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Moving to cloud computing is inevitable for small- and
medium-sized practices looking to remain as relevant as
larger firms with more resources. Michelle Perry talks to
SMPs utilizing technology and looks at the benefits and
pitfalls of moving online
Illustrations by Ester Zirilli

S

mall- and medium-sized practices
know and understand they need
to offer their clients the highest
standards, and if small business owners are
investing in technology then they will expect
their accountants to keep pace with new
technologies, too.
A report by Accountancy Europe,
published last September, found that: “Clients
are increasingly demanding robust accounting
tools that allow them to access and manage
their data in real time and facilitate mobile
computing. Moving to the cloud is the best
way to satisfy these demands and accountants
must be ready to adapt to this new paradigm.”
With this knowledge, it is no great leap
for senior partners at Hong Kong’s SMPs
to realize that it is time to embrace more
technology, if they haven’t already.
The variety and availability of technology
solutions for SMPs is a burgeoning market.
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Data storage is still perhaps the cloud-based
service most widely used, but there are an
increasing range of online software services
available. More and more practices around
the world are using online accounting
and tax return processing applications.
Practice management systems and customer
relationship management systems are
software packages that are increasingly
migrating online.
Helen Tang, Managing Director of Moore
Stephens in Hong Kong and a member of the
Hong Kong Institute of CPAs, says her firm is
just about to upgrade its management systems
after using the same one for the past 25 years.
She hopes that the new online system will be
up and running before the end of the year.
There are also online applications to allow
clients to sign documents electronically so
that paper forms will no longer have to be
sent for signature. Remote spreadsheet tools

for collaborative working are also popular
with firms.
Thomas Lee, Partner of Hong Kongbased Lee, Au & Co., like other SMPs, uses
a document management system at his twopartner, 20-staff firm.
Accounting packages that extract data
directly from online banking platforms and
other sources – such as data directly from
point-of-sale systems – are another popular
option for SMPs looking to embrace new
technologies.
“Technology is changing SMPs by
significantly cutting down storage space
for hardware such as servers and related
peripherals,” observes Jason Yau, Partner,
Technology and Management Consulting
at RSM Hong Kong, adding that enterprise
resource planning, workflow, content and
human resources managements are other
online software services that SMPs can
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utilize. “Technology also allows SMPs
to use social media as a platform for
marketing and build themselves into
technology-oriented, forward-looking
service providers.”

Cautious approach
One of the main drivers for businesses
considering moving to the cloud is the
promised cost savings, scalability and
agility, and as uncertain economic times
show no signs of abating, business leaders continue to look for efficiency and
new business lines. It is estimated that
this year IT buyers would be moving
incrementally towards cloud strategies,
according to a report by IDC FutureScape: Worldwide Cloud 2017 Predictions,
published last November.
That said, the picture in terms of
adoption remains mixed. A Forrester
study commissioned by Microsoft last
year revealed vastly different levels
of maturity in cloud understanding
and adoption among financial service
institutions in Hong Kong and across
Asia Pacific.
This finding is likely representative
for most industry sectors and across
accounting practices serving those sectors
as well. Although overall there appears
to be an acceptance among accountancy
practices that cloud technologies will
become a mainstay of accounting,
wholesale adoption remains in the future.
It is not a case of “if” but “when.”
“We are trying really hard to use
technology more. It’s really important
that we use technology in a smart way for
clients and staff,” says Lee of Lee, Au &
Co. and an Institute member.
Lee says his firm uses online
software for auditing, allowing staff to

work remotely and share data in real
time so that employees can “work more
productively,” but he has yet to move his
data to the cloud. Tang at Moore Stephens,
says her firm, which has around 200 staff,
has migrated to online audit software.
The firm has been using it for the past five
years in a bid to cut paper usage as well as
improve productivity and efficiency.

“We are trying
really hard to use
technology more. It’s
really important that
we use technology
in a smart way for
clients and staff.”
Indeed in the field of audit, online
software has become popular over the past
two years as practices realize the benefits
of shifting away from paper.
Online audit confirmation service,
Confirmation.com has 300 audit firms
(out of 1,800 audit firms in Hong Kong)
and over 1,300 auditors registered
and using the service to send digital
confirmation requests to banks locally
and internationally.
Natalie Lewicki, Chief Executive
Officer of Confirmations Asia Pacific,
is confident that more audit firms will
migrate to online solutions over the next
few years. It is just a question of time and
cultural adjustment, she says.
“In the Hong Kong marketplace there
is some caution about moving online. One
of the difficulties is the mindset of the
client. But the opportunities for firms are

so great in a market like Hong Kong, and
the scale of clients so huge that they will
embrace more technology,” Lewicki says.
This careful approach among
accountancy practices to migrating online
wholesale and too fast is borne out. Lee
says that he is still cautious about moving
to the cloud because of data sensitivity
and a lack of bespoke solutions for his
needs. For now, he says, a data centre is
the best solution.
Tang echoes Lee’s caution. “I’m
struggling with the idea of the cloud
because of security. It takes it out of your
control and the cost isn’t cheap either.”
Although she says her firm is not yet
ready, she says: “I think we will adopt
cloud technology in the next five years.
We are not ready yet but everyone is
going in that direction. When costs come
down and security increases it will be
more attractive.”

Benefits and pitfalls
The advantages of embracing new technologies are multifaceted. Confirmation.com
claims it reduces the bank’s response time
by half, and puts an end to auditors and clients needing to chase their banks enquiring about the status of their confirmations,
leaving staff with more time to spend on
more strategic aspects of an audit.
Online technology can help SMPs
work more collaboratively with clients
and access accounting information in real
time to provide an immediate picture of
how a client’s business is performing.
SMPs can use this real-time data
to help clients adjust their strategy and
improve their future profitability. This
way of working signals a move away
from serving clients to collaborating with
them. As more traditional accountancy
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Cloud Computing
Benefits:
• Scalability – Expand or add-on as
small- and medium-sized firms and
their clients grow.
• Agility – Adjust strategy and
improve future profitability of both
firms and clients.
• Real time – Collaborate with
clients on their accounts as they go
rather than waiting until year-end.
• Improved insights – Offer better
tailored services.
• Lower costs – No more upfront
licence fees or large outlays on
hardware.
• Relevance – Clients using cloud
will expect their accountants to do
so, too.
Pitfalls:
• Security – SMPs still have
reservations over the control of
their data.
• Cost – Costs remain high in Hong
Kong compared to other parts of
the world.
• Ownership – Who owns your data?

“There are pitfalls
and constraints to
moving online due to
cybersecurity. And
for SMPs we don’t
really have very big
IT departments.”

work becomes automated, firms can
free up their partners and staff to do
the more value-added work, such
as interpreting data to offer clients
deeper business insights.
“Our staff will have to spend less
time on the repetitive tasks. We hope
to use more technology in our audit
work. That’s something we’ll explore
more in the coming years,” says Lee.
Indeed, technology is helping
SMPs offer services once limited
to larger firms, notes Yau at RSM.
“The cloud monthly fee subscription
model and the ease of managing these
cloud services have allowed SMPs
to close the gap with larger firms as
traditionally these infrastructures
and offerings would require a
lot of capital expenditure, talent
investments, as well as administrative
responsibilities,” he says. “The
cloud model allows SMPs to spend
more time providing valuable advice
to clients rather than focusing on
administrative burdens.”
Cloud computing, however, is
not a perfect solution. Lack of direct
controls, standard contracts offering
little protection, cost overruns,
network reliability and bandwidth,
and integration challenges are all
included in Yau’s list of pitfalls.
For many practices, security is
one of the main concerns. “There are
pitfalls and constraints to moving
online due to cybersecurity. And for
SMPs we don’t really have very big IT
departments. We rely on contractors,”
says Lee. “I know that many SMPs are
concerned about cloud computing due
to security.”

Another drawback for Lee
concerns the ownership of data.
“Because data will not be on our own
server or on our own hard disk, it’ll be
somewhere on the web, and whether
it is in a secure manner, we don’t have
any knowledge of that,” he says.
The ability to switch cloud providers is a further sticking point for some.
Inadequate customer-provider trust is
clearly still an issue for many SMPs.

Reduced costs
Cloud computing can lower costs. The
Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) model
does not require large upfront licence
fees or large outlays on hardware.
Neither does it require lengthy testing
and roll-out periods as large-scale
IT projects needed in the past. SaaS
products can also be easily scaled
up and down depending on a firm’s
requirements.
Attracting and retaining talented
individuals in technology-savvy firms
is also a huge bonus, which is not lost
on some. “Technology attracts talent,
so in our recruitment we show how we
use technology and that also distinguishes us from the old-fashioned way
of doing things. We are trying to move
ahead, and it is appealing to our new
recruits,” says Lee.
It is clear that SMPs in Hong Kong
are aware of the need to embrace
technology but they are not jumping in
head-first. Practices are assessing their
needs and those of their clients, and
dipping their toes in tentatively with
one service line and reviewing
the outcome before migrating
online with another service.
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