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Technology continues to impact the accounting industry, and the way certified public accountants interact with
clients is changing.

Jeremy Thibodeaux is a senior manager in Ericksen Krentel’s accounting and audit
services, where he leads the section’s growth strategies. He has been delving into a
lot of research and looking into technologies that will undoubtedly improve the
industry.

He’s studied data analytics and big data, cybersecurity, artificial intelligence and
blockchain technology. His hope is that technology creates efficiencies with time,
allowing CPAs to offer advisory services to clients on how to save money and
eliminate accounting errors.

What technology has dramatically helped make CPAs’ jobs more efficient?

There’s a wealth of technologies out there that seems to be coming out almost every
single day on how you can analyze this data. It’s allowing us to create better value
for our clients. We’re also doing research into different areas. What we’re finding is
that it’s not just for the accounting industry but all industries. It’s really going to affect every client we’re dealing
with. Firms can streamline their audit processes, which is leading to new ways to service their clients. One of the
technologies is called CCH Audit Accelerator. If a client uses QuickBooks to file their taxes we get an accountant’s
copy of all of their data. We dump it into CCH Audit Accelerator and within five minutes it will spit out a complete
set of audit report papers for us to work off of. So, a process that would take us hours to do now takes five
minutes. That leaves us as CPAs time to dive into the numbers and do a deeper analysis to provide greater insights
for the client. It allows us a different way of looking at the data. It organizes it for you. Due to time constraints with
the old methodology, we never had the time to do deeper dives. The point of it all is there is a revolution going on
on the audit side. We are now bringing value and relevance back to the audit. The client no longer sees it as a
necessary evil.

How does this technology change day-to-day audits for an accountant?

Right now you might have a population of 1,000 different transactions. We can’t analyze that many. There is no
time to do that and it’s not cost effective. With this, you can do it within minutes. It points out some things that it
might consider risky based on algorithms it has running in the background. It will flag certain transactions and say,
“This transaction hit these two accounts and based on the description of the transaction we think it should have
gone to these other two accounts, so you might want to look into this transaction.” It allows you to dive deeper into
the numbers. When you’re talking to clients and presenting reports or interacting with them, you can go so far
beyond the numbers and actually help them with their business. It allows us as CPAs to not just be viewed as
finance people – people that are just concerned with the numbers. We can go into other areas like operations and
risk management. We just didn’t have the capacity to look into those because there was no time.

How does this affect CPA pricing for clients?

There is a bit of a misconception that this technology will allow us to do more efficient audits but that doesn’t really
equate to lower client fees. We’re going to now be able to spend our time doing things that really add value to the
client.

Would it also allow a firm to take on more clients because there is more time?

Yes, so that’s one of the benefits as a firm. It will free up our time to take on more clients. That’s a goal on our end.
Obviously, more efficiency allows for more downtime which lends itself to the ability to take on more work. That
contributes to the bottom line and helps grow the firm. That’s where we are from a business perspective of running
a CPA firm. The main thing is that you go back and forth: servicing your clients and maintaining that you have a
sustainable business as a firm. They go hand in hand because you can’t have one without the other.
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How does new technology change the way clients view CPAs?

I heard a good analogy at a conference I went to that clients have two checkbooks. One of those, they don’t like to
write checks out of: to pay rent, utilities and bills. Nine times out of 10, clients are writing their check to their CPA
firm out of that checkbook because they view their tax return and audit as a compliance thing they have to do that
doesn’t give them any value. The other checkbook is for the fun stuff: things they find value in that they don’t mind
writing checks for. It’s worth it to them. We want to go from the first checkbook to the second checkbook. We’re
moving toward an environment that has continuous auditing instead of just auditing at year’s end or three months
after year’s end. That doesn’t provide clients value.

Looking forward to 2018, are there any more challenges or changes you foresee?

What I’m hearing in all the research I’m doing is that firms actually need to leverage this technology. Firms can’t let
the technology dominate and overwhelm them, causing them to get gridlocked. It’s the firms that leverage it
correctly and scale it to their accounting practice that will benefit from it the most, and their clients will benefit as
well.
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