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Over years or decades spent running a business, the 

relationship between owners and their accountants 

often becomes strong both professionally and 

personally. Business owners trust their accountants 

to handle their taxes and look after finances.  This 

role provides these advisors a deep understanding 

of both professional and personal considerations. 

As these relationships extend over the years, many 

business owners fail to consider whether their 

accounting firm can still adequately help them 

manage their finances, especially as they and their 

business approach new life stages. 

Since many business owners are busy with 

operational concerns and aren’t accountants 

themselves, it can be difficult to evaluate the 

suitability of the firm they use. There are many 

reasons why an accounting firm might no longer be 

the best fit for a particular business, even when that 

firm has been effective in one or another accounting 

function for many years. The business has evolved or 

grown. The economy and compliance environment 

have changed.  The business owner may be planning 

for a sale, acquisition, or retirement. The truth is that 

many business owners realize they should have 

been working with a different firm only after costly 

decisions or oversights have come to light.

This paper will help business owners evaluate when 

to consider a new accounting partner and what 

criteria they should apply to evaluating accounting 

firms.

When to Consider Switching Accounting Firms

There are several moments in a business’s lifecycle 

when it is especially prudent to consider evaluating 

accounting services. Here are three triggers for 

searching out other options.

1. Unexpected Negative Consequences:

Unfortunately, a common scenario for deciding 

to switch accountants occurs after the switch 

should have already been made. A business 

owner may be stuck with a large tax liability 

they weren’t expecting or find themselves 

overextended. Another common scenario is that 

a business assumed they could retain profitability 

as they reinvested -- purchasing new equipment, 

expanding facilities, or acquiring another business 

– only to find out when the deal is almost complete 

that their position will be less than what they 

expected.  To prevent against the unexpected, 

your accounting firm should be: 

•  Reviewing corporate entity structuring and 

potential tax implications

•  Modeling the financial implications of growth 

and expansion
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●•  Proactively analyzing monthly and quarterly 

financial results

●•  Making sure that the capital structure is 

aligned with short and long financing needs

2. Business Growth or Life Change: Some 

accountants may be well-equipped to help 

businesses with $5 million in annual revenue 

but may not know the best practices for 

supporting a business of $20 million in revenue. 

More sophisticated business decisions such as 

employee stock programs, growth financing 

options, tax deferment strategies and succession 

planning may leave a tax accountant ill-equipped 

to help make the decisions that ensure both 

personal and business finances are effectively 

arranged.  Determine if your accounting partner is 

still a match by comparing your current business 

and needs to:

●•  Specific industries served by your current 

accounting firm

●•  Average size of client that your current 

accounting firm serves

●•  Expertise and experience of your existing 

accounting firm

3. Communication Breakdown or Lack of Proactive 

Clarity: Outside of knowing that taxes should be 

filed on a quarterly or annual basis and what a profit 

and loss statement might look like, many business 

owners are in the dark when it comes to financial 

information and filings. That means they’re often 

completely reliant on their accountant to deliver 

an interpretation of financial data or insights that 

can be used for advance planning and decision-

making. Unfortunately, most traditional accounting 

firms are rarely, if ever, in contact with clients 

outside of tax season or for general bookkeeping. 

Evaluate how proactive your advisor has been by 

considering the following: 

Proactive Integrated 
Financial Management  
in Action

As a provider of integrated financial management, 

The Sharp Financial Group often helps business 

owners navigate the next phase of their business 

evolution. Recently, a new client in the digital 

technology space was preparing to sell their 

business. Sharp worked alongside the existing 

accountant, a sole proprietor, until the transition 

was complete.

Looking at this business’s previous tax returns  

and work papers, Sharp saw errors in GAAP 

reporting as well as improperly recorded income 

and expenses. As a result, the financial statements 

and key performance metrics were inaccurate, 

which completely distorted the valuation 

expectations of the business owner as well as the 

focus and direction of the management team as 

they tried to grow the business.

Sharp also found that the business owner 

lacked knowledge of the valuation multiples 

of the industry based on recently closed deals. 

The business owner also failed to consider 

normalizing and adjusting the company’s EBITDA 

for valuation purposes. Since Sharp knew the 

industry and how similar businesses were being 

valued, it quickly determined that the business 

had been undervalued by as many as five to 

seven times.

In addition to establishing a higher valuation for 

the sale, Sharp also created internal disciplines 

to measure the business’s health, evaluate the 

numbers, and hold team members accountable 

for reporting and reconciliation. 
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•  The type of advice that you receive (for 

example, is it purely accounting advice or 

valuable business advice, as well?)

•  The level and frequency of communication 

with your accountant

•  New accounting pronouncements and tax 

regulatory changes relative to your industry 

and business

•  Do you receive sound business advice in a 

timely manner?

•  Pricing model of your accountant and whether 

it promotes more frequent conversations

Annual Exam:  In July each year, take a moment to 

write down a list of the financial and tax concerns 

your business will face over the next 12 months. 

Check off the items that you feel confident your 

current accounting team can handle.  Of the items 

that aren’t covered, consider how many are one-

time events that you might find a consultant to 

advise on or manage. If more than 30 percent of the 

items are not checked, it is time to look for a new 

accounting firm. 

Criteria to Consider When Selecting a New Accounting Firm

When beginning to evaluate new accounting firms, 

business owners should evaluate firms based on how 

well the accountants’ philosophy and skill set align 

with the company’s unique business needs. 

Here are three main criteria to consider when 

evaluating a new firm as well as questions to ask 

each firm before forming a services agreement.

1.	 Will	 the	 firm	 serve	 as	 a	 proactive	 advisor? 

The root of why many businesses aren’t well-

served by their accountants comes down to a lack 

of strategic thinking about the financial health of 

the business. Traditional accounting firms are often 

not set up to provide proactive guidance. But select 

firms surface insights from a business’ financial 

information and bring recommendations to their 

clients instead of waiting for clients to come to 

them with questions. Proactive firms are in regular 

contact with their clients to deliver a disciplined 

financial program and to surface information a 

client may not know they should be seeking.

Questions to ask a prospective accountant  

to evaluate how proactive their approach is:

•  How frequently will we be in contact?

•  What are the critical issues we should be 

addressing regularly?

•  What topics should we be reviewing quarterly, 

bi-annually, annually…?

•  How will you inform me when a new concern or 

opportunity should be considered? 

2.	 Does	 the	 firm	 have	 expertise	 in	 solving	

challenges	 expected	 in	 the	 near	 future? 

In many ways, it’s unrealistic to expect that 

the same accountant who specializes in tax 

preparation and has prepared a business’s taxes 

since they were less than $100,000 in revenue 

will be the best person to prepare their taxes 

when it reaches $10,000,000 in revenue or as 

the business owner prepares to sell the business. 

Whether the next stage is revenue growth, a sale 

or acquisition, or succession planning, choose an 

accountant that has expertise in that area and the 

results to prove it.



Questions to ask a prospective accountant  

to evaluate their expertise:

•  Beyond tax preparation, what other financial 

services might your firm offer?

•  How many businesses have you served at a 

similar revenue level?

•  How many businesses have you served in my 

industry/similar industries to mine?

•  How many businesses have you prepared for a 

sale?

•  What is the typical enterprise value of 

businesses you have helped prepare for a 

transaction?

•  How have you maximized the value of a 

business?

•  Can you provide some examples of clients with 

whom you have grown and how those services 

evolved?

3.		 Does	 the	 firm	 take	 an	 integrated	 approach	 

to	 business	 and	 personal	 finances? 

Business owners have many interrelated financial 

management considerations – business finances, 

personal finances, taxes, debt, wealth management, 

succession planning, estate planning and the list 

goes on.  Unfortunately, thinking of each of these 

functions as disparate from one another means 

opportunities are often missed. A common way 

siloed accounting can play out is in the sale of 

a business, where a business accountant may 

maximize the sale valuation but is not expert in 

personal tax considerations – so the sale proceeds 

may be high, but the tax liability may be, too.

Questions to ask a prospective accountant  

to evaluate their integrated approach:

•  Do you offer both personal and business 

accounting?

•  What steps have you taken to help an owner 

maximize net proceeds in a transaction?

•  What additional services do you offer beyond 

accounting?

•  How many business owners have you worked 

with?

•  Will you be able to look at every aspect of my 

financial planning and help me make the best 

decisions?

•  How have you helped a business owner 

transfer the wealth in the business to personal 

wealth?

Conclusion

The most important lesson to know about when to switch an accounting firm is that the switch will 

often be necessitated sooner than you expect, which means it benefits most business owners to 

begin considering what their options may be, even if they don’t expect to make a change for months 

or until the following year.  

Working with the wrong accountant (or the wrong accountant for the job) can lead to consequences 

that limit your business opportunities, affect the quality of your exit, or result in overpaying tax liabilities.

Switching to a firm with integrated financial management services that takes a proactive approach 

can connect all the dots in your financial life to form a single picture of your financial health – and set 

you up to avoid crises and retain more of your hard-earned wealth. 

215.659.2130  |   info@SharpLLC.com 4



Disclosures

Sharp Financial Services, LLC d/b/a The Sharp Financial Group (“Sharp Financial”) is a registered investment advisor. 
Advisory services are only offered to clients or prospective clients where Sharp Financial and its representatives are 
properly licensed or exempt from licensure.

The information provided is for educational and informational purposes only and does not constitute investment advice 
and it should not be relied on as such. It should not be considered a solicitation to buy or an offer to sell a security. It does 
not take into account any investor’s particular investment objectives, strategies, tax status or investment horizon. You 
should consult your attorney or tax advisor.

All information has been obtained from sources believed to be reliable, but its accuracy is not guaranteed. There is no 
representation or warranty as to the current accuracy, reliability or completeness of, nor liability for, decisions based on 
such information and it should not be relied on as such.
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About The Sharp Financial Group

The Sharp Financial Group (“Sharp”) is an integrated financial management firm that has unified 

business advisory, accounting and tax, wealth management, family office, and capital solutions 

services in a way that helps business owners and their families achieve extraordinary things. By 

recognizing the complex needs of entrepreneurs and business owners, Sharp has built a reputation 

for providing a holistic combination of highly effective services for clients throughout the mid-

Atlantic region and beyond. Founded in 1993, Sharp is headquartered in the Philadelphia area, with 

offices in New York City and New Jersey.

For more information, 
contact The Sharp Financial Group at: 
 (215) 659-2130 or visit www.SharpLLC.com.


