isom 
was able to absorb $2 million in additional revenue even though it brought over just a few 
staff members during the acquisition.

Bryce Gibbs, one of the firm’s 21 partners and head of its technology services group, sees 
mobility, paperless processing and integrated software solutions as key in achieving Best in 
Process efficiencies and leverage. “They all dovetail together,” he says. “The ability to work 
anywhere, at any time, is tremendous.”

Templates Streamline Workflow
Matson and Isom uses the full ProSystem fx Suite to serve a broad spectrum of local and 
international clients. The firm has used ProSystem fx Engagement as the centerpiece of its 
financial reporting practice for many years, and last year added ProSystem fx Knowledge 
Coach as well. 

“We’ve used templates in Engagement for a number of years, and now they are used in 
Knowledge Coach as well,” Gibbs says. He expects Knowledge Coach to save 10 to 15 percent 
of time spent on audit engagements, once it is fully implemented across the client base.

All the firm’s documentation, work papers and trial balances are handled in Engagement. 
A variety of templates fit different industries or types of tax returns. The ability to link data 
from Engagement to the tax return also improves process efficiency. “The trial balance is 
integrated with the financial statement and tax return,” Gibbs says. “If I make a journal 
entry, the statement changes at the same time, without rekeying data.”

Going Mobile: Connecting with Clients
Mobile technology has made a huge difference in streamlining workflow and serving 
clients. And, anytime, anywhere access to CCH solutions pays off. “you can carry a client’s 
information on a notebook and answer a client question at any time. If you are in an 
airport and a client calls on your cell phone you can open your notebook and get the 
answer to their question on the spot,” Gibbs says.

Leveraging Technology: Connecting with Recruits and Opportunities
While many firms are fearful of change, Matson and Isom sees it as an opportunity – both 
to improve the firm processes and, in turn, improve its talent pool. 

“A lot of firms are afraid of change, but we look for ways to change, and that makes a big 
difference,” Gibbs says.  “We’re very successful in recruiting and I think technology plays a 
role in that as well. We have dual monitors, we have laptops in the field, we’re paperless. 
This generation of students is attracted to that because it can offer work-life balance.”

Gibbs adds, “Additionally, we recently merged with another firm. The partners cited our 
technology, processes and our ability to accomplish work more quickly as a key factor in 
their decision.”
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Best in Process at Work:

Achieving a 25-percent improvement in Realization Rates
Standardization and a fully digital workflow make all the difference for this successful firm.

Clark’s advice in moving to  
Best in Process:

“Standardization is 
the most important 
step in achieving 
Best in Process 
performance. With 
any kind of process 
improvement it’s 
very important to get 
buy-in at all levels 
of the firm. When 
people feel they 
have some skin in 
the game, you get 
commitment at  
all levels.”

When CPA Bryan Clark set up Houston-based BC Consulting, LLP in 2002, he quickly 
understood the need for process efficiency and standardization. His firm, dedicated to tax 
compliance and tax planning, grew 500 percent in the first few years. With the downturn in 
the economy, his growth has been flat the past few years, but profit is up significantly.

“Through process improvements, I have been able to reduce personnel and still maintain 
the same level of revenue,” Clark says. “The savings in salary and related expenses went 
straight to the bottom line.” And this firm still handles the same volume of work.

BC Consulting is a future ready firm and uses ProSystem fx Tax to process 400 federal 
and state returns per season, for a wide range of individual and business clients. 

A Fine-tuned Process 
Clark’s effort at process improvement began with mapping the entire tax return process, 
from start to finish. 

“We looked at every step, from one to 100, and once we knew how we were doing it the 
old way, we analyzed each step to determine first if that step was necessary, and second if 
the right person was doing the work,” Clark says.

The effort culminated in a reengineered process. 
“We removed unnecessary or redundant steps, reassigned duties as need be, and ended 

up much more efficient,” he says. They found many steps that could be better assigned to 
a more appropriate staff level.

Even a small process improvement matters. “do the math. If you save 30 minutes over 
1,000 returns in a season, that’s 500 hours, or one-quarter of a full-time employee,”  
Clark says.

Paperless Approach Adds Efficiency
Going more fully digital by using several CCH products has also been the key for the firm. 
“We could not have done the same amount of work with half the staff without adopting a 
paperless process,” Clark says. “It’s absolutely a better utilization of personnel.”

Continuous Improvement Is Key
“you are not going to get it right on the first pass; we tweaked it continuously until we got 
it right,” Clark notes. “you need to look at it in the spirit of continuous improvement, and 
reevaluate it throughout. But that’s absolutely the way you improve workflow.”
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CCH, a Wolters Kluwer business

CCH, a Wolters Kluwer business is a leading global provider of tax, 
accounting and audit information, software and services. It has served tax, 
accounting and business professionals since 1913. To learn more about 
CCH software, research and integrated workflow solutions, please visit 
CCHGroup.com or call 800-739-9998. 

For additional copies of the CCH Future Ready Firm Survey white paper, 
please go to CCHGroup.com/FutureReady.

CCH Future Ready Firm Survey

The 2011 CCH Future Ready Firm Survey included quantitative interviews 
with 400 Tax and Audit professionals in U.S. firms nationwide to examine 
the extent to which firms of all sizes are future ready. Both 200 Tax and 
200 Audit professionals with managerial/decision-making responsibilities 
for their firm participated. The survey was conducted for CCH online 
by ORC International from August 8-24, 2011. The survey reflects 
experiences of randomly polled Tax and Audit professionals working at 
firms ranging in size from firms with 5 to more than 100 employees.

Did you know:  100 of the top 100 
accounting firms are CCH customers?

cchgroup.com

cchgroup.com/futureReady

http://www.cchgroup.com
http://www.CCHGroup.com/FutureReady
http://www.CCHGroup.com
http://www.CCHGroup.com/FutureReady
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