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You’ve seen them on planes, at conferences—maybe even at 
your kid’s softball game: CPAs who seem to be able to conduct business 

anywhere, anytime, giving them the freedom to break out of  the 9-5 mold 
of  an office. What’s their secret? Well, it’s a secret no more as the rise of  the 

virtual office is upon us, with it being predicted that more than half  of  us will 
be working remotely by the year 2020, according to a Deloitte survey taken at 

London Business School’s Global Leadership Summit in 2014. 
Moreover, with the rising cost of  office space, and the continuing demand of  

the incoming workforce wanting more flexible schedules, it’s no surprise that firms 
across the nation are looking into creating virtual offices to evolve with the times.

CalCPA Members’ Take on Virtual
Joseph Emanuele (JE) CPA/ABV/CFF, CFA, ASA, is a principal at Hemming 
Morse who works remotely from home and also from one of  his firm’s satellite 
offices. “I can serve my clients equally from anywhere I can get an adequate 
internet connection,” he says. “The time spent and expense of  commuting to an 
office is a waste. Because of  our technology, I’m equally effective when working 
from home, my office, a client’s office, at a conference or even on vacation.”

Adds John Lam (JL), Hemming Morse IT manager, “Cloud/hosting 
services are viable and affordable virtual office solutions. Especially for the smaller 
to mid-size firms.”

CPA Greg Burke (GB), former CalCPA chair and Education Foundation 
president, is not 100% virtual, but his infrastructure is all cloud-based. “I can 
work from anywhere,” he says. 

Burke has two, part-time employees, so runs a somewhat small operation, but 
is pleased with what running as much of  his office virtually as he can has done 
for the business. His transition to virtual took about four months and started 
when he opened his own practice. 
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“The benefits have been worth the transition,” he says. “Cloud-
based is the way things are going. Data handling and data input are 
more automated now, which frees us up to focus on higher-level, client 
services. Moreover, I think there’s a tremendous security risk in having 
a server in a local area network. I’ve heard horror stories about firms 
being hacked with catastrophic outcomes. The cloud-based/virtual 
office structure minimizes that because the specialized service providers 
are using bank grade security.”

Scott Hoppe (SH), CPA has gone 
full monty when it comes to going 
virtual. He’s based in San Francisco 
and is the owner/principal of  his 
firm, Hoppe Tax, and a board 
member of  CalCPA Education 
Foundation. He telecommutes 
full time and employs 
telecommuting-only colleagues 
that operate out of  California, 
Florida, Ohio and New Jersey. 
His company is 100 percent 
virtual, or “100 percent behind 
technology,” as he puts it. 

He says the decision to go virtual 
started out of  the want to abandon the 
old way of  doing things and transition to a 
modern way of  providing services, as well as force their processes into 
the cloud. 

“By not having an office we couldn’t rely on the old techniques, 
which required us to change quite a bit,” he says. “What it resulted in 
was figuring out that how we communicate with clients had to change, 
as well as how we integrated processes with the tools we used.”

But Hoppe says his firm’s choice to be 100 percent virtual is not 
about money. “If  you’re focused on margins as being the reason you’re 
doing this, I don’t see how that can succeed,” he says. 

“If  it doesn’t evolve into something deeper, you’ll turn into every 
other money hungry company. If  anything, the virtual tools being used 
by the firm should be about the client experience and how you’re going 
to better serve the client. Or it also could be for more indirect reasons 
like it is for us, as our choice to go virtual is about how it supports 
our lifestyles and makes our lives less stressful as employees of  Hoppe 
Tax. And by taking care of  ourselves we’re actually taking care of  our 
clients, presenting them happier and less stressed accountants to work 
with. It’s really about the experience, and being part of  accomplishing a 
bigger goal. It’s not about being financially viable or the money.” 

Read on to learn about the various tools, company policies used, 
costs incurred and pitfalls to be wary of  when it comes to establishing a 
virtual office. 

The Tools of the Virtual Trade
GB: I use a virtual, cloud-based server, because a couple 
of  the programs I have to use are not entirely cloud-

based. So rather than having a server with all the cost 
and security that’s associated for that, I opted for a server 

hosted by a company that specializes in that service. Most everything 
else I use—like Office 365, Jetpack Workflow, Xero and Quickbooks 
Online—is cloud-based by design. I also use SmartVault for document 
management, which is a cloud-based solution that’s a critical part of  
our operation.

JL: We use virtual 
private network (VPN) 
connections, remote  
access through  
terminal services,  
Shoretel VOIP Telephone 

System, cloud storage  
and cloud-hosted email.

SH: Google Drive, 
Google Hangouts (IM  

and video), Gmail, Nextiva 
(cloud phone system), Asana (project 

management), Jing (creates short videos), Camtasia  
(screen recording software), Say It Mail It (iOs app  
for sending voice messages to email), Hosted Tax  
software (Citritx login) and Lastpass (sharing and  
securing passwords).

The Policies in Place
SH: Our policies have to do with keeping our 
client information safe. Part of  it is sending 
encrypted emails, and another is the anti-virus  

and spyware software we use on our computers. 
We also make sure all our employees and contractors have encrypted 
computers. In addition to the software, we make the same security 
measures very clear in our written policies and provide training to  
our employees. One place to start learning about the issues, especially 
for young CPAs considering launching their own firms, is to check out 
the various Education Foundation courses dealing with the cloud and 
other technologies.

GB: We don’t save anything to our desktops that has client 
identification information in it. Everything gets saved either in the 
cloud-based software or onto the virtual server. Within the software,  
I’m the administrator and assign permissions to the staff based on  
what they have to do, limiting them to what they need and adding to 
the security.

JL: It’s our policy that remote access to network files and 
resources are provided to all staff through VPN and remote terminal 
services. The virtual home office is only provided to management 
level employees. This would include an “always connected” VPN 
connection and a Shoretel desk phone, thereby creating the virtual 
office at home.

What Does This All Cost?
GB: The hardware costs were about $2,500. Most of  the 
software providers offer a month-to-month option, but 

they give you a discount of  about 15 percent if  you pay a 
year in advance. The virtual server was about $3,000 bucks 

for the year for three people. The document management system was 
$1,100, which is also for three people and includes unlimited storage 
and integrates with the tax software. And then Office 365 is about $20 a 
month per person and offers a whole suite of  tools. 

SH: The subscription cost covers all the tools we use, so that 
will relate to how big your firm is and how many employees you are 
supporting. But, for us, a four-five person firm, it’s somewhere in the 
range of  $2,000 to $5,000, which is really not that much. 
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How Long Will It Take to Build  
My Virtual Office? 
JL: Assuming there’s the proper amount of  internet 

bandwidth and an existing voice-over-IP phone system, 
the transition should take no longer than the time it would take 

to configure networking devices/systems for the remote connections, 
which I would guess would take a few weeks. If  none of  those 
technologies are in place, the planning and implementation could take 
three to six months. Alternatively, moving systems to the cloud would 
greatly improve implementation time.

SH: When we established our virtual office, the guidebook  
on how to do it didn’t exist, so it’s taken the full three years we’ve  
been in existence to really develop it, and we’re still growing our 
procedures and tools. But I would say it would take at least two  
to three years, and that’s keeping in mind we were built 100 percent  
on this type of  technology, which is unique. Most firms are trying to 
transition instead, which requires getting people on board—and you 
have to have the right people on the bus. There’s no room for the old 
ways when you’re 100 percent virtual, and that could take years. But 
getting the tools in place is easy and shouldn’t take much 
time at all. 

How Does a Virtual 
Office Affect Clients?
SH: Those that don’t want to 

work with a 100 percent virtual 
office like ours will go find a typical 

accounting firm, but those that do want it really 
win. They win really big, because being 100 
percent behind technology means we have to be 100 
percent on top of  our emails, phone calls, video chat 
and all the ways you typically talk with your accountant. And 
we have to be responsive, because if  we don’t, we lose a client. The 
client experience has to be great, because there’s no room for error.

JE: Ideally, they don’t even notice. We often complete 
engagements without having clients to our office at all.

GB: With things like my document management system, 
which allows my clients to download and save some documents 
and me to upload others so I don’t have to mail paperwork, 
some of  my younger clients appreciate the service, whereas my 
older clients aren’t as comfortable and can have a harder time 
navigating. But, in the long run, I’m going to move more and 
more toward requiring my clients to use the digital tools so we’re 
not having to customize our system to each client, because that’s the 
only way we can create efficiency.

What Should Firms Focus on to Ensure a 
Successful Virtual Office?
SH: Over communicating: Things must be written out, 

and written out clearly. We need to be sure that, without 
even having a conversation, things can be understood.

JE: Anyone working virtually needs to be a self-starter with some 
experience. A person who needs supervision would be better off in a 

standard office setting. When working remotely, employees need to be 
available during regular business hours when the rest of  the firm, and 
your clients, expect to be able to contact you.

GB: The first thing is making sure there is adequate training for 
the staff. Most of  the software has a training module—and a policy I 
have adopted is that I will pay for the time and any cost involved with 
the training. The second is to get staff to commit to using the tools—use 
the document management tool, use the Jetpack Workflow to manage 
projects and timelines. This helps us sit down and figure out how an 
engagement is going to go, which is an evolving process because we 
don’t know up front how those pieces are going to interact. So, as you 
start to work client engagements, you find out how things fit together, 
which is captured in the software and tools. We can then sit down and 
review the process to make things better after tax season. 

Any Pitfalls to Consider? 
JE: Employees working virtually can get isolated. They 
don’t have the benefit of  seeing colleagues daily and 
may get overlooked when projects are being assigned. 

At the same time, the firm does not benefit from having 
potentially senior, skilled people in the office to share their knowledge 

with junior staff.
GB: You have to take a wholistic view. You have to be 

willing to let go of  some of  the old ways of  doing things and 
pick up some new tools. But the heart of  it is the project and 
document management system and making sure you’re 
tracking things. The ideal would be that each piece of  
your process fit together seamlessly, so thinking through 

engagements end-to-end and how to 
achieve that is key. You also have to 
have a good internet connection, and 
we have a backup internet connection 
in the case our main one goes down.

SH: The biggest one is losing a 
bit of  personality. We try to integrate 

through technology some tidbits 
about us. For instance, a meet 

the team page with pictures 
and profiles, including your 
birthday and favorite quote. 
Those little things help 
people know a little more 
about the person. Also 
knowing when to not just 
use email and jump in and 

make a call is important, 
because so much can be lost  

in translation. 
JL: Security is the primary 

focus, as providing the virtual office 
environment opens your network and data 

to the internet space. Making sure the virtual office provides a seamless 
working environment from physically being in the office is the goal. This 
is accomplished through proper planning and technology selection.

Damien B.M. English is CalCPA’s managing editor. You can reach him at 
damien.english@calcpa.org.
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