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CalCPA Chair Christie Simons’ journey ventures from 
Oklahoma’s capital and Wyoming’s oil fields to Denver and the 
San Francisco Bay Area—and reaches as far as Taiwan. With her 
adventurous spirit, Simons launched herself into a career that 
encountered the peak of the dot-com era and has put her at the 
forefront of technology and its potential in transforming the profession. 
And now she intends to contribute to the profession’s transformation 
by building upon the diverse skills and experiences she has acquired 
through multiple leadership roles. 
     “Transformation and growth come from where interests, 
opportunities and innovation intersect,” says Simons. “The future 
of our profession is very bright, and we need to be thoughtful and 
purposeful in planning for it. CalCPA is well-positioned for its mission 
of supporting the success of the next generation of CPAs, and I am 
looking forward to working closely with volunteer leadership, members 
and staff in the year ahead.” 

A Journey from the Backroads
Simons learned to embrace challenges and 
opportunities at a young age. The oldest 
of three children, Simons, with her two 
younger brothers, grew up in Oklahoma 
City and embarked on her first adventure 
when she was in the ninth grade.

“My family moved to Gillette, 
Wyoming—quite a different environment 
and culture,” she says. “I swam 
competitively from the time I was eight 
until I was 18. We had a big swim team in 
Oklahoma and a big junior high and high school, living in the city as I 
knew it at the time. And then we moved to Gillette, which had a small 
high school in a small rural town of about 17,000 people.”

While Simons’ father was a doctor and moved the family to Gillette 
to help build and grow a regional hospital, Simons found herself 
surrounded by kids who grew up in a community of ranches, oil fields 
and coal mines.

“It was a very different life and a change that came at a very 
impressionable age for me,” she says. “I remember going to school the 
first day in Gillette in the middle of ninth grade. I was from the city 
and now in a small-town rural environment. I stood out like a sore 
thumb and it was obvious that I was the new kid in town.” 

Simons says her high school years helped her develop an 
appreciation for growing from new environments and the experiences 
that come with them.

Because of the level of the girls swim team in Gillette and her skill 
level, Simons was asked to swim with the boys high school swim team. 

“I was given my own lane to practice, but had the same workouts as 
the boys team. It kept me competitive, and I was able to train the 
way I needed to,” she says. Once again, Simons adjusted to a new 
environment while also contributing positively to it.

Simons continued competing through her senior year in high 
school, when she decided it was time for something different—
especially when it came time to following her expected path to college.

“I was always very good in school as far as grades, but I was now 
in this very different culture. Going to college was not a common 
destination for kids in Gillette after high school. The economy there at 
the time was very good for high school graduates to get a well-paying 
job in the local oil field or the coal mines,” she says.

The expectation for Simons, though, was different. Her parents 
went to college and she was to follow in their footsteps. “I earned a 
scholarship to the University of Denver for half of my tuition. My 
father was very proud,” she recalls. 

But after a year there she recognized 
she didn’t know what she wanted to do, 
so she took a break from her studies. After 
spending a few years working in various 
management and customer-facing jobs, 
Simons was ready to return to school. This 
time was different. “When I went back 
to college, I had a mission. I knew what I 
wanted to do,” she says.

Her dad said she would have to pay her 
own way this time—which she did, attending 
the University of Colorado and majoring in 
finance and international business.

Finding Focus While Expanding Boundaries
“International business really interested me,” she says, pointing out 
how it lined up with the idea of adventure and traveling the world. “It 
was about 1986 and China was opening up to the rest of the world. 
The culture really intrigued me and the idea of traveling the world with 
my work was exciting for me.”

Simons graduated with an international finance major in 1990, 
which unfortunately was the lowest year of on-campus recruiting at 
the University of Colorado. The United States was gearing up for 
the Gulf War and it was a challenging year to be a college graduate 
looking for a job.

“I interviewed for jobs and had not yet considered accounting as a 
career choice. Although I received an offer with the consulting business 
of Arthur Andersen, I ended up turning it down because it just wasn’t 
the right fit,” she says.

Continued on page 14
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After more than a year of working from 
home, wearing masks, closed schools and 
business lockdowns, California is reopening its 
economy. I feel a lot of energy in the air with a 
renewed sense of excitement in seeing family 

and friends, planning a vacation and 
even anticipating the escape of the 
home office to meet with teams and 
clients in person. 

While 2020 was disruptive in 
many respects and was a year like 
no other any of us have experienced, 
it was also a year that gave many 
of us a renewed perspective on our 
lives, our communities and our work 
environment. 

As I think about this next year in 
my role as chair of the largest state 
society in the U.S. and our collective 
experiences this past year with the 
pandemic, political instability and 
racial discord, I believe we have an 
opportunity to grow and transform 
our profession in ways that will allow 
us to meet the future demands of 

accountants. We, as CalCPA, will need to 
embrace a new normal that surrounds us. 
There is likely no return to a remembered 
version of normal, but rather a time to create 
the “next normal,” to build on what we’ve 
learned and define what our profession can be 
to grow CalCPA membership and attract the 
next generation of CPAs to our profession.

So, as our economy and our communities 
begin to reopen, how do we begin to reopen 

our profession? How do we attract, recruit and 
retain the next generation of CPAs? Who are 
the next generation of CPAs and where do we 
find them? How do we provide opportunities 
in our profession to the underrepresented 
minorities that make up a high percentage 
of our younger population? How do we make 
our profession more diverse, equitable and 
inclusive? These are all questions that I ask 
of each of you to consider as we begin a 
transformational journey together. 

Prime the Pipeline
One key area that I will focus on this next year 
is growing the CPA pipeline in California. We 
can accomplish this through actions we all 
can take regarding CPA Evolution; integrating 
technology in our work; and diversity, equity 
and inclusion (DE&I).

There were fewer accountants and 
auditors employed in the U.S. in 2020 
than during the last economic slowdown 
in 2012 (Statista, 2021). In California, an 
early indicator for any type of trend in the 
profession and the CPA pipeline is the 
number of students and professionals who 
sit for the Uniform CPA Exam. Based on 
information from the California State Board of 
Accountancy, we’ve seen a decline in students 
sitting for the exam over the past few years by 
as much as 17 percent. 

Certain media outlets also have expressed 
concerns that accounting will be automated 
with the technological advances of artificial 
intelligence, machine learning and robotics, 
and therefore would require fewer accountants 
in the future. In fact, the opposite is true. 

With these technological advances, 
there is a need for more advanced skills 
and competencies in accounting. Skills and 
competencies that can examine and interpret 
complex data, understand business trends and 
irregularities, and skills and competencies that 
allow accountants to become trusted advisers 
to clients and companies. 

The National Association of State Boards 
of Accountancy (NASBA) and the AICPA have 

recognized that these skills will be important 
for a future CPA and have partnered to support 
advancing the CPA Evolution initiative. 

The initiative is exploring ways to evolve 
CPA licensure by integrating expertise in 
technology and analytics, as well as other 
business competencies, into the core 
competencies of accounting, auditing and tax. 
As a result, NASBA and the AICPA are moving 
forward with implementing a new  
Core + Disciplines CPA licensure model that 

will become the new Uniform CPA Exam 
in 2024. CalCPA has an opportunity to be 
proactive and get out in front of these changes 
by working with educators, students and our 
non-licensed members to assist in preparation 
for the new exam in 2024. 

Identifying ways to provide support 
to students to address these changes will 
promote successful licensure and increase the 
number of CPAs in California and ultimately 
lead to CalCPA membership.

Appealing to the Next Gen of CPAs
The growth of our CalCPA membership will 
not only come from the existing population of 
CPAs, but also by growing the next generation 
of accountants. Much has been written in the 
past decade about the Millennial (ages 25-40 
in 2021) and Gen Z (under 24 years of age in 
2021) generations as to their views, values and 
behaviors. The U.S. Labor of Statistics in 2020 
notes that approximately 53 percent of the 
accountant population are between the ages 
of 20 and 44 years old. While we don’t have 
the specific ages of our CalCPA members, 
we can interpret from historical surveys that 
approximately 43 percent of non-student 
CalCPA members are between the ages of 18 
and 38. If we add our student membership 
which represented approximately 13 percent 
of CalCPA membership as of March 31, we 
can assume that more than 50 percent of our 
current CalCPA membership ascribes to one of 
these two generations.

The millennial generation is unlike any 
generation in that it is the first truly digital, 
online generation. The oldest were born about 
the time online access to the internet began 
reaching the masses; the youngest when that 
access graduated to cell phones. They were 
shaped by 9/11. The median-aged millennial 
was 20 during the global financial crisis of 
2007-08, meaning more than half of that 
generation entered a very difficult job market. 
Once there, they encountered a workplace 
being transformed by technology and the 
fourth industrial revolution, and eventually, a 
global pandemic. 

This generation and the ones after it, are 
“digital natives,” meaning that technology 
is embedded in everything they do. They 
are the most adaptable to technological 
advances and are even on the cutting edge 
of ideas on how to use technology in their 
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work and personal lives. This generation’s ability 
to connect, convene and create disruption via 
their keyboards and smartphones has had, and 
will continue to have, a significant impact in our 
society. Attracting this generation to become 
CPAs requires the professions to be more 
innovative in nature by integrating advanced 
technologies into the work we do.

A large percentage of the Gen Z cohort is in 
high school, or starting to enter college, or has 
graduated college and entering the workforce. 
According to NPR, almost 59 percent of this 
cohort will pursue college and they are more likely 
than the generation before them to live with a 

college-educated parent, which means this cohort 
is on its way to becoming the best educated 
generation yet (“Generation Z Is The Most Racially 
And Ethnically Diverse Yet,” NPR, 2018). 

The CPA Journal noted in its December 
2019 publication that the accounting profession 
is in a unique position to capture Gen Zs as 
accounting and auditor jobs will experience a 
higher-than-average growth rate of 10 percent, 
or 139,900 jobs, from 2016 to 2026 (“How Can 
the Accounting Profession Attract a Diverse 
Generation Z?” The CPA Journal, 2020.). 

Attracting this generation to major in 
accounting in college will require greater 
outreach to high schools and sharing the many 
benefits of a career as a CPA which, as we 
know, is a lifetime of opportunities across all 
businesses, industries and geographies providing 
high income potential and greater stability than 
many other professions.

The Face of the Profession
According to the Brookings Institution, 
millennials and their juniors (Gen Z and younger) 
in the U.S. are more racially diverse than the 
generations before them, with nearly half 
identifying as a racial or ethnic minority. A recent 
study by CalCPA and IMA predicts that by 2045, 
persons who identify as non-Hispanic white are 
projected to become the minority of the U.S. 
population (Diversifying U.S. Accounting Talent: 
A Critical Imperative to Achieve Transformational 
Outcomes, Institute of Management Accountants 

and CalCPA, 2021). The study goes on to point 
out that the accounting workforce and its 
leadership do not reflect the current demographic 
makeup of the population and highlights that 
the source of future professionals is the younger 
generation. Accordingly, the source of future 
accounting professionals and CPAs are students 
currently in high schools and colleges, as this 
population is not only the largest generation in 
our society, but also the most educated, tech-
savvy and most diverse generation, which will 
ultimately change the demographic makeup of 
our profession.

I’m pleased to see and encouraged by the 

increased dialogue in our communities and 
workplaces on DE&I. No single act will help 
create the inclusiveness of all accountants that is 
essential to our profession, business and society 
at large. We have a unique opportunity with our 
40,000-plus membership to make a difference. 

There’s also an opportunity for CalCPA to 
collaborate with firms and other organizations 
to accelerate its DE&I initiatives and increase 
the CPA pipeline. Identifying organizations 
like Deloitte that are committed to making the 
accounting profession more diverse and equitable 
will also create synergies in pursuing our 
common goals (see Deloitte’s “MADE Commits 
$75 Million to Fuel Greater Racial Diversity in Tax 
and Accounting,” Press Release, Deloitte US). 

We live in an incredible time and I believe 
the events of this past year have brought to the 
forefront the needs to become more active in 
growing our profession and CalCPA membership. 
This is a historical and pivotal period for CalCPA 
and our profession. 

As a call to action to each of you, let’s take 
the opportunity to activate our membership and 
engage with the student population to evangelize 
the amazing career of being a CPA. We can, 
at the same time, elevate CalCPA as a crucial 
resource to students as they navigate their way 
through the pipeline and ultimately to a career in 
tax and accounting. 

CalCPA also has the ability to activate its 
membership to foster diversity, equity and 
inclusion in future generations of accounting 

professionals and ensure those from all 
backgrounds thrive in this profession we care so 
deeply about.

Over the coming year, I will work with chapter 
leaders and other members to identify ways for 
you to get involved in your local area to move 
these initiatives forward so that together, we 
can create the profession of the future that will 
sustain the test of time. Please join me in this 
call to action to make an Impact That Matters to 
CalCPA and the accounting profession.
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Continued from page 11
With student loans 

coming due later that 
summer, Simons took 
on some temp work as a 
secretary for a law firm for 
a couple of months before 
moving to the Bay Area for 
new opportunities. 

“I ended up finding 
a job within two weeks,” 
she says. “It was amazing, 
and I quickly realized that 
Silicon Valley’s fast-growing 
technology companies formed 
an economy that was isolated 
from much of the rest of the 
country at the time. I found 
the Bay Area full of energy 
and very exciting.”

While Simons did not 
initially consider a career in 
accounting, she found that her 
skills and interest in emerging 
technologies were an excellent 
fit for her new job in the 
accounting department at a 
Bay Area tech startup. 

“After three years the 
company ended up being 
acquired and I was looking 
for another job. I noticed 
many jobs asked for CPAs 
and I didn’t have my CPA 
license,” she says. 

This point was driven 
home while she was 
interviewing for a job at Ask Computer, a big player in the then-
emerging tech scene. 

“The job was for a consolidations accountant, and it came down 
to one other person and me. I thought for sure I had the job, but they 
picked the other person because he had Big Four public accounting 
experience and a CPA license,” she says.

That is when Simons knew having a CPA license was a  
valuable asset. She started studying for the Uniform CPA Exam  
and knew she needed public accounting experience as well. It just  
so happened Deloitte was the audit firm of the start-up company 
where she was working. “So, I contacted the Deloitte engagement 
partner serving my employer and inquired of opportunities at 
Deloitte,” she says.

Long story short, she interviewed and started as a new hire at 
Deloitte & Touche LLP the following year, with the expectation that 
she would stay for two years, get her CPA license and then leave. 

Famous Last Words
“After two years I found I was having a wonderful experience in 
public accounting,” she recalls. “I really enjoyed going to clients—
meeting people, developing relationships and learning about the 
technology these companies were developing. I was amazed at how 
much I learned about a client’s business by being their financial 
statement auditor.”

Simons started with 
Deloitte in 1994, when there 
was a lot of growth and 
activity in Silicon Valley, and 
as a staff associate, she worked 
on a couple of engagements 
whose clients were undergoing 
IPOs, which she found 
to be a very fast-learning 
environment. 

After two years, she 
decided to stay another year, 
and another year after that. 

“I had my second child in 
1998 and when I came back 
from maternity leave, Deloitte 
asked if I was interested in 
being promoted early to 
manager. I knew it would be a 
challenge with two children at 
home, but I also knew Deloitte 
was supportive of working 
mothers, so I chose to take the 
early promotion.” 

Two years later Deloitte 
asked if Simons would be 
interested in being promoted 
to senior manager, which she 
also accepted, making her 
two years ahead of the usual 
promotion schedule.

A ‘Y’ in the Road
Simons started her public 
accounting career in the  
dot-com era and served a 
number of fast-growing tech 

companies with many doing mergers and acquisitions and IPOs. 
And then came the dot-com bust in 2000 and the aftermath of failed 
companies, along with our nation’s experience of 9/11. These events 
coaxed Simons to think about her career and whether she wanted to 
remain in public accounting. 
     The answer was right in front of her: Deloitte had acquired the 
Taiwan member firm of Arthur Andersen in 2002, which was a 
member firm with various tech clients. One of the audit leaders asked 
if she would be interested in moving to Taiwan to work with the 
engagement teams serving these technology companies and also help 
the local Deloitte member firm with the acquisition.

Simons was now married, with two kids, and owned an in-process 
fixer-upper house. But the adventurous side of her called and the 
dream of working internationally became a real opportunity. She said 
yes, and within two months, the family moved to Taiwan. 

“I look back now and think how crazy it was, but it was one of 
the best decisions of my career,” she says. “I really enjoy taking on 
new challenges. While it was a big decision both personally and 
professionally, I had a gut feel that it would be a great opportunity for 
me and my family that might not present itself again.”

Simons was somewhat familiar with the culture and language 
of Taiwan, as she had completed a semester there while a junior in 
college, which brought her physically closer to China, where her 
interest lied. That experience also exposed her to learn a chosen 

T A L K I N G  T E C H N O L O G Y
“Much of what we do in accounting 
is about data. Across all spectrums 
of being a CPA, it’s working 
with numbers and problem 
solving. Utilizing data, analyzing 
data, manipulating data and 
understanding what the data is 
telling us is what we do every day.”

Enter artificial intelligence: 
“How do you wrangle the data? 
How do you analyze the data? 
Machine learning. How do you 
interpret predictive information? 
There is a real opportunity to use these technologies in accounting. 
Predicting fraud in audits, analyzing information to identify errors 
or seeing trends in a business are all capabilities for accountants 
with the use of technology. Using these technologies will allow 
practitioners to become more efficient and help practitioners 
understand how their clients are using this technology in their 
environments. If our clients are becoming more data driven, then our 
profession needs to develop the skills necessary to become more 
data driven. I think it is important for our profession to embrace 
technology that will change the manual nature of our work and allow 
CPAs to become more of a business adviser.

“Moreover, the use of technology will be important in attracting 
the next generation of talent to the profession. The next generation 
of professionals have a deeper appreciation and understanding of 
technology. They are not going to be interested in the way we served 
our clients 10 or even 20 years ago as a ‘bean counter.’ How do you 
get them interested in and excited about a profession as a CPA? 
Incorporating technology in our workplace will be paramount for the 
next generation to be attracted to accounting as a profession.”

Taking a Road Less Traveled



AUGUST 2021  C A L I F O R N I A  C P A    15www.calcpa.org

language, Mandarin, which was required for her international 
business major.

“It was a wonderful experience. The culture was a little bit of 
a shock factor for me and my family,” she says. “It was a member 
firm of approximately 2,200 professionals and I was the only white 
professional and had limited local language skills. It was pretty intense 
and reminded me of when I had been a new student in a new high 
school and sticking out like a sore thumb.”

Simons says it was another formative experience for her—learning 
how to operate in a very different culture; experiencing a different 
business environment; and learning how to communicate, influence 
and teach the local engagement teams effectively so as to implement 
Deloitte policies. 

A Passion for Technology
The family was in Taiwan for more than three years, where Simons 
gained a copious amount of tech experience and says it’s where she 
obtained much of her semiconductor experience. She eventually 
moved back to the Bay Area, first landing in Deloitte’s Silicon Valley 
office and then moving to Deloitte’s San Francisco office to lead their 
emerging growth company practice.

“We were seeing technology companies 
start up  
in San Francisco and increased venture 
capital investments into new technology 
companies in the city,” she says. It was 
yet another adventure for Simons and an 
opportunity to be at the forefront of a new 
age of technology.

Simons remained in this arena until 
2019, and in 2020 took on an internal 
role in succession planning to plan for the deployment of audit and 
assurance partners on Deloitte’s audit clients. It has been a very 
gratifying role, she says, and came at a time when Deloitte has 
been very intentional about equitable opportunities for female and 
ethnically and racially diverse professionals. 

“Being in a role that can influence how our partners are deployed 
on our clients and other opportunities was a way for me to make 
an impact that matters, especially as we consider the importance of 
diversity, equity and inclusion at Deloitte.” 

She’ll soon transition back to her passion for tech as the 
National audit industry leader for Technology, Media and 
Telecommunications, where she plans to identify opportunities to 
increase diversity, equity and inclusion in the practice. 

Making an Impact & CalCPA
Getting to this point in her career has been quite the adventure 
for Simons, and through it all she has maintained a passion for 
volunteering and giving back.

“I find volunteering gratifying,” she says. “But spend time 
thinking about what impact you want to make with your skills and 
experiences. I am purposeful about where I want to spend my time. 
I have been asked to take on some roles where I didn’t feel I was 
contributing or didn’t fit with my values. It is very important to me 
to feel that the time I am contributing is making a difference.” 

“Making an Impact that Matters” is a Deloitte principle that 
Simons strongly believes in. “It’s one thing to do your work well 
and serve your clients, but it’s another to make a difference in your 
community, to help someone grow and develop their skills.”

This attitude toward volunteering played into Simons’ decision to 
get involved with CalCPA when Deloitte asked her to join the board. 

“I wanted a meaningful way to give back to a profession that has 
provided me with so many great opportunities and experiences,” she 
says. “As the largest state society of accountants in the U.S. serving 
more than 45,000 members, CalCPA’s direction and impact was 
really exciting to me. In thinking about how Deloitte can help grow 
the profession with CalCPA, having a board seat was a way for me to 
influence the direction of our profession.”

Diversity & the Profession
In her early years as an Audit & Assurance partner, Simons  
served as a leader for Deloitte’s Women’s Initiative in the Bay Area, 
and while she believes progress has been made related to women in 
the accounting profession, more can be done, she says, to provide 
women with experiences and roles where they can learn, develop, 
lead and be visible.

“Deloitte has been on this path before I started in 1994,  
which was in the early years of the women’s initiative. Our  
CEO believed that it was a business imperative to recruit and  
retain women and initiated programs to create more work-life  
balance for all professionals. While there is still more work to be 

done in this area, there has been progress 
where women now represent 28 percent of the 
partners, principals and managing directors at 
Deloitte, which was only 5 percent in 1991” 
[2021 Deloitte Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion  
(DEI) Transparency Report, Deloitte, 2021; 
“Winning the Talent War for Women: 
Sometimes it Takes a Revolution,” Harvard 
Business Review, Nov.-Dec. 2000].

As the United States is facing an important 
time about race, diversity, equity and inclusion, 

a new dialogue is emerging that is far greater than the women’s 
initiative of the past. “A new dialogue can be the platform for 
change to improve diversity, equity and inclusion in our profession in 
California.” 

In her role as CalCPA chair, Simons notes that she plans to 
encourage CalCPA members to participate in growing the next 
generation of accountants—and is fully aware of the challenges and 
opportunities ahead. 

“Given the increasing integration of technology within our 
profession, the ongoing CPA Evolution initiative and a sincere focus 
on DE&I to recruit and retain top talent, the course we chart now will 
have long-term implications on the future of accounting,” she says. 
“This is an exciting time to be in practice, and I am honored to have 
earned the trust of my fellow CPAs to lead CalCPA as we continue 
the work of transforming our profession together.” 

Contributing work done by Damien B.M. English, CalCPA’s managing 
editor. You can reach him at damien.english@calcpa.org.

About Deloitte
Deloitte refers to one or more of Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu Limited, a UK private 
company limited by guarantee (DTTL), its network of member firms, and their 
related entities. DTTL and each of its member firms are legally separate and 
independent entities. DTTL (also referred to as “Deloitte Global”) does not provide 
services to clients. In the United States, Deloitte refers to one or more of the US 
member firms of DTTL, their related entities that operate using the “Deloitte” 
name in the United States and their respective affiliates. Certain services may not be 
available to attest clients under the rules and regulations of public accounting. Please 
see www.deloitte.com/about to learn more about our global network of member firms. 
Copyright © 2021 Deloitte Development LLC. All rights reserved.

“this is an exciting time 
to be in practice, and I am 
honored to have earned 
the trust of my fellow 
CPAs to lead CalCPA.” 

Taking a Road Less Traveled


