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Client accounting services are proving to be a founda-
tional shift for the accounting profession and an attrac-
tive, high-growth segment for firms looking to further 
demonstrate their value and transform their business 
model. And the momentum shows no signs of slowing as 
accountants, and their clients, look to the future.

“Firms are professionalizing this practice area at a 
very rapid rate. What I mean by that is we’re seeing the 
number of full-time equivalents dedicated to CAS 
increase; we’re seeing the amount of training and 
investment in education and upskilling of the staff 
increase; we’re seeing the amount of rigor around 
running the practice, and that’s visible in a few different 
ways — the key performance indicators, the tracking of 
sales, the clarity around the ideal client. This is truly 
being professionalized, not only as the fastest growing 
practice area but a very substantial and material one for 
a lot of firms as well,” said Kalil Merhib, vice president of 
sales and operations for CPA.com.

Further underscoring this point, the 2018 CPA.com and 
AICPA PCPS Client Accounting Advisory Services 
Benchmark Survey revealed that the CAS practices 
within firms are experiencing double-digit growth.

As evidenced by the research, CAS was on a growth 
streak even before COVID-19. Then the pandemic hit, 
throwing many businesses, especially smaller and 
midsized companies, into a tailspin and intensifying their 
need for strategic advice. The pandemic-induced 
uncertainty facing businesses quickly highlighted the 
need for CAS and the vital role accountants can play. 
Now, for a number of firms, there’s no looking back 
— only toward the future and the continued growth that 
lies ahead within their CAS practice.

An annual Accounting Today survey conducted in 
November 2020 among firms of all sizes found that the 
number of firms offering CAS nearly doubled in 2020, 
with another 15% slated to add it in 2021. 

“During the pandemic, businesses’ need for strategic 
advice has grown exponentially. In the past two years, an 
accountant’s proactive advice may have meant the 
difference between a small business surviving and one 
that didn’t,” said Jeannie Ruesch, director at Bill.com. 
“Businesses learned that their accounting professionals 
can be their best source of knowledge, of advice and 
insights on how to protect and keep their business afloat. 
It is the essence of CAS. But those same clients will 
expect a deeper understanding of their businesses, 
matched with proactive, real-time advice or new service 

Building on a new foundation

By Antoinette Alexander

More and more firms are banking on client accounting services. Why?

offerings that help them solve problems and make 
decisions.”

Reflecting on the onset of the pandemic and its 
impact on businesses, Merhib said, “Businesses were 
seeking advice and going to their trusted advisors. So 
overnight, firms had to get better at, and many were 
already very good at, answering advisory-type questions. 
I think, now, when businesses are looking ahead … they 
are looking to CPAs to answer more advisory questions, 
which is being packaged and productized as client 
advisory. So, there’s sort of this expectation now that 
firms are able to provide this kind of information to their 
business clients.”

Continued Merhib, “And then I think, of course, you 
couple that with just the access to the type of technology 

that allows firms to give deep insights to clients, being 
more reasonably priced and available down market, and 
it has just catalyzed all of that at once to make this a 
huge opportunity.”

Witnessing the rapid growth first hand, Kane Polakoff, 
national practice leader of client accounting advisory 
services at Top 100 firm UHY Advisors in Farmington Hills, 
Michigan, said, “I’ve been in the business process 
outsourcing and the accounting industry for a long time 
and I’ve never seen this much demand in the market-
place ever, especially in the last year or year and a half. 
… There are so many businesses out there that need help 
and CAAS is a great solution offering for them.”

What is CAS?
Before moving too far ahead, let’s first take a closer look 

‘I’ve never seen this 
much demand in the 
marketplace ever, 
especially in the last 
year or year and a half. 
… There are so many 
businesses out there that 
need help and CAAS is 
a great solution offering 
for them.’

Spotlight on

AccountantsWorld
Div Bhansali
Vice president of  
marketing

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
Client accounting services will 
be critically important for 
accounting firms — if firm 

leaders understand the full breadth of what CAS 
can and should include. We define CAS as all 
offerings that allow you to deliver more financial 
value to your clients, and let them focus on their 
businesses. That certainly includes services like 
outsourced accounting and virtual CFO/advisory, 
but also live payroll, payroll compliance, HR, and 
more. By being able to deliver any of these services 
where appropriate, the accounting firm becomes 
truly indispensable to their clients. 

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
We believe do-it-yourself software designed for 
small businesses doesn’t empower accountants to 
offer CAS. So we created the “Power CAS” platform 
exclusively for accountants. Power CAS is the most 
comprehensive, fully integrated platform for 
offering a broad spectrum of client accounting and 
advisory services. It delivers virtually all the 
capabilities you need to create a thriving CAS 
practice, from professional accounting and book-
keeping to virtual CFO/advisory, live payroll, payroll 
compliance, and much more. This unified approach 
delivers more power and less complexity than other 
CAS solutions. And unlike most other software 
providers, we never sell our products or services 
directly to your clients or compete with you.

For 20 years, AccountantsWorld has been committed to 
helping accountants regain control of core accounting 
and payroll services. Stronger control of these services 
helps firms build stronger client relationships and raise 
their profits. Today, AccountantsWorld offers a complete 
suite of cloud software for accountants, including 
professional accounting, client accounting and advisory 
services, payroll processing, document management, 
client portals, after-the-fact payroll and practice 
management. For more information about any of 
AccountantsWorld’s cloud-based solutions, please visit 
accountantsworld.com.
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Power CASSM

The CAS platf orm for accountants who won’t sett le for less.

Many accountants choose to take the beaten path of running their Client Accounti ng and Advisory Services practi ce on 
accounti ng soft ware created for small businesses, not accounti ng professionals.

That’s not you.

You know that while Do-It-Yourself (DIY) accounti ng soft ware created for small businesses may suffi  ce for bookkeeping 
work, it doesn’t have the capabiliti es you need to off er full-blown client accounti ng and advisory services. You demand a 
genuine professional CAS system, and that’s precisely what Power CAS delivers.

Visit AccountantsWorld.com/CAS to learn more.

Power CAS delivers virtually all the capabiliti es you need to create a thriving CAS practi ce in one fully-integrated platf orm. 
And we’ll provide free training so you can build a successful CAS practi ce. Moreover, we never compete with you or sell our 
products or services directly to your clients. Our only focus is to help you strengthen your client relati onships and achieve 
greater success.

If you’re genuinely passionate about off ering CAS, it’s ti me to upgrade to Power CAS.

SM

Accoun�ng Power Professional
(write-up, trial balance, repor�ng, financial statements)

Outsourced
Accoun�ng

Bill Payment Advisory /
Virtual CFO

Live Payroll

A�er-The-Fact
Payroll

Prac�ce
Management

Document
Management

Power CAS is a modular system. 
Start with our professional 
accounti ng soft ware to perform 
trial balance and write-up 
engagements and create 
customized fi nancials. Then 
add outsourced accounti ng, bill 
payment, live payroll, payroll 
compliance, and virtual CFO 
services in any order that works 
for you.
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at what CAS is — and what it is not.
In a departure from traditional after-the-fact, write-up 

work, CAS is more advisory in nature, forward-looking 
and tech-enabled (particularly through cloud technolo-
gy). Through CAS, accountants become part of the 
clients’ business processes and perform near-real-time 
accounting work, much like an in-house accounting 
department.

“Because a professional accountant is doing that 
[near-real-time accounting work], he or she can see what 
is going right and what is wrong and can help the 
business owners make the right decision at the right time, 
or at least give them choices. … So, that is where client 
accounting services ultimately reaches and that requires 
the accountant to be, in near real-time, involved with all 
the data, transactions, trends, monitoring, capturing, 
recording, analyzing,” Hitendra Patil, head of customer 
success at AccountantsWorld and author of the book, 
“The Definitive Success Guide to Client Accounting 
Services,” told Accounting Today. “The value that an 
accountant can deliver is not purely in the reports at the 
end of the month. It is about the expertise and experi-
ence of the professional accountant and how that is 
helping the business owner.”

As Patil outlines in his book, the types of services 
offered under CAS can vary, but there are essentially 
three main categories of a CAS offering: 

 After-the-fact financial statement preparation;
 Business transactions processing; and,
 Outsourced CFO and controller services.

However, Patil went on to write, “The three categories 
are just like the dashboard of your car — behind the 
dashboard that you see, there is a whole engine, the 
parts of which work seamlessly — at your command — 
to take you where you want to be.”

Ruesch of Bill.com said to think of CAS as “account-
ing-plus,” as conversations with clients have shifted from 
the traditional, rearview mirror accounting to, “What’s 
likely to happen next, and how will you reach your goals 
in light of that insight?”

“I would venture to say that CAS isn’t different from 
what accountants have traditionally done for their 
clients, so much as a natural evolution of their most 
valuable services. In the CAS business model, accounting 
firms manage outsourced finance, back-office and 
accounting services for a client company,” said Ruesch. 
“In addition to managing those services — which most 
commonly include accounts payable and receivable, 
cash flow management and payroll reporting — the 
accounting firm ensures compliance and provides 
leadership with proactive, strategic advice on the 
company’s financial decisions and strategies. It’s 
mutually beneficial: businesses gain a trusted advisor, 
and accountants have the opportunity to optimize  
their time, more broadly apply their expertise, and 

contribute at a higher level.”
Continued Ruesch, “It’s not just about the services that 

accountants are providing their clients, but how they’re 
providing them. They’re creating technology-based 
processes and workflows that enable them to act in 
real-time, to be forward-looking and advise on the future 
with all the necessary data at their fingertips, as opposed 
to just reporting on the past.”

At UHY Advisors, for instance, its CAS practice — 
which it refers to as client accounting advisory services, 
or CAAS — the firm can digitally transform the client’s 
back office and provides a host of value-add services, 
including:

 CFO and controller services;
 Financial statement preparation and advisory 

services;
 Technology solution deployment;
 Accounts payable and accounts receivable services;
 Reconciliations (e.g. bank, credit card); and,
 Sales tax filing and management.

Polakoff spearheaded the creation of the firm’s CAAS 
practice in July 2019 to help centralize and standardize 

the firm’s processes and technology across its 21 offices 
throughout the country. “We have a lot of different 
offices that were providing the services locally and they 
were using different types of technology and different 
types of approaches. So, I was brought in to centralize 
and put in a cohesive approach. So, looking at it from 
three different angles: The first is people, finding the right 
people to do the work; the second is trying to leverage 
the right technology as an enabler, to do more with less 
and automate processes; and then the third is developing 
strong processes and controls, so that we’re able to 
deliver what we call ‘the next level of service’ to our 
clients,” Polakoff said.

The CAAS practice welcomed its first client in Novem-
ber 2019, just months before the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic. The service offerings quickly proved to be 
invaluable, as many businesses had to swiftly go remote 

Spotlight on

Avantax Wealth Managment
Tim Stewart
Vice president and head 
of business development

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
Clients aren’t looking for tax 
and accounting services as 

much as they are looking for a trusted advisor to 
provide financial solutions to meet their customized 
needs — no matter what the situation. Focusing on 
CAS as a way to differentiate CPA and tax practices 
is the much-needed client experience that drives 
growth, retention and client success.  

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
At Avantax, our CPA and tax professionals don’t 
limit themselves to traditional advice — they offer a 
truly comprehensive client solution that provides a 
broad range of services including holistic financial 
planning. Imagine a small-business owner with the 
support and services they need to operate a 
thriving business and plan for the future whether it 
be succession planning, employee retirement plans, 
personal wealth management and more — all 
through a tax-smart lens. Our Flexibility in Affilia-
tion model offers multiple ways for accountants to 
provide that experience to clients.

Avantax Wealth Management offers a tax-advantaged 
approach for comprehensive financial planning. 
Avantax’s tax-smart approach helps clients leverage 
taxes to create financial growth opportunities. Avantax 
technology, tax and wealth management insights are 
used by Avantax financial professionals to uncover and 
tailor opportunities across their clients’ financial 
lifecycles to help enable better long-term outcomes. The 
wealth management segment of Blucora Inc. (NASDAQ: 
BCOR), which includes the Avantax Wealth Manage-
ment and Avantax Planning Partners brands, had a 
collective $85 billion in total client assets as of March 31, 
2021. For more information, visit www.avantax.com.

‘The value that an 
accountant can deliver is 
not purely in the reports 
at the end of the month. 
It is about the expertise 
and experience of the 
professional accountant 
and how that is helping 
the business owner.’
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Imagine what’s possible when you partner with Avantax —the pioneer in tax-smart 
wealth management.

We believe the most fundamental way to elevate your client accounting services is by offering holistic financial planning 
through a tax-focused lens. That’s why we’ve helped thousands of professionals just like you achieve substantial growth 
when you offer end-to-end financial services. Isn’t it time to expand your horizons beyond accounting and tax advice and 
help your clients build true wealth?

Visit www.Avantax.com or Contact Us at 1.800.959.0727 to start the journey.

A True Pioneer  
Sees No Boundaries.

Avantax WM Holdings® is the holding company for the group of companies providing financial services under the Avantax® name. Securities offered through Avantax Investment ServicesSM, Member 
FINRA, SIPC. Investment advisory services offered through Avantax Advisory ServicesSM and Avantax Planning PartnersSM. Insurance services offered through licensed agents of Avantax Insurance 
AgencySM, Avantax Insurance ServicesSM, and Avantax Planning Partners. 3200 Olympus Blvd., Suite 100, Dallas, TX 75019, 972-870-6000.

And when it comes to helping 
clients make some of the most 
important financial decisions of 
their life…Neither do we.
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and navigate the economic challenges brought on by the 
pandemic. Today, it is one of the fastest growing practic-
es within the firm.

Looking ahead, Polakoff said that, internally, UHY 
Advisors will expand and nationalize CAAS, which kicked 
off in the Great Lakes region, across the entire firm.

“We have a great foundation now. We have our tech 
stack, we have a solid foundation of people, and 
substantive processes so we’re going to continue to 
expand that. The demand for the service … has been 
just nonstop. There are so many needs that are out 
there,” said Polakoff. “[Looking to 2022], I want to start 
looking into robotic process automation, and even 
business intelligence. … It’s how to leverage all of the 
data and the information to provide better reporting 
— not just the financial packages that we provide to our 
clients on a monthly basis, but being able to extract not 
only financial data but operational data, and to be able 
to show key performance indicators, and to be able to 
have our clients have a better understanding of looking 
at the data so they can make better decisions. That’s 
really where I want to go looking ahead in the next year 
or so.”

Standardizing and adding value
With the advancements of cloud-based technology, CPA 
and business advisory firm Dean Dorton set out several 
years ago to standardize its technology and business 
processes and provide clients more value-add services. 
Today, from its offices in Kentucky and North Carolina, 
the firm can provide an integrated suite of accounting 
and advisory services, including outsourced accounting.

Said Justin Hubbard, the firm’s accounting and 
financial outsourcing director, “Within our CAS practice 
the emphasis is very much on adding value. Traditionally, 
we’ve always done what we would call client bookkeep-
ing and that was a hodgepodge of services. Sometimes it 
was just annual cleanup or catch-up of the accounting. 
… Sometimes that may have included monthly, month-
end close or quarter closes — whatever the client 
needed. But then we were providing those services within 
the client’s accounting system and so we had probably 
over 10 different accounting systems. … So, we were all 
over the place. Approximately, seven years ago the firm 
set out to figure out a better way to provide these 
services. With the onset of cloud-based environments, 
you had the ability to work simultaneously in geographi-
cally neutral environments to provide immediate services 
to a client.”

Today, services provided through the firm’s AFO group 
include, but are not limited to: 

 Real-time financial reporting and KPIs customized for 
the client;

 Real-time budget analysis with insightful forecasting;
 Project-based consulting at various levels, from 

clerical through CFO;
 Controller oversight, including supervision of the 

accounting function to ensure accurate and timely 
financial information; and,

 Customized workflow.
“We are able to standardize processes and we’re able 

to focus on adding value to the clients rather than on 
delivering the bare minimums. … Just doing the account-
ing, the catch-up, the write-up work, that’s not what we 
want to emphasize,” said Hubbard. “We want to empha-
size getting that stuff done in a cloud environment that 
allows us to deliver that information quickly and timely, 
but also then be able to use that information to be more 
forward-thinking, to be more proactive instead of 
reactive with our clients.” 

The shift toward CAS has undoubtedly proven 
beneficial for the firm, especially of late, given the 
challenging environment its business clients have been 
facing. In fact, Hubbard said the practice has grown by 
more than 24% each year for the past two years.

It is important to note that one of the many benefits of 
CAS is simplified tax planning and compliance. “The nice 

thing about an evolving CAS practice is that it makes the 
tax process a little bit easier because the tax department 
is not having to do all of the accounting cleanup. It lets 
the tax preparers, the tax group focus on preparing the 
tax return,” said Hubbard. “It also gives you … more 
insights into the operations of the company so that you 
are there to advise them whether they need, [for exam-
ple,] a consulting project in this area, whether they have 
a labor issue, etc. So, it’s a perpetual service. The 
opportunity to provide more ancillary services is very 
much available.”

Polakoff agreed and said, “This really helps out for a 
lot of clients that come in for year-end tax planning and 
the tax return process too. What we do at CAS is a great 
way to roll right into year-end. … That makes that 
process much more seamless and easier on the clients as 

Spotlight on

Bill.com
Kevin Au
Head of product  
marketing, Accountant & 
Wealth Management

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
It’s not just important — it’s 

critical. If accounting leaders want to remain 
relevant, profitable and competitive, they should be 
paying attention to not only the current conversa-
tions about the value and implementation of CAS, 
but also to what is coming up the pipeline behind it. 
The right tools and technology will help them build 
stronger and more effective processes, while 
ensuring the right employees are on top of keeping 
existing high-value talent engaged and productive. 
Today’s clients expect more, and CAS is a level-set-
ting of the status quo, not just a passing fad.

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
Offering CAS means firms have the time and 
information needed to provide strategic, proactive 
advice to their clients. To do this, they rely on 
real-time data, on systems that automate manual 
work and help standardize processes. And accounts 
payable continues to be an ideal entry point for 
introducing CAS. The automation, tracking, 
mobility, and transparency with Bill.com replace 
manual processes and save 50% of the time 
normally spent on AP. AI and integration help 
reduce errors, late payments, and double payments. 
We also know that building a CAS practice is a 
process, so we offer a team of professionals and 
resources to help every step of the way.

Bill.com is a leading provider of cloud-based software 
that simplifies, digitizes and automates complex, 
back-office financial operations for small and midsized 
businesses. Customers use the Bill.com platform to 
manage end-to-end financial workflows and to process 
payments. The AI-enabled platform creates connections 
between businesses and their suppliers and clients. It 
helps manage cash inflows and outflows. The company 
partners with several of the largest U.S. financial 
institutions, including the majority of the top 100 
accounting firms, and popular accounting software 
providers. For more information, visit www.bill.com.

‘We want to emphasize 
getting that stuff done in 
a cloud environment that 
allows us to deliver that 
information quickly and 
timely, but also then ... 
use that information to be 
more forward-thinking, to 
be more proactive ... with 
our clients.’
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well, so that’s another key value.”

Get focused
The notion that firms should consider focusing on a 
specific vertical or niche is not new. However, the 
importance of specialization continues to reverberate 
loud and clear and forward-thinking firms with an eye on 
CAS would be wise not to turn a deaf ear. 

Firms that look to provide CAS services to clients in 
specific vertical or niche industries gain a competitive 
edge and deeper insights into the unique needs of those 
clients. This means greater value added, stronger client 
relationships and, ultimately, increased profitability for 
the firm. 

We’ll get more into pricing later but, in reality, clients 
are more willing to pay a premium when they have a 
clear understanding of the value that’s being provided to 
address their specific needs and challenges.

“Be very, very focused in the industry verticals that you 
pursue. Being a generalist is wonderful but you become 
spread too thin. You lose a lot of efficiencies if you’re 
speaking too many industry languages. … [Specializing] 
allows you to be efficient, it allows you to standardize 
processes, it also allows you to create a career path for 
your staff,” said Hubbard, who noted that Dean Dorton’s 
core verticals include equines, nonprofits and health 
care.

Kevin Cumley, senior director of the Accountants 
Program for Sage Intacct, agreed and said, “[Clients] are 
looking for somebody who has deep domain knowledge 
in their specific industry — that vertical focus, which is 
one of the primary tenets that our program is built 
around. They have to have that niche or that industry 
expertise in order to be able to deliver the higher-value 
services.”

Added Cumley, “Those organizations only know so 
much about financial operations. The reason they are 
going to the firms to outsource that stuff (i.e., CAS) is 
because they don’t know that part of it. That’s not their 
core expertise. … Again, if that firm really focuses in that 
particular niche or vertical, they’ll be able to ask them … 
those leading questions because they know what 
questions to ask, whereas the client oftentimes won’t 
know.”

Ruesch of Bill.com also highlighted the importance of 
being able to effectively identify the pain points that are 
unique to each client and said, “There are the obvious 
desires: time freed up; a stronger bottom line; a reduction 
in errors; improved efficiency; smarter competitive 
advantages. All of these things can be accomplished 
through CAS and all should appeal to the collective and 
individual needs and wants within client organizations. 
But part of being proactive is going beyond what the 
client knows they need and want, and helping them solve 
pain points that they may not realize have solutions.”

Continued Ruesch, “To do that, you need to be able to 
identify the pains, and this will be specific to each client. 
Talk to them. Set up regular meetings and ask questions. 
Run annual surveys on the state of their businesses. Walk 
a mile in their shoes — literally, by spending a day with 
them and seeing what those pain points are. They may 
not know that paying bills with manual checks is a pain 
point (and one that can be solved) that keeps them from 
freeing their time, for example. Advisory services are 
about a deep understanding of the client and their 
industry, and you only achieve that by connecting and 
communicating with them regularly. Come to them as a 
partner and showcase the value you’re already adding as 
a precursor to promising value-adds.”

In fact, a report released in June 2020 by Bill.com, 
along with CPA.com and Hinge Research Institute, found 
that when buyers (those within corporations who have 
decision-making roles regarding accounting firms) were 
asked what they would change about their accounting 
firms, 27% said they wanted the firms to have more 
familiarity with the business and its industry.

The report, titled “Where Opportunity Meets Value: 

Business Model Trends for Accounting Advisory Services,” 
also found that the top industry served by accounting 
firm respondents is professional, scientific or technical 
services at 60 percent. Additional top industries include:

 Real estate or rental and leasing at 50.3 percent;
 Construction at 49.7 percent;
 Manufacturing at 47.2 percent;
 Retail trade at 45 percent; and,
 Nonprofits at 45 percent.

Having the right CAS team in place is also important, 
and staffing will depend on the types of services a firm is 
looking to offer, the technology in place, and the clients it 
is serving.

Focusing on niche industries within CAS “helps us build 
out quicker and also helps us focus on the talent that we 
need as well,” said Kyle Kunz, a partner at Top 100 Firm 

Spotlight on

Jirav
Mike Triantos
Head of partnerships

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
Finance has evolved into the 
creator, steward and gate-
keeper of company growth 

strategy. Finance has historically been looked upon 
to answer questions about “what has happened” 
— they are now responsible for determining “what 
will happen” and “how to make it happen.” This shift 
in client expectation is driving firms to go beyond 
traditional services to providing CAS, FP&A and 
other advisory services. Firms that meet these 
expectations have a much larger growth opportuni-
ty, competitive advantage and provide more value 
to clients while strengthening client relationships. 
Firms that don’t risk losing clients.

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
Being successful requires an understanding of how 
to productize, market, sell and deliver your CAS 
offering. Jirav, as an example, is an FP&A solution 
that leverages technology, integrations, pre-built 
templates and reports to automate or speed up 
deliverables that are traditionally fulfilled by 
fractional CFOs via spreadsheets. Technology offers 
scale and margin but the critical step to success is 
in how a firm brings CAS to market. Jirav and  
CPA.com partnered to go beyond the technology 
and provide the expertise, playbooks and insights 
for firms to succeed.

Jirav is a modern FP&A solution purpose-built for 
accounting firms. Leveraging integrations with GL and 
payroll systems, templated reports and driver-based 
models, FP&A can be delivered faster, more accurately, 
and without the staffing requirements of the traditional 
approach to FP&A. The Jirav goal is to expedite the 
firm’s journey to offering scalable, world-class advisory 
services driving growth and competitive advantage. 
Partnered with CPA.com and working with over 1,500 
firms and direct clients, we’ve curated the best practices 
allowing us to offer both the technology and strategic 
insights for building a successful FP&A practice. For 
more information, visit www.jirav.com.

‘There are the obvious 
desires: time freed up; 
a stronger bottom line; 
a reduction in errors; 
improved efficiency; 
smarter competitive 
advantages. All of 
these things can be 
accomplished through 
CAS ... .’
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Honkamp Krueger & Co. in Hiawatha, Iowa. “So, looking 
for those specific skill sets, looking for somebody that 
used to work for a company in that type of practice or 
industry that we’re focusing on. More narrow. So, we’re 
not just looking for people with a resume that looks 
great, we’re actually looking for a person with a resume 
that has the things that we need in order to be fitting into 
the client base.”

Continued Kunz, “We have been very open to hiring 
people that are not traditional accountants. … You have 
to advise on something that is on the operational side 
and that’s not something we get sometimes working as 
tax accountants and auditors. We’re seeing it from the 
compliance end.”

Have the right technology
For the accounting practice of the future to successfully 
and effectively provide CAS, having the right technology 
in place is imperative. This means implementing cloud-
based solutions (i.e, having core accounting, payroll, tax 
and practice management software in the cloud); 
ensuring that solutions efficiently integrate and commu-
nicate with each other; reaping the benefits of automa-
tion; and prioritizing tools that facilitate proactive, 
forward-looking advice.

Having the right technology enables firms to develop 
more effective processes within the CAS practice, and 
attract and retain the right staff. This starts with identify-
ing the firm’s focus and reviewing processes.

“Narrow down where your focus is going to be. Identify 
[if you] are going to be midmarket or down-market 
focused. Look for the right general ledger, accounting 
packages that are going to suit the needs of your ideal 
clients, and then think about the other preaccounting 
processes, such as expense management and AP, that 
are going to need to be part of your service offering. And 
then think about your strategy around payroll and what 
other type of solutions that industry you’re serving may 
require,” suggested Merhib of CPA.com. He also  
highlighted the importance of doing your homework, 
which includes talking with peers and vendors, and 
turning to industry associations and groups for  
additional tools and resources.

CPA.com, for instance, recently added Jirav, a devel-
oper of business planning software for small and 
midsized companies, to its lineup of preferred cloud 
solutions for the accounting profession. Jirav has 
developed a financial planning and analysis solution that 
is designed to unify forecasting, budgeting, reporting and 
dashboarding. In addition, firms can save time by 
automating the monthly reporting process.

“Over the past five years, client advisory services has 
grown exponentially as firms embrace the move to 
higher-value engagements,” said Erik Asgeirsson, 
president and CEO of CPA.com, in a statement announc-

ing the strategic partnership. “Jirav is the perfect comple-
ment to our existing tech stack for CPA firms. Small and 
midsized companies typically lack sophisticated business 
forecasting and strategic planning capabilities, yet 
smarter, informed decision-making is more critical than 
ever as the economy moves toward recovery. CPA firms, 
as part of their trusted advisor role, can offer clients 
great value by giving them more actionable information 
to guide those decisions.”

Advised Ruesch of Bill.com, “AP, AR, financial state-
ment preparation and general ledger management are 
among the most common CAS starting points — but, 
more importantly, any new tools under consideration 
should be reflective of the firm’s key services, needs of 
clients, and the time-saving, efficiency and customer 
service goals of both parties.” 

She continued, “When you’re considering which 
technologies to implement first, I’d recommend taking a 
full stock of your daily processes — what is being done 
manually? What takes longer than it should? How does 
that process connect to other processes? Where are the 
biggest bottlenecks in your processes? Where is the most 

potential for error or fraud? Where can you eliminate 
steps? Where do you struggle finding qualified staff?”

AccountantsWorld’s Patil agrees that firms must first 
review their processes and said, “The technology is a 
means of delivering your difference. To make that 
happen, first you definitely need to look at the process 
end to end; not just one process but multiple processes.”

Furthermore, in his book, Patil outlines some points 
that firms should consider when defining their core CAS 
tech stack. These include, but are not limited to:

 Think of which software/applications a CAS-fit 
business needs to do accounting, payroll, tax, customer 
service and human resources management. Make sure 
each example of such software is in the cloud, preferably 
with built-in workflows.

 Make sure your core tech stack is compatible with 
your client’s business-specific software (e.g., restaurant 
management, ERP, etc.).

 The tech stack should be able to adapt to the 

Spotlight on

Sage Intacct
Kevin Cumley
Senior director,  
Accountants Program

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
It is extremely important, as 
CAS today is similar to when 

PCs and accounting software first happened for 
small and midsized businesses in the 1980s and 
1990s, revolutionizing the way accounting was 
performed. The cloud, and solutions like Sage 
Intacct, have created another wave of revolution for 
how accounting is delivered, and increased the level 
of value provided to all stakeholders. This opportu-
nity is huge, possibly the largest our profession will 
see in the next decade, and firms embracing CAS 
are seeing big returns that will continue well into 
the future.

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
The Sage Intacct Accountants Program enables 
progressive firms to deliver high-value accounting 
and strategic advisory services that help all 
stakeholders grow and succeed. We advise firms on 
developing a business plan, provide in-depth 
enablement on building a successful CAS practice, 
deliver extensive product training and certifications, 
show them proven practice methodologies, give 
guidance on marketing and sales, and ongoing 
support. We also have a dedicated team of 
professionals including CPAs with real-life expertise 
in CAS that provide ongoing consultation to our 
partners for long term success.

Sage is the global market leader for technology that 
provides small and medium businesses with the visibility, 
flexibility, and efficiency to manage finances, opera-
tions, and people. With our partners, Sage is trusted by 
millions of customers worldwide to deliver the best cloud 
technology and support. Our years of experience mean 
that our colleagues and partners understand how to 
serve our customers and communities through both the 
good and the more challenging times. We are here to 
help, with practical advice, solutions, expertise, and 
insight.  Find out more at www.sage.com/en-us/ and 
www.sageintacct.com.

‘The technology is a 
means of delivering  
your difference. To make 
that happen, first you 
definitely need to look at 
the process end to end; 
not just one process but 
multiple processes.’
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process needs of your clients, and not result in significant 
changes in processes at your client’s end.

Said Kurt Krueger, principal at The CPA Group in 
Monett, Missouri, whose firm leverages such technology 
as Accounting Power by AccountantsWorld, “For us, [CAS] 
has opened up another revenue stream. Fortunately, with 
some of the moves we’ve made in technology, we’ve 
opened up hours on some of those staff members and 
this allows us a way to fill up those hours.”

Pricing and marketing
How can firms of the future appropriately price CAS? This 
boils down to aligning value and pricing. Enter value 
pricing.

“Understand the value that you are delivering, the 
problems that you’re solving, or the results that you’re 
producing for these clients by getting involved with them 
and delivering this engagement. What is the value? And 
you should be able to quantify that, and if you can’t, I 
think there’s a larger issue. So, once you’re able to work 
with the client to identify the value that’s being delivered, 
then base the overall price of your engagement around 
that. Absolutely fixed price, nothing by the hour at all, 
period,” said Cumley of Sage Intacct. “I always recom-
mend offering several different options [or tiered packag-
es]. … People like to have choices. Again, it’s not always 
a one-size-fits-all.”

Most industry sources agree that adopting a value- 
pricing model benefits both accountants and their 
clients. In fact, accountants said the top benefits of value 
pricing include transparency (64 percent), demonstrating 
the value of firm expertise (60 percent), and a lack of 
billing surprises (59 percent), according to the report by 
Bill.com, CPA.com and Hinge Research Institute. As the 
report noted, this improves the customer experience and 
“creates accountability, establishes reliability, and 
showcases the shared knowledge of accounting firm 
professionals.”

Honkamp Krueger, for example, has adopted a pricing 
model that enables clients to select the right service 
package that fits their needs.

“What we do is we say we’re going to set the initial 
pricing at these three different levels and allow the 
customer to pick the option, always including the 
baseline essentials they’re going to need — that is going 
to be tax returns, sales tax and and compliance, and the 
monthly financial statements, which we require. … We 
feel it is important to have good, current and accurate 
financial statements to be always planning and looking 
ahead,” said Kunz. 

Kunz noted that each year clients are able to review 
the service packages and either stay within their current 
package or lock in a new service package for the 
following year.

To help market its services, Honkamp Krueger focuses 

on outcome-based marketing within its niche industries, 
such as dental practices, for example.

“You are deep in what you know about that industry. 
And it’s not just accounting or taxes, it’s really under-
standing the business practice, contractual stuff, maybe 
even the software integration between the practice 
management and accounting or scheduling,” Kunz said. 
“So, when you get deep on that you understand what the 
problems are if I’m a business owner. … So, we are trying 
to focus not on what we do and here’s all of our service 
listings, but initially talking with them, whether it’s 
website, social media or just initially in person, [about 
how we can help and our successes in that industry].”

Meanwhile, Durham, North Carolina-based Stephens & 
Nashland CPAs is working toward developing a three-
tiered service offering and will promote those packages, 
without specific prices, on its website.

“From there, once we qualify a prospect and run 
through the whole sales call with them and find out what 
is going on, what their pain points are, and what their 

value drivers are, that’s when we would construct an 
actual proposal and deliver it to them,” said vice presi-
dent Scott Nashland.

Added firm president Steven Nashland, “We’re still 
emerging from a dual world of the old way of hourly 
billing. We charge you based on our rate times the time 
we spent. … This last year, we went to a product called 
Practice Ignition. … And we set up a vast majority, well 
over 90%, of our business clients on fixed-priced billing 
for the year.” When establishing the fixed pricing, the firm 
takes into account such factors as volume of transac-
tions, complexity, etc.

When it comes to marketing, external marketing might 
first come to mind. However, it is important not to 
underestimate the importance of getting firm buy-in and 
to market CAS internally within the firm. 

“Productize your offering because otherwise it gets 
confusing very quickly on how this service is differentiat-

Spotlight on

Dext
Paul Lodder
Domain product expert

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
The accounting firm of the 
future needs to be more 
proactive and work more 

closely with their clients. A key objective of CAS is 
to position your firm as more than just an account-
ing and taxation provider. Accounts and tax are 
extremely important, but with advancement in 
technology, you can now be a comprehensive CAS 
firm that provides a wide range of outsourced 
services that are necessary for running a business 
efficiently and effectively. This ultimately allows you 
to help your clients achieve their personal and 
business goals.

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
Dext provides the tools to accountants that are 
needed to deploy CAS. A profitable and streamlined 
CAS offering can only be successful when you are 
automating as many of the processes as possible. 
This is where Dext fits in. With Dext, you can act as 
the outsourced accounting department for your 
clients. The AI and machine learning in Dext, 
alongside the invaluable insights that Dext provides, 
ensures that you can not only expand your CAS 
offering but also accelerate the services that you 
provide to your clients.

Dext is the essential productivity platform for account-
ing and bookkeeping practices. Dext puts powerful tools 
at your fingertips for real-time and accurate insights to 
help your firm be more productive and profitable. Keep 
your data in one place to automatically check, catego-
rize, and analyze it so you can provide real-time 
financial insights on the businesses you look after. Dext 
integrates with all major accounting software providers 
— Xero, Quickbooks, Sage, and more — so you can too.

‘Understand the value 
that you are delivering, 
the problems that you’re 
solving, or the results that 
you’re producing for these 
clients ... . What is the 
value? And you should be 
able to quantify that, and 
if you can’t, I think there’s 
a larger issue.’
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What your clients say

We were able to take three different reporting systems and 
merge them, where now we have 100% of the transactions 
imported into QuickBooks. Using Dext Commerce just makes 
visibility of profit and loss so much more accurate for us.”

Hudson Valley Brewery

‘‘

How it works 
Scan the QR code below to watch 
a short walkthrough video

www.dext.com

Benefits
Commerce
with Greenback

Make managing online sales data simple – and start taking on 
more clients managing sales data from digital and POS sales. 

Get sales data 
line-by-line. 
Plug into the largest 

ecommerce sites, seller 
marketplaces and POS platforms 
from Amazon to Shopify, Stripe 
to PayPal and get all the data in 
one place, in the same format. 

Get client tax  
ready for digi-
tal. 

Dext Commerce helps you 
correctly assign tax rates at 
point of sale and assess cut-
off periods in order to remain 
compliant – domestically and 
internationally. 

Get accurate  
reporting data. 

We know that accurate reporting 
– with data that really means 
something – is difficult in this 
sector. Dext Commerce enables 
you to automatically exports real-
time reports, removing the need 
for journal entries to account for 
sales or to gross them up.
. 
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ed and the value. That ties back to how you price and 
this being a true advisory service. So, that’s one,” 
explained CPA.com’s Merhib. “The other is, for the leaders 
of CAS practices, to market internally. There’s going to be 
a lot of education to your peers, to partners, and other 
practice areas, and staff, and firm leadership understand-
ing what this is. Once you help with that internal educa-
tion and learning curve, those are going to be some of 

your best referrals and your best network of new business 
opportunities coming from relationship managers within 
your firms.”

Clearly, CAS is proving to be a foundational shift for 
the accounting profession, and shows no signs of slowing.

Said Cumley, “I don’t have any question in my mind 
that CAS not only is the highest growth area today, but it 
is going to be well into the future.” AT

Spotlight on

Right Networks
Roman Kepczyk
Director of firm  
technology strategy

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
Client accounting and 
advisory services is driving 

the future growth of the accounting profession as 
traditional compliance services are continuously 
being disintermediated by the automation of 
accounting, tax and business information process-
ing. CAAS provides greater value to the firm’s clients 
as it focuses on actually improving the client’s 
business and being proactive/forward looking which 
is what clients want and need, versus the mundane 
task of reporting after the fact. Firms that embrace 
CAAS at the core will improve not only their clients’ 
businesses, but also their own!

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
Right Networks is supporting the profession’s 
evolution towards CAAS by hosting the IT compo-
nents of both the firm and their clients together in 
the cloud so they can securely collaborate in real 
time. The Right Networks hosting platform allows 
both firms and clients to continue to utilize applica-
tions they know and love along with those that may 
have transitioned to a vendor’s cloud application, 
while also providing the technical support, data 
backups and disaster recovery which is woefully 
inadequate in most firm’s IT infrastructure today.

Right Networks is the preeminent accounting platform 
for accounting, tax, bookkeeping firms and small 
businesses, bringing together industry-leading cloud-
based accounting technology, data sharing and 
collaboration, productivity tools and world-class 
guidance and support. Clients can securely access their 
systems anytime and from anywhere, increase and 
enhance client collaboration, offer new services, and 
gain access to tools and support systems to become 
more productive and profitable. Right Networks helps 
over 6,000 accounting firms, 50,000 small businesses, 
and 210,000 users run their businesses better every day 
and has forged partnerships with the industry’s most 
respected companies. Learn more about Right Networks 
at https://www.rightnetworks.com.

Growing your client accounting services practice can be 
challenging. Competition is increasing, and simply 
reducing your rates compared to the other guy just isn’t a 
profitable business model. If you want to increase revenue 
for your CAS practice, you may need to rethink your entire 
strategy. Here are seven tips you can use to increase your 
revenue and margins for your CAS practice.

1. Find your niche
Many CAS practices start by taking on any client regard-
less of industry, fee tolerance or complexity. This ap-
proach means your client base could include businesses 
as diverse as an internet retailer, a law firm, an organic 
farm, a veterinary practice or a construction company.

While it is possible to build a successful practice as a 
CAS generalist, it comes with costs: lack of differentiation, 
lack of perceived value-add, and commoditization of 
services. There are always going to be providers that can 
be nimbler and have lower overhead than traditional CPA 
firms. If your only differentiator is a price, you will lose.

This is why many of the market-leading CAS providers 
start out as single-niche practices. As you become an 
industry veteran, you’ll know the metrics that are most 
important to your industry sector and be able to replicate 
these offerings as your practice grows.

After declaring your niche and developing a profitable 
client base, consider adding an additional industry 
vertical. You can do so organically or by acquiring 
another practice or practice leader with deep experience 
and connections in the vertical you’d like to pursue.

2. Create a growth plan
Even if you’ve been a tax or audit practitioner for many 
years, starting a CAS practice is a different ballgame. You 
will need to start with short- and long-term goals.

Depending on your desired audience and market 
conditions, many startup CAS practices aim for clients to 
bring in $3,000 to $5,000 per month, allowing you to 

reach an annual run rate of $300,000 with only five 
$5,000-per-month engagements! After reaching that first 
goal, you may want to double first-year revenues in year 
two and choose something less aggressive for years three 
through five. Keep in mind, as your practice doubles, your 
team will get more efficient, so increasing revenue at this 
rate probably won’t require doubling your staff.

3. Think like a general manager
In an industrial model, general managers were concerned 
with engineering, manufacturing, product design, quality 
control, sales and marketing, and profitability. In the 
world of CAS, those elements correlate to technology, 
operational efficiency, effectiveness, client satisfaction, 
revenue generation and profitability.

Technology is all about optimizing your tech stack. This 
includes your general ledger platform, accounts payable, 
accounts receivable, payroll and probably document 
management and workflow tools. Operational efficiency 
is all about making it easy for your team to close the 
month for clients, deliver financials, and offer advice and 
support. Product design is all about delivering the right 
service offerings for your key clients.

In the context of CAS, quality is all about procedures 
and checklists for ensuring procedures are followed. 
Whether your revenues are driven by a business develop-
er or a partner, you should implement and manage a 
pipeline. You’ll also need to make sure the content on 
your website and social media platforms will attract 
prospects looking for your services.

Finally, make sure you price your engagements 
appropriately. CAS should be one of the most profitable 
segments of your advisory service line. If your margins or 
net fees per client aren’t where you’d like them to be, you 
may need to raise your rates or look at the cost of your 
labor. While no general manager directly manages all 
these areas, it is essential they ensure these areas of the 
business deliver the desired results.

7 ways to boost your CAS revenue 

By Edward D. Warren

Accounting firms may need to rethink their entire strategy
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Spotlight on

Botkeeper
Deneen Dias
Vice president of 
strategic partnerships

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
Forward-thinking firms 
recognize the benefits that 

come from managing their clients’ transactional 
data. This data allows them to consult with clients 
weekly/monthly! Forward-looking analysis of the 
data allows for forecasting, benchmarking and 
budgeting services. These analytics spark such rich 
business discussions and are proving to be a very 
profitable advisory monthly service. It’s an exciting 
time as firms think about how to use this data 
because everything starts with a transaction, and I 
believe CAS will be more valuable/profitable to a 
firm than audit/tax in the future.

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
Botkeeper is the engine inside firms, we are part of 
their tech stack with QBO/Xero that allows firms to 
say yes to taking on more bookkeeping clients. Our 
machines code transactions in nanoseconds, so 
firms no longer have to worry about getting clients’ 
books closed on time (and it’s done consistently, 
timely and accurately). Firms are telling us that we 
are freeing up their talent from the less profitable, 
mundane, and time-consuming tasks, allowing the 
accounting staff time to focus and grow the more 
profitable advisory services.  

Botkeeper is a leading automated bookkeeping solution 
that provides accounting firms and their clients a 
powerful combination of skilled accountants, machine 
learning, and artificial intelligence. The various packages 
provide full-suite bookkeeping and preaccounting 
solutions, a consolidated platform consisting of tools to 
optimize firm processes, and the highest quality support, 
all designed to meet our clients’ unique needs at any 
stage of growth. Accounting firms running on Botkeeper 
are able to grow their book of business, diversify their 
service offerings, increase capacity, and reduce stress 
during tax time — all while improving their overhead 
costs. 

4. Create a sales and marketing plan
Since the entry-level client CAS market is dominated by 
low-cost providers, CPA firm-based and independent CAS 
firms led by CPAs should focus on the middle and 
premium tiers. Regardless of which vertical you choose to 
pursue, you must provide the requisite perceived value to 
maintain your target pricing and margins.

You’ll need to determine which marketing tactics work 
best for your practice, your market, and your chosen area 
of specialty. According to Bonnie Buol Ruszczyk of BBR 
Companies, it is important to start with a strategic 
marketing plan that identifies your ideal markets, sets 
measurable objectives, and identifies the tactics you will 
use to reach your preferred audience. You must also make 
sure you have someone who can execute and reevaluate 
your plan as you grow.

5. Find a staffing model
It is important to determine not just how you will deliver 
the services, but who will do the work. Since client 
accounting services are often priced at lower rates than 
typical tax and audit work, it is often not practical to have 
senior staff members take care of the day-to-day 
activities. Many practices have benefited from offshoring 
the routine tasks like processing invoices, accounts 
receivable and payable, expense coding, and bank and 
credit card reconciliations. Some have even moved more 
complicated controllership tasks overseas.

6. Document your processes
Going back to our first tip, this is where developing an 
area of specialty can really pay off, since it allows you to 

develop a uniform approach to your chart of accounts, 
revenue recognition and inventory valuation.

Ryan Lazanis, creator of the “Future Firm Accounting” 
podcast and blog, notes that the key to scaling a cloud 
accounting practice is to have a defined business model 
with a defined customer base. You should create produc-
tized services, and you must have mapped processes.

Documenting processes is an important first step, but 
building and scaling an effective and efficient CAS 
practice requires moving beyond sheer documentation. It 
involves hiring the right team members and leaders and 
evaluating the best tools for the job.

7. Be anticipatory
Daniel Burrus, author of “The Anticipatory Organization,” 
says technology is dividing the world into disrupters and 
the disrupted. The disrupters are firms offering outsourced 
accounting services, helping their clients focus on the 
core competencies. If we accept Burrus’ premise that 
successful organizations embrace “hard trends” (those 
that are certain to prove true in the future), then CAS 
providers should embrace offshoring and automation as 
integral to firm growth and profitability.

Here’s one of the data points from Hinge Marketing’s 
latest research on high-growth firms: 25% of high-growth 
firms have CAS as a service offering (as opposed to 9% of 
low-growth firms). 

If you implement some or all of these tips, you should 
see revenue and margins grow for your CAS practice. AT

Whether you call it CAS, client accounting services, 
outsourced accounting or something else, CAS is one of 
the fastest-growing areas for many accounting firms. The 
CAS Benchmark Survey shows this area is seeing dou-
ble-digit growth in firms — a rate exceeding overall firm 
growth. When automation is added on top of it, it’s like 
taking a rocket ship to the future. CAS is everywhere, but 
not everyone is successful at it; a lot of firms struggle with 
implementation. If that’s you, you’re not alone.

What is CAS, anyway?
The foundation for a successful CAS practice is to 

know what you’re selling. CAS means something a little 
different to most firms, and this confusion is something 
Hitendra Patil, author of “The Definitive Success Guide to 

Client Accounting Services,” picked up on early while 
conducting research for the book. He did an immense 
survey of more than 10,000 accountants and firms on 
client accounting to find a universal definition of CAS.

“Those three words are pretty self-explanatory,” he 
said. “However, it’s often the client who needs to be 
educated on what CAS is.”

If clients think that accounting is business processing, 
you need to change their mind and educate them. 
Month-end, journal entries, depreciation and maybe 
producing financials or even tax — that’s all potentially 
CAS. Tax can be considered part of CAS if the accountant 
is also in the business, looking at the numbers and relying 
on their own record-keeping and financials. Tax is 

Making CAS work

By Jody Padar

If you’re struggling with implementing client accounting services, you’re not alone

Edward D. Warren, MBA, is business development director at 
Dinams. Reach him at ed@dinam.is.
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Spotlight on

Corpay One
Bob Lewis
Senior vice president,
Accountant Channel 
development

How important is CAS to the 
accounting firm of the future?
CAS is indispensable in many 

firms’ strategic growth plans today, and is the 
fastest growing practice area in the profession. 
1. Clients trust accountants: Small businesses trust 
their accountants and recognize their expertise 
adds value and reduces risk in their business.
2. Firm relationships matter: Accountants know 
relationships are their most important capital, and 
delivering regular advice and business value 
solidifies them.
3. Recurring revenue is more valuable: Monthly 
recurring revenue enhances business valuations, 
with other benefits like a steady stream of cashflow 
year-round, and greater client retention is huge too.

With Corpay One, firms can afford to offer 
outsourced bill pay services to clients of any size 
and transaction volume.

How are you helping firms adopt/deploy CAS?
Corpay One helps accountants launch and scale 
their CAS practices. We have dedicated teams to 
help accountants in the full life cycle of their 
relationship with Corpay One, who know the CAS 
business and have real experience working in or 
with accounting firms. Further, we are experts in our 
solutions and help accountants find more efficien-
cies in the way they manage their processes. Is your 
CAS practice ready for a tune up?

Corpay One is a complete solution to automate the bill 
pay and expense reimbursement processes for clients. 
Our value is simply incredible as we have zero monthly 
fees and most transactions are free. Our approval and 
workflow engine empower accountants to help their 
clients focus on what matters and automate the rest. 
And by using the latest technology for integration we 
can sync more data and even documents with Quick-
Books, Xero or Sage Intacct. 

standalone and separate from CAS if the tax preparer 
relies on someone else’s books to compile the tax return.

“If you’re going back and cleaning up someone else’s 
mess, it’s not CAS,” Patil said. “But if you’re the one 
making sure the mess doesn’t happen in the first place, 
it’s CAS.”

CAS and advisory
While many people do not really understand what 
advisory is, how do they determine where advisory comes 
into play with CAS? Is CAS mainly transactional, CFO-
type stuff? Or is there truly room for advisory services, 
too? The good news is yes, there is advisory!

According to Patil, if you view yourself as the business 
accountant (the one on the inside), then you’re seeking to 
learn from the day-to-day accounting. You want to under-
stand the story the numbers tell you so you can communi-
cate it to the business owner. That is advisory. He makes 
an interesting parallel between being a CAS advisor and 
imagining you’re on the client’s board of directors: You 
have the knowledge to help move the company forward, 
to connect the dots, and no one else can do that. That’s 
what being a successful CAS advisor is.

Do you have the CAS mindset? 
What’s a CAS mindset and how do you know if you have 
it? Being in a CAS mindset is thinking like an internal 
management accountant, but for several companies. 
You’re not sitting from within one company — you’re 
sitting on the outside in a public accounting firm. Think of 
it like a corporate CAS practice.

Start by “getting back in touch with your core purpose,” 
Patil said. Get back to that place where you’re not just 
making a living, but where you’re making a positive 
impact on clients’ businesses, he advised.

Doing this requires you and your team to differentiate 
yourselves from what other public accountants are doing. 
Imagine you’re being hired in a corporate accounting 
department: You’ll have to identify and develop the skills 
necessary to be on that kind of team. You will likely need 
to upskill your team, too.

How to develop CAS skills
Young staff aren’t being given the opportunity to develop 
certain skill sets that would enable them to succeed in 
advisory or CAS. Everyone on the team needs to learn to 
communicate, listen, understand, and make recommen-
dations without needing to go through a partner.

Patil recommends a shadow practice. This means any 
time a more experienced CPA or accountant (like a 
manager or partner) is dealing with a client, include two 
staff members who will be processing that client’s work.

“Let them be a fly on the wall,” Patil said. “Don’t say 
anything. No notebooks, no note-taking, nothing. Just 
listen, so they know what the client is asking.”

The next part is where the upskilling really happens. 
When you get back to the office, or off the phone or 
Zoom, ask the staff to write up one page of what they 
learned. Ask them to recap what the partner asked the 
client to do, what their recommendations were, and why 
those recommendations should be put into practice. 
These interactions are more than just information-gather-
ing or passing information back and forth, which is what 
a lot of staff-level accountants are limited to. This helps 
teach them how to have actual conversations!

Patil said that within three or four meetings, “The staff 
will be ready to connect the dots.”

Learning how to communicate is a skill upgrade, for 
sure. It’s on the firm to recognize that this upskilling needs 
to happen with the younger team members. This is how 
everyone can better understand what advisory is, how to 
have productive conversations, how to give recommenda-
tions to clients based on what they’re telling you and 
what you can see in the numbers that they can’t.

The shadow practice also comes in useful considering 
clients now have an expectation for instant answers. It is 
not always possible to provide them, but that doesn’t 
make it less frustrating for clients when they have to wait 
around for a partner to answer something when another 
team member could just as easily do so. They just need to 
be trained to have those conversations. Empower your 
entire team to be closer to the clients.

CAS, change management and tech
Given how much CAS has taken off in the last several 
years, it’s almost a necessity for firms to be on board with 
this. If you’re not offering it, someone else will. If you’re 
not offering it well enough, someone else is. Clients will go 
to whoever can fill their needs. If you want to grow your 
firm, you need to be successful at CAS.

With competition increasing, one of the best ways you 
can get ahead, especially with CAS, is to automate. 
Accountants can’t afford to not automate. Patil has seen 
upwards of a 75% reduction in manual processing of CAS 
workflows when the processes are automated.

“To be competitive in this market, you’ve got to 
leverage technology to the hilt,” he said.

Implementing CAS services is a really great way for 
accountants to make their practices better, grow their 
firms, and adapt and evolve with where the market is 
going. But you also need to recognize what it is that 
you’re trying to build, and help clients know what it is, too. 
You need to understand the roles that skill development, 
automation and change management have in creating 
that successful advisory CAS practice. This doesn’t have 
to be the whole firm, but you know what? If you want to 
take these new processes and workflows and skills to 
everyone, that’s a great plan. AT

Jody Padar, CPA, is vice president of strategy at Botkeeper.
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