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Introduction

Facing inevitable changes can be both daunting and invigorating. The last 
installation of the CPA Innovation Summit focused on anticipation and 
reimagination to put the CPA profession on an exciting path forward. 

This time, we focused on moving from essential to indispensable. 
Collectively travelling to and from the future, we’ve come up with building 
blocks serving to begin our profession’s path toward a bright future. 

Jumping off the identified seeds of future opportunities and impacts 
of the pandemic, CPA Practice Advisor Editor Gail Perry led panelists 
and attendees in a conversation that looked from present to future. 
We reflected upon lessons learned in 2020 about being “essential” and 
its impact on future work and perspective. Then, we took a trip to the 
future with Dan Hood, editor of Accounting Today, who led panelists 
and attendees in envisioning what work and life will be like in 2030 and 
possible critical decisions made along the way that positioned us to be 
indispensable. The goal of taking on both perspectives is to drive formation 
of the foundation of our collective path forward in order to break through 
the fog of uncertainty. We also aim to motivate movement towards our 
indispensable future through analytical conversations while considering 
our work-life balance. 

Among the 167 attendees and eight panelists, collective insights of 1,112 
chat messages were exchanged. Attendees then moved into live video chat 
breakout discussions to dive even deeper into subtopics under the three 
overarching themes: The Way We Can Work, The Skills We Can Perfect, 
and The Tools We Can Harness. Attendees answered strategic questions 
looking at how we might practically achieve our profession’s biggest 
opportunities.

The following pages present the culmination of attendees’ insights and 
detail the various ways in which they have helped co-create this e-book. 
Thank you all for participating enthusiastically and offering a multitude of 
insights contributing to our profession’s collective success.

https://www.slideshare.net/thoodcpa/trends-and-opportunities-facing-cpas-accounting-and-finance-professionals-postcovid
https://cdn.laruta.io/app/uploads/sites/3/2020/09/14102720/From-Essential-to-Indispensable-5-Steps-to-Navigating-the-COVID-19-Storm.pdf
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Our partners

Thank you to our preferred providers in the accounting and technology ecosystem, 
who are partnering with us to imagine the possibilities and co-create the future of the 
profession. Together these companies form the Accounting Ecosystem providers who 
are helping the finance and accounting system be #FutureReady, aware, predictive, and 
adaptive. 

Strategic foresight: 
What can we be certain about?
On Oct. 2, 2020 we started on this journey to reimagine our post-pandemic future. We 
gathered our community with global futurist Daniel Burrus and accounting influencer 
Tom Hood, CPA, CITP, CGMA, to talk about the leading trends facing the profession 
and the Burrus “Science of Certainty,” and how he uses “Hard Trends” to predict future 
trends. In that session with more than 600 attendees, we discussed how much things 
have accelerated since the pandemic began in March 2020 and what opportunities they 
could now see and are most excited about. The results and report are in this link:

Results & report

#FutureReady Resources

http://www.burrus.com
https://www.burrus.com/2020/05/hard-trends-easier-to-identify-than-you-think/
https://www.slideshare.net/thoodcpa/trends-and-opportunities-facing-cpas-accounting-and-finance-professionals-postcovid
http://macpa.org/preferred-provider-futureready-resources/
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Our speakers served as 
conversation starters, 

tackling these compelling 
questions:

From Present to the Future: Where are we now, 
what did you learn, and what’s your future view?

S P E A K E R S :

Rusty Davis, 
CPA, Principal, Davis & 

Associates

Sydney Garmong, 
CPA Office Managing Partner, 

Crowe, LLP

Anoop Mehta, 
CPA, President, SSAI

Gail Perry,  
Editor, CPA Practice Advisor

https://www.linkedin.com/in/rustydaviscpa/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/rustydaviscpa/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/rustydaviscpa/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/lexykessler/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/anoop-mehta-2741ab1b/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/anoop-mehta-2741ab1b/
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From Future to Present: Where will you be in 10 
years, a “back-to-the-future” view?

S P E A K E R S :

Jessica McClain,
CPA, Controller, Brand USA

Avonette Blanding, 
CPA, CFO, Maritime Applied 

Physics

Chris Benson,
CPA, Principal, L. K. Benson & 

Company

Dan Hood, 
Editor, Accounting Today

https://www.linkedin.com/in/lexykessler/
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In the live chat, we asked attendees …

What have been some unexpected results that came out of the pandemic?
and

What do you think will be the best and longest impact of the pandemic?

Comparing these two questions, we saw a lot of similarities between what CPAs have 
noticed today in our work, and what we expect will remain the same in the future (and 
thus has been changed forever!) 

Here’s what the community said:
 

Unexpected 
results Longest impact

More creativity

Ability to work from afar 
/ abroad

More productivity

More casual and friendly 
relations

Normalizing remote work

More personal time

More comfort at home

More time at home

Save money

More planning

Automation

More tech savvy

Human touch, more car-
ing and empathy

Hybrid, flexible work 
model

Adaptability

Convenience

More flexibility

Going global

Better work-life balance

Closer and deeper con-
nections

Exercise and healthy eat-
ing

No commute

More accessibility

Environmentally 
friendly
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In the live chat, we asked attendees …

What will you take with you and do more of in the future?

Here’s what the community said:

“Flexibility is the key. I will choose to work from home more.”

– Mary Aldrich-Knight

“More casual, more human, more empathy for others, more connections.” 

– Tom Hood

“Traditions and practices we were ‘chained to’ will be broken, and that flexibility will be 
key to success.” 

– Stacey Milbourne

“The pandemic has introduced a human element that was not there before. I LOVE this 
and hope it doesn’t go away.”

– Sona Akmakjian

“Maintaining long-distance relationships 

– Zooms with long-distance family and friends.” – Jan Williams

“More cloud and automation to allow focus on human interaction and higher level 
services.”

– Tom Hood

“Future takeaways: Helping the young adults be prepared for tough times. The kids of 
9-11 and the housing crash have different perspectives than other generations, but 
learned lessons I’d love to hear how they are coping with these days.”

– Susan Jeter



9

“Technology will change 
everything and the profession 
will be digitized.”

“Take over the world.” 

“Helping others live better 
lives financially.” 

“Leverage the virtual platform 
to balance work and play.” 

“Probably doing what I like 
doing — helping clients and 
(hopefully!) getting paid for 
it. Helping my friends and 
neighbors is fulfilling and 
getting paid is a great benefit, 
too.”

In the live chat, we asked attendees…

What will you be doing in 10 years, if you can make as much change in the next 10 
years as you made in the last eight months?

Here’s what the community said:

“Retired, but looking for ways 
to continue to contribute to the 
profession.” 

“More data analytics and tech 
application along with more 
‘success skills’ (not soft skills).” 

“Working to improve outcomes 
in my community.”

“Living in my purpose.”
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What future opportunities are you 
most excited about?

Below is a mindmap of the biggest themes shared by attendees. 

The way we 
can work:

The skills 
we can 
perfect:

The tools 
we can 

harness:

 � Being indispensable
 � Geographic barriers removed
 � Digital Transformation
 � Changes in generational leadership
 � Remote-first workforce and culture
 � Expanded customer base

 � Anticipation
 � Trendspotting
 � Strategic Thinking
 � Collaboration
 � Being value-added advisors
 � Working alongside automation
 � Creation of new services
 � Continuous Process improvement
 � Accelerated Learning
 � Building a culture of significance

 � Advancements in cloud computing
 � AI/ML capabilities
 � RPA - Automated bookkeeping
 � Big data and analytics tools
 � New virtual platforms and 

collaboration tools
 � Enhanced online payments
 � Online & Blended Learning
 � Blockchain

 � Greater diversity, equity, and inclusion
 � Rebranding CPAs as trusted strategists
 � Expanded talent pool
 � Business model transformation
 � Value pricing and subscription models
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Moving from “essential” 
to “indispensable”

After the two panel conversations, attendees were split into nine breakout rooms. There, 
attendees addressed how to approach the process of moving from being essential to 
being indispensable, and the following pages reflect their brainstormed thoughts and 
approaches.

The way we can work 

Breakout Room #1: Digital transformation 

Breakout Room #2: Rebranding CPAs as trusted strategist 

Breakout Room #3: Being indispensable 

The skills we can perfect 

Breakout Room #4: Being value-added advisors 

Breakout Room #5: Working alongside automation 

Breakout Room #6: Continuous process improvement 

The tools we can harness 

Breakout Room #7: Advancements in cloud computing 

Breakout Room #8: Artificial intelligence / machine learning 

Breakout Room #9: Big Data and analytics 
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The way we can work
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Breakout Room #1:
Digital transformation 

Facilitator(s):
Safesend - Mike Cuffle
SECU- Irwin Weinstein

Imagined outcomes and results: 
 Digital transformation is happening right before our eyes, and it is pivotal now 

more than ever to ride the wave of discovery and change. In the coming years, we 
anticipate more successful hybrid work environments, catering toward the virtual 
while also having more flexibility back “in the office.” Firm digital transformation 
will make us more productive, less stressed, and more profitable as we improve 
capacity.

Barriers to overcome: 
 � How might we introduce new technology to clients and staff?
 � How might we curve skepticism?
 � How might we better listen to one another?
 � How might we aid those who are less comfortable with tech?
 � How might we create technology roadmaps for staff?

How do we accomplish / implement this?
 � Adopt suitable technologies.
 � Be curious and willing to learn.
 � Listen and educate.
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Breakout Room #2: 
Rebranding CPAs as trusted strategist
 
Facilitator(s):

cpa.com- Brian Siet
CPA Charge - Amy Mann

Imagined outcomes and results:
 CPAs work in the best interest of our clients; it is imperative that we work toward 

developing strategies to rebrand and, in turn, build trust. Machines produce 
results, but humans provide reasoned judgment, experience, and insights. In 
today’s financial and social climate, we must constantly shift our focus to the 
future in order to provide clients with the most valuable insights.

Barriers to overcome: 
 � How might we create attitudes working toward change management?
 � How might we avoid simply going back to the way it “used to be”?
 � How might we encourage advising?
 � How might we rebuild business culture to be more collaborative?
 � How might we reinvent ourselves to be more forward-looking?

How do we accomplish / implement this?
 � See where the market is heading, the industry trajectory, make a plan, implement 

it, measure it. 
 � Use case studies, share success stories.
 � You have to sell the benefits to being a trusted strategist. There will always be 

some people who don’t want that kind of work, but there are others who might 
just not understand what it means or what it will look like. 
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Breakout Room #3: 
Being indispensable

Facilitator(s):
ADP- Laura Jansen
Thomson Reuters- Will Hill

Imagined outcomes and results:
Acknowledgement and appreciation of hard work are always validating to those 
dedicated in their field. We must develop tools and strategies to ensure that 
our work is seen by clients as indispensable in order to retain both employees 
and clients. We must shift from a compliance role to an advisory role. We must 
operate through the lens of the customer and commit to being as dedicated to 
reaching their goals as they are. In supporting our clients, we increase our value.

Barriers to overcome: 
 � How might we combat fear?
 � How might we create a business culture that is more open?

How do we accomplish / implement this?
 � Looking at what we will risk if we do not make the investment. 
 � The first step is to know yourself and if you are indeed risk-averse. 
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The skills we can perfect
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Breakout Room #4: 
Being value-added advisors

Facilitator(s): 
Sage - Ed Kless
Xero - Michael Soby

Imagines outcomes and results:
To continue as value added advisors for our clients, we need to adapt to both 
changes and clients through adopting positive outlooks and continual learning. 
By working toward the following, we imagine more satisfaction in our work and 
more client recognition of worth in services provided by us, as well as expansion 
and growth in our own business and in the industry. 

Barriers to overcome:
 � How might we adapt to changes and clients in a positive way?

How do we accomplish / implement this?
 � More quality conversations with clients. 
 � Openness to learning from others in the industry through creating a great 

professional network. 
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Breakout Room #5: 
Working alongside automation

Facilitator(s): 
Avalara - Sona Akmakjian
Accountants World- Div Bhansali

Imagined outcomes and results:
Working alongside automation is an inevitable part of the industry’s evolution. 
We envision that by embracing this reality and the following answers posed 
by attendees, we will see three dimensional growth — new service areas and 
value, increased efficiency, and increased quality and satisfaction in work for 
both clients and employees. As well as cultivation of a better work environment, 
we will be quicker in adapting to change with consideration of work/life balance. 
Accuracy and scalability of services will improve as a result of automation 
integration. 

Barriers to overcome:
 � How might we see changes as an opportunity?
 � How might we use leaders to prepare everyone for changes?
 � How might we cultivate an environment of adaptability and understanding?
 � How might we inspire people to embrace change?

How do we accomplish / implement this?
 � Shifting resources into more exciting areas, such as data, robotics, and planning. 
 � Positing automation as an exciting opportunity.
 � Proving that automation works, seeing value in the solutions and how it will 

improve results.
 � Hybrid approach of integrating people issues and technical issues by focusing on 

people first and then using technology solutions.
 � Recognising that automation will allow for us to focus on people. 
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Breakout Room #6: 
Continuous process improvement

Facilitator(s): 
Prophix- Wayne Slater
Dext- Keith Bateman

Imagined outcomes and results: 
Continuous process improvement is what propels us forward in providing 
quality services to our clients. Through addressing the following, we envision 
improvement made by finding solutions that achieves the intended results in 
solving problems. Along with utilisation of new technology to create efficiencies 
in not only the process, but our teams as well thus increasing morale and 
productivity. 

Barriers to overcome:
 � How might we inspire new ways of thinking?
 � How might we encourage flexibility in people’s mindsets?
 � How might we incorporate new voices and ideas in the evolution of this 

profession?
 � How might we forge trusting relationships?

How do we accomplish / implement this?
 � Thinking outside the box and reinventing the way processes “have always been 

done.”
 � Keeping an open mind and asking for feedback on process changes. 
 � Taking advantage of technology as much as possible. 
 � Providing support and an environment for innovators and creatives to thrive 

within our organisations. 
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The tools we can harness
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Breakout Room #7: 
Advancements in cloud computing

Facilitator(s):
Vic.AI - Todd Robinson
Intuit- Jasen Stein

Imagined outcomes and results:
With advancements in cloud computing, we expect a more seamless and efficient 
technology support that will support our businesses in the future. When we allow 
technology to be more efficient, we also allow ourselves to revert back to being reliable 
and trusted advisors. By keeping the following in mind, it will save us a lot of time, grant 
us superiority in security, and provide us with the best ability to scale. 

Barriers to overcome:
 � How might we maintain the ability to integrate with other applications?
 � How might we devote the right amount of time in order to investigate and 

implement changes in the cloud?

How might we accomplish/ implement this?
 � Find out where your vendors are in the SOC compliance model.
 � Partner with the right tech vendors that will support you and your services best.
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Breakout Room #8: 
Artificial intelligence / machine learning

Facilitator(s): 
MindBridge- John Colthart
Botkeeper- Enrico Palmerino

Imagined outcomes and results:
Being able to focus on the type of work that is the most mentally stimulating, 
what people need the most, and what will make the biggest difference are the 
key ingredients to a successful future with artificial intelligence. By focusing on 
these ideas, along with the following points, we foresee that we will be able to 
provide added value to our clients. 

Barriers to overcome: 
 � How might we bridge the generational gap?
 � How might we overcome the fear of change?
 � How might we learn to adapt quickly?

How will we accomplish/ implement this?
 � It is okay to change. It is okay to fail.
 � Curious in the hiring process how to identify people who have a mindset of being 

adaptable (how to identify those traits in people).
 � Push non-valued work off to the “machine.”
 � Enabling the existing team to enact change.
 � If you want to change / evolve, bring in people who are different than the current 

culture. Communicate the value; permission to fail.
 � Technology.
 � Technology is also changing as a response to societal shifts. An interesting 

feedback loop (because tech also catalyzes societal shift) .
 � Giving employees back time — to learn something new or work on something 

they don’t usually have time for.
 � Collaboration.
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Breakout Room #9: 
Big Data and analytics
Facilitator(s):

Engineered Tax Services- Heidi Henderson
ByteChek- Jeff Cook

Imagined outcomes and results:
Big data and analytics will be able to predict future outcomes that we can use to 
have more relevant and customized products that better suit our clients needs. 
In order to do this, we must have better information for strategic planning, better 
preparation for lending and equity requests, as well as better communication 
through alternative methods of presentation. From this, and from the following, 
we will be able to provide more valuable information for customers and clients. 

Barriers to overcome:
 � How might we find the right talent/professionals who know how to use these 

tools and get the most out of them?
 � How might we make sure everyone is on board and comfortable with new 

technology and the information it provides?
 � How might we overcome the fear that CPA will be less important, have less work, 

etc.?
 � How might we track the cost of training and/or the hiring of a skilled employee?
 � How might we improve our and Senior Management’s knowledge of this 

technology?
 � How might we dispel the belief that jobs are being eliminated, instead of up-

skilled?
 � How might we find ways to be creative while using data and analytics?
 � How might we make time or create a position with the time to spend to learn and 

potentially fail fast? 
 � How might we ensure that we have a high level management champion to keep 

the project on track?
 � How might we confidently take inventory of current organization data and take 

those first steps?

How might we accomplish / implement this? 
 � In the earlier session, there were several comments about changing/updating the 

accounting curriculum at universities. I agree. We also need to educate ourselves 
and clients.
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Next Steps?

How to engage your people with lessons you learned from Innovation Summit: 

 
You can ask yourself how this topic could be relevant to your own practice. 

If you are unfamiliar with the given topic, a good place to start is simply reading 
the page and see what your peers had to say about it. Their perspective may help 
develop a framing for the topic or a sense of what specific relevance it has to CPA 
work. 

If you are more curious or willing to explore this topic, you can read the page and 
move on to doing some research on some of the keywords you found. We suggest 
picking up a book on the topic or reading a blog post related to it to deepen your 
knowledge. The resources provided by colleges are also great sources of learning 
opportunities. 

Next, if you have some degree of familiarity with the topic, we suggest the next 
step to be starting conversations in and around your work environment. You 
can initiate this process by approaching friends, clients or colleagues about their 
perspectives on the topic. You can also start the process by using these pages as 
inspiration for conversations in your local work environment.

Finally, if you are feeling very adventurous, you could try to bring your 
community’s understanding to a whole new level by hosting learning 
environments to help yourself and your peers engage with this topic. If you’re 
interested in what this entails, we suggest you continue reading to consult section 
4.4 where you will learn more about how to succeed at this endeavor. 

 
Remember, this e-book is designed to aid you in your practice! The above list is not 
exhaustive. Do as you wish with it! Print it out, post it on the wall, scribble on it, share 
it with colleagues, use it as conversation starters — simply do as you wish to build an 
educational foundation with it. You can think of this list as a list of starting points from 
which you can draw the lines. 

Go forth, be creative, and thrive!

01
02

03

04

05



25

Creating learning environments with peers:

Are you interested in taking some leadership in creating learning opportunities for 
yourself and other CPAs interested in exploring some of these conversations? Great! 
These pages are here to help you get started on this. 

Learning opportunities, you say? To give you the clearest insight into our meaning, we 
think of these as being classed in two ways:

Ongoing conversations that people can contribute to whenever they wish, want 
to, or feel it’s necessary. This is best done through online resources that enable a 
forum to be created. 

An event that happens at a specific time and place where people come together 
to discuss!

We encourage you to contact your professional association to see if they can help by 
informing you of existing learning communities on these topics! If no such environment 
already exists, the association can help you better understand what you’ll need to do to 
start one. For example, if you’re thinking of hosting a learning event, they might be able 
to help by sharing resources or contacts to better reach your desired audience.

If ongoing conversations are what interests you the most, here are some ways to go 
about finding or making the group to tackle the idea:

 � Start an email chain 

 � Post in a forum relevant to your practice 

 � Check the chat section associated with a wiki page relevant to your inquiry 

 � Post in reddit 

 � Find any other online environment pertinent to your curiosity (again, ask your 
association!)

01

02
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“ ”

Learn the skill of 
anticipation:

To succeed in business today, simply being lean, agile, and 
executing well is no longer enough. You and your team need 
to harness the ability to anticipate the future.  

— Daniel Burrus —

2-minute demo of the learning system 

The Anticipatory Organization: Accounting and 
FInance Edition (AOAF) enterprise edition
http://www.blionline.org/ao

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LYJ0nmPLiJs
http://www.blionline.org/ao
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The Anticipatory Leader: Accounting and FInance 
Edition (ALAF) individuals and small groups
http://www.blionline.org/alaf

http://www.blionline.org/alaf


28

Conclusion: A call to action
As this paper is released, three COVID-19 vaccines have been approved 
and are being distributed globally. The end of the pandemic is finally within 
our sights. It is our hope that this crowdsourcing project will have allowed 
us to stand collectively on each other’s shoulders to look out farther 
beyond the pandemic and prepare for the next normal. 

What should you do next?

We believe the answer lies in two powerful questions:

What does the future need and expect from us?

And

What are you in a unique position to contribute to it in the biggest, 
boldest way?

A quote from Marianne Williamson in the movie “Coach Carter” sums it up 
well: 

“Your playing small does not serve the world.” 

“Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that 
we are powerful beyond measure. It is our light, not our darkness that 
most frightens us. We ask ourselves, ‘Who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, 
talented, fabulous?’ Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. 
Your playing small does not serve the world. There is nothing enlightened 
about shrinking so that other people won’t feel insecure around you. We 
are all meant to shine, as children do. We were born to make manifest the 
glory of God that is within us. It’s not just in some of us; it’s in everyone. 
And as we let our own light shine, we unconsciously give other people 
permission to do the same. As we are liberated from our own fear, our 
presence automatically liberates others.”

Go out and be a bold, caring, and audacious person, and help us co-create 
a better future for all of us and the communities we serve.

Thank you!
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