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Change is in the air, in more ways 
than one: Figuratively, when it comes to the 
nation’s woes, and literally, as the COVID-19 
pandemic took the world by storm and 
spread to every corner of the globe. The 
latter has forced the hand of businesses 
worldwide to change practices to comply with 
safety measures and prevent the spread of 
disease; some of that change may become a 
permanent part of doing business. 

In the wake of COVID catalyzing change, 
we asked some of our members what’s 
different about their operating procedures 
today, and what changes will remain moving 
into the future. 

Q:  Adapting to Disruption
What operating procedures has your 
firm/business put in place to help 
navigate the unique needs of the 
pandemic’s disruption?

DD: When it became apparent that 
COVID was a threat we made the 
decision to largely go virtual. We have 
kept a skeleton staff at the office for 

administration support, but all professional 
staff were directed to work from home and 
we cancelled all in-person tax interviews. We 
notified all clients with appointments and 
worked to convert them to phone interviews 
and they were encouraged to scan and 
upload required documents to our secure 
portal. If they were not comfortable with 
the technology, we asked clients to mail 
documents to the office or, as a last resort, 
they could come by and staff would scan. 
If they did come to the office they were 
instructed to wear a face mask. We were 
previously set up to work remotely so it was 
not too difficult for the staff to adapt. We 
utilize OfficeTools (officetools.com), which 

is an accounting and practice management 
software that allows us to easily store source 
documents and link to active projects that 
can then be assigned to staff as tasks are 
completed. As Los Angeles starts to open 
for business, we are looking at the following 
options to reopen the office to clients: 
staggering appointments, requiring face 
masks, extensive cleaning of surfaces and 
objects, hand sanitizer at each desk for clients 
and staff, continuing to use remote offices to 
minimize office overcrowding and practicing 
social distancing.

MF: Even if firms were not working 
remotely on a regular basis or not committed to 
a paperless environment, they shifted quickly. 
The average time it took to adapt was about 
two to three days, then firms were operational 
and effective. However, they needed to create 
protocols and procedures to make it all 
work—in many ways, the rush to remote was 
a blessing, even though it was a shock to the 
system. Becoming much more paperless is 
coming down the track but, without it, remote 
is not going to be as effective as it can be.
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KR: Cash is king so we have taken a more 
proactive role in reviewing clients’ outstanding 
invoices and working with them on aged 
receivables. We requested that our workforce 
complete their timesheets daily so that we 
can have up-to-date information regarding 
changes at clients and our staff’s availability.

HJ: The key operating procedure we 
implemented was proactive communication 
with our employees. Prior to the pandemic, 
we operated 100 percent onsite. After a 
few months of working as a largely remote 
workforce, several employees started to feel 
alone and disconnected. To help our employees 
stay connected, we created a social media 
page for employees to post their personal 
stories, family photos and other inspiring 
messages to build that feeling of community 
and mutual support. We also started a weekly 
video conferencing check-in where senior 
management provides organizational updates 
and answers questions. Although the check-in 
is voluntary, we had more than 95 percent 
attendance at each meeting.

Q: Permanent Change 
Are there any procedures or any future 
considerations that will permanently 
change at your firm/business due to the 
experience of conducting business during 
COVID-19’s outbreak?

DD: I think remote/virtual “officing” will 
become an integral part of our operations 
going forward. I’m seriously looking at ways 
we can possibly adopt this model as our 
primary mode of operation and downsize 
our physical footprint. We will be looking at 
ways to make the remote offices faster and 
more efficient and adding new technology to 
facilitate better virtual meeting capabilities. 
One area I’m going to be looking hard at 
is our project management procedures. We 
have a good software program, but there are 
improvements we can make to streamline 
intake, input, review and delivery that would 
allow us to better maximize resources and 
grow our firm.

MF: Working remote is here to stay for a 
lot of reasons. Many firms have discovered 
that they can reduce travel costs, increase 
efficiencies and work from home or office on 
projects like audits, special consulting and tax 
work because of paperless, specialty software 
and remote capabilities. New communication 
protocols will need to be in place to allow 
the personal touch when there is the need 
for more vulnerable, candid conversations, 
which might not fit the remote model. Our 
client and team member relationships need 
to be first and foremost because it is who we 
are as people and professionals that makes the 

difference—we need to be there for each of 
them more than ever.

KR: We will continue to have employees 
complete timesheets daily. This provides better 
information regarding engagements (demand) 
and availability of resources (supply), as well as 
result in higher revenues since employees are 
more accurately tracking billable time.

TG: I look at our real estate footprint and 
wonder, “Why do we need all this space?”

HJ: We will enhance our business 
continuity plan to include several cloud 
applications to enable employees to access key 
applications and databases virtually. We found 
early on that we had 
to rely on employees 
to use their own 
devices to access the 
corporate network, 
which could have 
introduced the threat 
of malware and a 
host of other security 
concerns. Fortunately, 
we used a cloud-based 
application to allow 
secure transmission 
to the corporate 
network. Additionally, 
the connection speed 
was much faster than if the employee tried to 
connect with the corporate network directly.

AB: Any and every change we implement 
will not be a short-term or temporary 
initiative. Any new process or purchase will be 
considered for the long term. To put it simply, 
we believe the world has fundamentally 
changed and the way we work must 
correspond with the new rules.

Q: Taking Care of Clients
Has this unprecedented event caused 
any reconsideration in how your firm/
business manages client interaction?

DD: The actual means of communicating 
for a number of our in-person client 
interactions were obviously impacted. 
Those who did convert and participate 
with phone and technology were generally 
happy with the results. I think they were 
actually surprised they could do their taxes 
and not have to come in to the office. Others 
have been hesitant to go remote and are 
postponing appointments until things to get 
back to normal so they can come in. I’ve been 
proud of my staff and our clients in how well 
everyone is adapting to COVID and keeping 
everyone as safe as possible in the process. 

MF: Everyone I’ve talked with felt that 
a closer, more permanent connection with 
team members was essential. With the shift 

to a more flexible work model, it’s essential 
to create new forms of interaction and 
communication. Remote isn’t going away, but 
it will morph as time goes on; there will be 
a balance of being together and working on 
one’s own.

KR: When shelter in place first came 
about, we set up a process to contact our 
clients and workforce (via phone and email) 
on a weekly basis—a check-in to make sure 
all was OK or to determine how we could 
help. However, we’ve found that being onsite 
at clients is often essential. The day-to-day 
interaction keeps us informed about what’s 

going on or what could 
be happening and 
how best to add value. 
We’re continuing to 
address this issue as 
we believe it will be 
several months before 
our employees and 
clients’ employees are 
comfortable going back 
to work in offices.

TG: Definitely. 
This has increased the 
urgency of a digital-first 
strategy, which is a big 
shift for our 46-year 

old firm. Before we were used to flying to our 
clients; now it’s all about the video call.

HJ: Our organization is responsible for 
issuing and managing pension benefits for 
more than 20,000 retirees. Prior to this public 
health crisis, I assumed that the personal 
face-to-face interaction was necessary, as 
we helped our retirement plan participants 
make one of the most important decision 
of their lives. I was surprised to find that 
many members actually preferred to meet 
virtually or by phone, especially if they had 
health concerns or limited mobility. We were 
able to use video conferencing to replace 
the face-to-face meetings, capture signatures 
electronically and implement a secure 
online portal for retirement calculations and 
document transfers. We even created a series 
of retirement webinars that were posted on 
our corporate website for easy access by our 
members at any time.

AB: Clients and staff do not need to 
be local. Our talent can be remote and 
our clients can be disbursed. We have the 
technology to provide the required services 
and continue relationships with our clients. 
Now it’s just about performing!
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“Clients and staff do not 
need to be local. Our talent 

can be remote and our 
clients can be disbursed.”


