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Accounting firms have spent the last year rolling out new software to help improve a client’s audit, but that software
is useless without the proper recordkeeping and knowledge to analyze it.

That’s according to Jeremy Thibodeaux, a partner at New Orleans accounting firm Ericksen
Krentel. Last year, Thibodeaux told CityBusiness that technology is dramatically impacting
the accounting industry. He also said the way certified public accountants interact with
clients is changing.

Thibodeaux says those changes have continued to advance with various software programs,
but it’s important for firms and their clients to stick to the basics and further advance their
expertise in Microsoft Excel.

“What we hear a lot is, if you throw technology at garbage data, then the only thing you are
going to get back is garbage data,” Thibodeaux said. “You really have to have the client who has the sophistication
to be able to use it and understand it.”

He said while it’s a hot topic in the industry, expanded technologies is still very much on a case-by-case and client-
by-client basis as it gets adopted.

“Accountants want to provide value to their clients, but they want to do it in a very systematic way that works for
them and their clients,” Thibodeaux said.

How have technologies further advanced over the past year?

Like anything else, as technology advances, the tools become more powerful as people are able to invest in them
even more. Particularly with some of the technology that we’re dealing with – things that are artificial intelligence or
machine learning capabilities – those are going to get more powerful as the technology gets better but they are also
going to get more powerful as firms and clients adapt the technology and are feeding data into them. As the
technology is able to harness that data and learn from it, it can provide better insights. And that’s the whole basis of
A.I. and machine learning, is that it needs the data in order for it to do what it’s supposed to do. As firms adopt it,
and as firms allow their client information to be stored out on the Cloud or on servers for all of this technology, the
more that technology can pull from that data to drive better results.

How are accountants incorporating them into their daily practice?

At least from our experience, and from what we’ve heard as we’ve talked to other firms, it seems like everyone is
doing the same thing. It’s on a case-by-case and client-by-client basis. There is no one-size-fits-all approach to it.
There is certainly no one-size- fits-all technology. Just like you are starting to see new apps on the iPhone, you are
starting to see new startups come out with their own technologies in this space. The more that we can have more
of those kinds of things come in and disrupt and provide us with more options, the better it’s going to be for us
(and) the better we can take a solution and cater it to our clients. And that’s what a lot of people have been doing.
So while a lot of firms are very conscious of incorporating data analytics into their practice, they are not necessarily
incorporating data analytics in every single audit engagement. They are really taking a step back and asking,
“Alright, this technology that we’ve adopted – can it provide the necessary results for a particular client?” It might
be something as simple as maybe the client’s accounting system is not that sophisticated or maybe the client itself is
not that sophisticated. Or maybe the engagement is not that complicated to where data analytics would be more of
a hindrance than a help. Firms want to use it. They want to adopt it. They want to get their clients excited about it.
They also just don’t want to throw it at any problem.

How have data analytics allowed accountants to provide expanded value?

The whole reason to adopt data analytics or these technologies is so that you can take an entire data set and
population from a client and analyze it. The traditional method was that you would sample the population. For a
population of 1,000 items you may take a sample of 50 or 100 and test. Then you would extrapolate those and the
results of those tests over the entire population. To test those 100 items may take you a couple of hours, or
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depending on the test it could take a couple of days. Whereas with data analytics and these technologies, you can
look at the entire population in sometimes a matter of seconds, minutes or hours and get assurance on those 1,000
transactions instead of just 100. That provides so much better insight into what could possibly go wrong. You are
not inferring issues on a population from a sample. You are actually conclusively saying these are the issues in this
1,000 item sample.

How is this helping you take a deeper dive into company financials than ever before to uncover even
more solutions?

You are able to dig deeper into a population but you are able to do it in a much more efficient manner. For
example, for one of our clients, we were revenue testing. We were able to do it based on our expectations that we
set with them in on our conversations. We were able to take what used to be a very labor intensive process on our
end of sampling their revenue transactions, and doing something that used to take us several hours or even days to
do, we were able to sort their data and stratify it on a month by month basis by their 30 or so locations and really
pull out where the anomalies were within their sales data to where we could pinpoint which month and which
location may have had more of the risky transactions in it. While all of these technologies allow you to do things
more efficiently and save time on your tests, there is also a lot of setup you have to do with the data. You have to
get it in the right format, scrub it and clean it up a little bit. Once you get a data set, you are able to trim down that
time. It’s still saving you time but you are still going to have to invest time in it. None of this is very complicated. A
lot of it is just doing simple analytics, but it’s looking at it in different ways and thinking about it in different ways.
You don’t need some high-powered software or technologies to do some of this stuff. It’s just in how you approach
it.

What challenges have you faced in using new technologies?

A lot of people get overwhelmed by everything that is out there and the pressure to adopt new software and start
using it. You don’t really think about how that software integrates within your firm’s practice. You really have to do
your due diligence and find the right software package that meets your firm’s needs and your client’s needs. It’s not
good to spend thousands and thousands of dollars on new technology software if our clients aren’t sophisticated
enough to provide us the data to be able to use the software. That’s a challenge we’ve found in looking at all of
this. There is some really powerful software out there, but we’ve got small business clients that don’t have
sophisticated accounting systems. So, for us to adopt the technology may be completely useless to us because
clients can’t give us the data to be able to use the software. You don’t need high-powered software. I think that’s
where people fall into a trap. They want to throw technology at a problem instead of stepping back and really
analyzing a problem and finding the appropriate solution. Hopefully part of that solution is adopting an appropriate
size technology, but sometimes it’s not. A lot of people get caught up in the data analytics and want to adopt new
technologies. But a lot of times they can do all of that in (Microsoft) Excel. They just need to spend time learning
those advanced functions within Excel. And a lot of those advanced functions within Excel are more than powerful
enough to provide you with the analysis that you need. People can tend to make things unnecessarily complicated.
Clients get frustrated because you are asking for the same information in a different way. You also need to educate
your clients. Accountants have to tell the clients that the same report they’ve been handing in for 10 years needs to
be turned in in a different format. You have to sit down and take the time to explain it to clients. That’s one of the
biggest challenges firms are facing is that they are not taking the time to explain it to clients about what it is they
are trying to do and why they are trying to do it. And that it will not only benefit the firm and the audit but the client
as well.

Why don’t these types of solutions make the audit cheaper for clients?

Clients may think because the software is making the audit more efficient that the fees should be dropping and get
a cheaper audit, but that’s not necessarily the case. While the audit may be getting more efficient, we’re able to
take all that time and effort and spend time on the things that we really should be spending time on. Now we can
apply them to other things. Adopting the data analytics is about efficiency, but that doesn’t necessarily correlate to
price reduction. These technologies are allowing us as accountants to change our relationship with our clients. We
really develop deeper, longer lasting relationships that aren’t just centered on us coming in once every couple
months or year – it’s really about getting more efficient and being able to analyze the data to be able to understand
their business better. It’s more of a strategic service for the client. The software helps them achieve their strategic
goals, whatever those may be. We’re excited about this because we as an accounting profession – we have created
this compliance attitude. But now, through the use of technology, we are really able to provide them with the value
they should have been given all along and be an adviser with them in their business.
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