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For years, the tax practice has been the revenue 
backbone of the CPA firm — reliable, recurring, and largely 
unchanged in its fundamental shape. Practitioners 
prepared returns, met deadlines, managed compliance, 
and moved on to the next engagement. It was a model 
built for a different era: one in which compliance was 
the main scope of the job, technology meant desktop 
software, and the value of a tax professional was 
measured in forms filed and deadlines met. 

That era is over. 

The forces reshaping the tax practice today are not 
subtle. Artificial intelligence is automating work that 
once consumed entire busy seasons. Clients — better 
informed, more financially sophisticated, and increasingly 
engaging with technology-first competitors — are 
demanding more than compliance. They want guidance. 
Meanwhile, firm leaders are facing a talent pipeline that 
demands more meaningful, advisory-oriented work as a 
condition of entry. The focus on how tax compliance is 
done is changing quickly. 

Firms need to reimagine their tax practice for advisory 
focused services, delivering more value to clients to help 
them win in this new environment.    

This paper introduces a framework that provides firms 
with practical, strategy- and implementation-level 
guidance on activating a tax transformation initiative. It is 
designed for two primary audiences:   

Introduction 

The tax partner or practice leader responsible for 
building and running the practice day-to-day 

The managing partner or firm leader responsible for 
the strategic and financial health of the entire firm, 
including its valuation and competitive position.

Firms that have made the most meaningful progress in 
transformation efforts are those where both perspectives 
are aligned around a shared vision of what the tax 
practice should become.



Most firms already deliver some form of tax advisory – for their best clients, their most complex situations, or their 
most capable practitioners. Transformation makes this intentional rather than ad hoc, scaling advisory services to all 
clients through a combination of people, processes, and technology, and transforming tax data into actionable, forward-
looking recommendations for clients.   

Tax transformation: A definition 

Tax transformation is the intentional evolution of a tax practice focus from 
reactive compliance to proactive, AI-enabled advisory — spanning strategy, 
talent, technology, and service models.

THE RESULT

Tax professionals who deliver measurable  
client outcomes and a tax practice that  
drives firm growth.

TODAY — Compliance‑centered practice

DESTINATION — Advisory‑centered practice  

Compliance Advisory

Compliance Advisory

• AI and technology is the catalyst    • Transformation to advisory focus   • Create value for clients
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 At CPA.com, we see five drivers for tax transformation:

1
FIRM STRATEGY  

AND GOVERNANCE 
Set the vision and governance for 
the practice — defining where the 

firm competes, how it differentiates, 
and who owns accountability for 

transformation outcomes.  

2
TALENT AND  

ADVISORY CULTURE 
Develop the advisory mindset,  

skills, and firm environment that  
allow practitioners to move beyond 

the return and into genuine  
client partnership.  

5
OPERATIONAL 
EXCELLENCE

Builds the systems, workflows, and 
performance metrics that make 

transformation durable — not a one-
time initiative, but a continuous 

competitive advantage.  

3
TECHNOLOGY AND 

AI INTEGRATION
Automate compliance workflows, 
surfaces real-time data, and frees 
capacity for higher-value work — 
making the practice faster, more 

accurate, and more scalable.    

4
SERVICE AND  

BUSINESS MODEL  
Reconfigures how tax expertise is 
packaged and delivered, shifting 

from transactional, deadline-driven 
engagements toward value-based,  
year-round advisory relationships.

WHOLE‑ 
PRACTICE  

DISCIPLINE

Together, these drivers move the tax practice from a cost-of-doing business function to a strategic engine for firm 
differentiation and client impact. 



1 FIRM STRATEGY  
AND GOVERNANCE 

It all starts with leadership 
The firms making the most meaningful progress on tax 
transformation share a common trait: leadership that has 
made an explicit, visible commitment to a different kind 
of tax practice. Strategic leaders are able to answer the 
question “what are we building, and why?” 

Without a clear answer to that question, technology 
investments are little more than tool collections, 
talent initiatives are rudderless training programs, and 
successful service model experiments never make it 
beyond the pilot stage.    

Defining your ideal client profile 
Industry specialization is one of the most powerful forms 
of differentiation available to a tax practice, and one 
of the most underused. A firm that has built genuine, 
deep expertise in healthcare, real estate, construction, 
or closely-held family businesses can offer clients 
something a generalist practice cannot: a tax advisor 
who understands their business model, their regulatory 
environment, their common planning challenges, and the 
tax strategies that are most relevant to their situation. 
That expertise commands premium pricing, drives 
referrals within the industry, and builds the kind of trusted 
relationships clients don’t leave. 

Some firms differentiate on service capability rather 
than industry, building recognized depth in areas like 
international tax, R&D credits, estate and succession 
planning, or state and local tax as a standalone practice. 
In each case, specialization creates more value than 
being tax generalists, and that value is the foundation of 
an advisory-oriented practice. 

Competitive positioning:  
What leading firms do

Leading firms often convene an annual practice 
planning session, separate from the budget 
process, in which practice leaders explicitly 
revisit competitive positioning, client mix, service 
priorities, and transformation progress. They 
treat the tax practice as a business unit with its 
own strategy, not just a service line defined by its 
technical scope.

Firms often struggle when they default to 
incremental planning — doing more of what they 
already do, slightly better or slightly cheaper. The 
question “Which clients or service areas should we 
de-emphasize to fund our strategic priorities?” is 
rarely asked, and almost never answered. Without 
the discipline to make those trade-offs, the practice 
grows in complexity but not in strategic clarity.
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Different firms, different structures

Governance doesn’t require a title – it requires 
ownership. What that looks like depends on 
firm size. Here are some common approaches 
deployed by firms of different sizes.  

Large firms: Dedicated transformation role 
(partner or senior director)

Mid-size firms: Practice development committee 
with approval authority.

Smaller firms: Managing partner with advisory 
revenue tied to their own metrics. 

In all cases, the structure varies – not the function. 

Governance: Who owns it?  
Strategy without governance is aspiration. The second 
dimension of strategic leadership that distinguishes 
transformed practices is the presence of formal 
accountability structures for transformation outcomes — 
not just for compliance performance.

For example, consider the case of a firm that invests 
in a new tax planning software platform, trains its 
team, and launches with genuine enthusiasm. Then, 
twelve months later, usage has drifted back to legacy 
workflows because busy season overwhelmed the 
transition, no one followed up on adoption metrics, and 
the partners who never fully bought in quietly stopped 
requiring the new approach. The technology did not fail. 
Governance did. 

The tax practice as an investment,  
not a revenue stream 
For managing partners, strategic leadership means 
a shift in framing: the tax practice isn’t just a revenue 
stream — it’s an asset. The question isn’t only “how 
much is it generating?” but “what is it worth, and are we 
building toward that value or away from it?” 

Firms that have navigated the private equity 
consolidation wave of recent years — whether as 
acquirers, acquired, or deliberate non-participants — 
understand this reality: the tax practices that command 
premium valuations are advisory-oriented, technology-
enabled, and staffed with practitioners who have 
relationships clients follow. Those that are compliance-
heavy, manually operated, and relationship-thin are 
valued at a discount. Strategic leadership is, among 
other things, a value creation discipline.

Strategy without 
governance is aspiration.

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

	 Transformation requires explicit 
leadership commitment, not just 
organizational openness to change. 

	 Competitive differentiation through 
specialization — by industry or service 
capability — is the foundation of an 
advisory-oriented practice. 

	 Governance structures that create 
accountability for transformation 
outcomes are as important as the 
strategy itself. 

	 Managing partners should frame tax 
transformation as a value creation 
investment, not a cost management 
initiative.



2 TALENT AND  
ADVISORY CULTURE  

The human side of transformation  
is the hardest part  
No technology investment transforms a practice if the 
people inside still think of themselves as compliance 
professionals. The talent/culture pillar humanizes the 
transformation — and it is usually the hardest one 
to get right. The shift from compliance to advisory 
requires practitioners to develop a different set of skills. 
They need to be able to ask better questions, translate 
technical tax knowledge into business language, 
facilitate forward-looking conversations, and build the 
kind of trusted relationships that make clients call before 
they make a major decision rather than after. 

These skills are learnable, but they aren’t automatically 
developed through years of compliance work. In fact, 
the habits built during a compliance-intensive career 
can actively work against them. A practitioner who has 
spent a decade optimizing for speed, accuracy, and 
throughput during busy season has built reflexes that 
are exactly right for compliance and exactly wrong for 
advisory. The advisory conversation is slower, more 
exploratory, and more ambiguous. Getting comfortable 
and effective in that space is the core talent challenge. 

Building advisory skills deliberately 
Leading firms are approaching advisory skill 
development as a structured discipline rather than an 
outcome that emerges from experience. The most 
effective programs share several characteristics. 

1 	They define what “advisory” means in their own 
context — not as a concept but in terms of specific 
conversations, clients, and decisions. Defining it 
precisely gives practitioners a clear target to develop 
toward. 

In practice: The Tax Business Advisor track

A regional firm serving a concentration of 
manufacturing and distribution clients developed 
a formal “Tax Business Advisor” track — a 
structured 18-month development program for 
senior associates and managers that combined 
technical training in business tax strategy with 
facilitated coaching on client communication, 
relationship development, and advisory meeting 
structure. Participants were paired with a partner 
mentor who co-facilitated client conversations and 
provided structured feedback. 

Within two years, the firm had meaningfully 
expanded advisory revenue without adding 
headcount, because existing practitioners were 
doing different work — not more work.

 

2 	They create structured practice experiences before 
deploying advisory skills in real client settings — 
internal case reviews, role-play with coaching from 
senior advisors, and shadowed meetings with 
detailed debriefs. 

3 	They build advisory skill development into the 
performance management system, so that 
growth in this area is visibly valued and rewarded. 
Practitioners respond to what they are measured on. 
If advisory skill is important but unmeasured, it will 
be treated as optional. 

Redefining tax professionals’  
career paths 
The next generation of practitioners is making career 
choices increasingly based on whether the work is 
meaningful, varied, and developmental. Firms that can 
describe their tax practice honestly as advisory-oriented 
— where professionals spend time on planning, strategy, 
and client outcomes rather than return preparation 
— gain a recruiting advantage. Firms that can’t are 
competing for a shrinking pool of candidates. 
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This creates a self-reinforcing loop. 

Culture: What the org chart doesn’t show
Culture is the set of unwritten rules that determine how 
work actually gets done, what gets rewarded… and 
what gets ignored. Most tax practices were built around 
compliance: precision over exploration, throughput over 
depth, individual technical expertise over collaboration. 
That culture is not wrong — it was right for the 
model it served. But it’s incompatible with advisory 
transformation. 

The most impactful culture changes tend to result from 
three shifts:  

1 	From deadline-driven to relationship-driven 
rhythms. Practices that have restructured their work 
calendar to distribute workload more evenly across 
the year — through extended deadlines, capacity 
planning, and deliberate scheduling of advisory 
work in off-peak periods — create the conditions for 
advisory culture to take root.  

2 	From individual to team-based client service. 
Advisory work is inherently more collaborative than 
compliance work. Clients benefit from multiple 
perspectives, and practitioners develop faster 
when they work alongside peers on complex client 
challenges. Firms that build cross-functional teams 
around key client relationships are creating better 
client outcomes as well as a more developmental 
environment for their people.  

3 	From implicit to explicit values. Firms that have 
clearly articulated what they stand for — in writing, 
hiring conversations, performance reviews, and 
partner meetings — give their people a framework 
for making decisions in the ambiguous situations 
that advisory work constantly generates.

 Transformation  
attracts  

better talent

Better talent  
drives advisory 

revenue

Advisory revenue 
funds further 
investment

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

	 Advisory skill development requires 
deliberate, structured programs — not 
just experience or aspiration. 

	 Defining “advisory” specifically for your 
client base gives practitioners a concrete 
target to develop toward. 

	 Talent strategy and transformation 
strategy are inseparable; firms that 
transform attract the practitioners who 
accelerate transformation. 

	 Culture change is slow, visible only in 
aggregate, and entirely dependent on 
leadership behavior as the primary signal 
of what actually matters. 

The cost of standing still

A high-performing tax manager at a compliance-
focused regional firm receives two offers — one 
from her current employer with a modest raise, 
and one from a smaller firm whose managing 
partner describes a specific advisory-oriented 
practice model, a defined path to partnership 
based on client relationship development, and a 
commitment to technology that would eliminate 
the manual, repetitive work the manager finds 
most draining. 

She takes the second offer. Her departure costs 
her current firm not just her billing capacity, but 
the client relationships she has built over six years 
— several of which follow her.



3 TECHNOLOGY AND  
AI INTEGRATION

From compliance accelerator to 
advisory enabler  
Firms with embedded AI workflows report significant 
time freed from data gathering, document review, and 
routine communication—redirected toward planning, 
advisory conversations, and proactive client outreach. 
They approach AI as a capacity-creation tool rather than 
a cost-reduction tool.  It makes the advisory practice 
operationally possible at scale. 

Early-adopter firms report compressing compliance 
hours by 40-60%. That time doesn’t disappear, it 
just gets redirected. The most impactful technology 
investments focus on three zones:  

Ask the right questions

The most technologically mature practices 
approach their technology stack with the same 
strategic intentionality they bring to service design. 
They conduct annual technology assessments that 
ask not just “Are our tools current?” but “What are 
our practitioners spending time on that technology 
should be doing? And what are they not doing that 
technology would enable?” 

The answer to those questions drives investment 
prioritization.

ZONE
1

Workflow 
automation  
and compliance 
infrastructure 

ZONE
2

AI-assisted 
research, 
analysis, and 
planning

ZONE
3

Client-facing 
technology and 
relationship 
infrastructure 

The foundation layer. Tax prep software 
with intelligent document processing, 
client portals, automated data collection, 
and practice management systems. The 
goal isn’t just efficiency — it’s reliability. 
Quality driven by the system, not 
individual habits.

The layer that most directly enables 
advisory work. AI research tools navigate 
complex questions — multi-entity 
structures, cross-border transactions, 
R&D credit qualification — in a fraction 
of the time. The practitioner’s role isn’t 
replaced; it’s elevated. AI surfaces the 
opportunity, and judgment translates it 
into a client conversation.

Client portals, proactive regulatory 
alerts, and planning dashboards that 
keep the advisor visible between 
engagements. Enables year-over-year 
comparisons and forward-looking 
projections, transforming the relationship 
from annual compliance event to ongoing 
financial partnership. 

Client portals, proactive regulatory alerts, and planning 
dashboards that keep the advisor visible between 
engagements. Enables year-over-year comparisons 
and forward-looking projections, transforming the 
relationship from annual compliance event to ongoing 
financial partnership.
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AI fluency as a professional 
competency 
AI fluency is becoming a core professional competency—not 
technologist-level expertise, but the practical judgment to 
know what AI tools can and cannot do, how to prompt them 
effectively, and when to verify their outputs. 

Firms building this competency now—through training, 
structured exposure, and a culture that treats experimentation 
as professional development—will have a durable advantage. 
Access to the tools is table stakes. Judgment in using them is 
the differentiator. 

Integration,  
not addition 
The single most common 
shortcoming in tax technology 
investment is treating new 
tools as additions to existing 
workflows rather than 
redesigning the workflows. A firm 
that adds an AI research tool to 
a workflow in which practitioners 
default to manual research 
when under deadline pressure 
will see limited return on the 
investment. A firm that redesigns 
its research workflow around the 
AI tool — setting expectations, 
building training, and creating 
accountability for consistent use 
— can see transformative returns. 

The practices realizing the 
greatest ROI have connected 
their tool choices to a clear 
operating model. They have 
a clear picture of what the 
practice should look like, what 
practitioners should be spending 
their time on. Technology 
investments made in isolation 
tend to add cost and complexity 
without adding capacity.   

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

	 AI’s primary value in tax transformation 
is capacity creation — freeing practitioner 
time for advisory work — not just 
compliance efficiency.

	 The three investment zones (workflow 
automation, AI-assisted analysis, 
client-facing technology) serve distinct 
functions and should be funded and 
evaluated separately.

	 AI fluency is an emerging professional 
competency that forward-looking firms 
are beginning to develop deliberately.

	 Technology creates value only when it 
is integrated into a redesigned operating 
model, not added to an unchanged one.

How it spreads: AI fluency in the wild

A tax manager at a mid-size firm begins using 
an AI research platform for complex multi-state 
apportionment questions. Initially skeptical, she 
discovers that the tool not only accelerates her 
research dramatically but consistently surfaces 
relevant case law and regulatory guidance she 
would not have thought to look for — expanding the 
quality and comprehensiveness of her analysis. 

She shares her workflow with two colleagues, 
who adapt it for their own practice areas. Within 
a quarter, three practitioners are delivering better 
research in a fraction of the time, and the firm’s 
tax department has informally developed a new 
standard for how complex technical questions  
are handled.



4 SERVICE AND 
BUSINESS MODEL 

The model that made the profession  
is limiting it 
A tax practice can have outstanding strategy, talented 
people, and best-in-class technology, and still be 
structurally limited by a service and pricing model that 
was designed for a different era. The hourly billing 
model, for all its familiarity and operational simplicity, 
creates a fundamental misalignment between what 
firms produce and what clients value. It prices effort 
rather than outcomes and rewards complexity over 
efficiency. It makes advisory work — which is often 
conversational, relationship-driven, and difficult 
to capture in six-minute increments — chronically 
underpriced relative to its actual value. And it creates 
a perverse incentive structure in which the efficiency 
gains from technology investment reduce revenue 
rather than create capacity for higher-value work. 

Lead with value, not price

The most effective transitions to subscription 
pricing begin with a clear articulation of the value 
proposition — what the client receives, how often, 
in what format, and to what standard — before 
the fee is ever discussed. Firms that lead with the 
price and follow with the services tend to face 
resistance.

Firms that lead with the value proposition — a 
specific, compelling description of what the 
advisory relationship looks like and what it 
delivers — and then present a fee that reflects that 
value tend to find clients receptive, often more so 
than expected.

The shift to value-based and  
fixed-fee models 
The most consequential service model shift in the 
profession right now is the move from transactional, 
hourly-billed engagements to fixed-fee or value-based 
advisory relationships. Under a value-based model, 
clients pay a predictable annual or monthly fee for a 
defined scope of ongoing advisory access — regular 
planning conversations, proactive outreach on tax law 
changes relevant to their situation, scenario modeling 
around major business or personal financial decisions, 
and continuous availability for questions that arise 
between scheduled touchpoints. 

Revenue becomes a function of relationship value, not 
hours logged. The advisor is no longer managing the 
tension between “should I call this client proactively?” and 
“will they push back on the bill?” That tension disappears 
when the fee is fixed and the relationship is the product.

Clients increasingly want predictability, access, and 
partnership — and research shows they’ll pay more for an 
advisory relationship that feels like a genuine partnership 
than for transactional compliance, even when technical 
quality is comparable.

HOURLY 
BILLING

VALUE/FIXED‑FEE  
BILLINGVS

	 Time and materials 
Prices the work by 
tracked time and 
costs to complete an 
engagement.

	 Efficiency penalty 
Tech and process 
improvements reduce 
time to complete, which 
reduces revenue.

	 Engagement deliverables 
Focus on deadline task 
completion, not pricing 
advisory opportunities.

	 Outcome‑driven pricing 
Prices work based on defined 
scope and value to the client—
agreed upon in advance.

	 Efficiency upside  
Tech and expertise increase 
capacity for advisory 
opportunities to increase 
margin/revenue.

	 Trusted advisor positioning  
Elevates trust between firm 
and client as a strategic 
partner for long‑term 
success.

This is a structural problem that limits the growth 
ceiling of the tax advisory practice, regardless of how 
good the advisors are. Firms that have solved it — and a 
growing number have — have done so by fundamentally 
redesigning not just what they offer but how they 
package, price, and deliver it. 
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Half said yes. That was enough.

A firm serving a concentration of closely held 
family businesses introduces a tiered advisory 
service structure and presents it to their top 40 
clients in individual meetings over a six-week 
period. They do not expect universal adoption — 
and they do not get it. About half of clients choose 
to move to an advisory tier; the other half continue 
on a modified compliance engagement.

But the half that move to advisory generates 
materially higher revenue per client, and the 
advisory conversations in those first six months 
surface planning opportunities — succession 
planning gaps, suboptimal entity structures, 
underfunded retirement strategies — that generate 
additional engagement revenue well in excess of 
the implementation cost of the new model.

Packaging advisory services 
effectively
The service model redesign is about much more than 
pricing — it is about how advisory expertise is organized, 
communicated, and delivered. Many tax practices have 
the underlying capability to deliver meaningful advisory 
services. What they lack is a structure that makes 
those services visible to clients and are easy to deliver 
consistently.

Effective packaging has three elements. First: 
tiered service levels, so clients choose the depth of 
relationship matching their complexity.  

Second, they need a defined advisory meeting cadence 
built into the service agreement from day one, not left to 
the client to initiate. Clients who experience consistent 
advisory touchpoints develop a fundamentally different 
relationship than those who hear from the firm primarily 
when something is needed. 

The third element is communicating value. Advisory 
value is often invisible to clients. Transformed practices 
document their recommendations, quantify the resulting 
tax savings, and report that value in annual relationship 
reviews, creating the factual foundation for fee 
discussions at renewal. 

Strategic client segmentation 
The service model shift opens the door to something 
compliance-focused practices rarely achieve: defining 
the firm’s ideal client profile (ICP). Relationship-based 
engagements make it clearer which clients have the 
complexity, growth trajectory, and openness that makes 
advisory work sustainable — and which don’t. 

Client segmentation is one of the most powerful and 
underused levers available to tax practice leaders. Firms 
that have done it systematically — evaluating their client 
base on dimensions like advisory potential, relationship 
depth, profitability, and strategic fit — consistently 
report the same outcome: a smaller, better-served, more 
profitable client base that generates more advisory 
revenue and requires less senior practitioner time per 
dollar of revenue. 

 

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

	 Hourly billing is structurally incompatible 
with advisory transformation; it 
prices effort rather than value and 
disincentivizes efficiency. 

	 Subscription and fixed-fee models align 
firm and client incentives around the 
relationship rather than the transaction. 

	 Effective advisory packaging includes 
tiered service levels, a defined 
meeting cadence, and explicit value 
communication. 

	 Strategic client segmentation — deciding 
which relationships to invest in most 
deeply — is a growth lever, not a retreat. 



5 OPERATIONAL 
EXCELLENCE

The execution gap is where 
transformations fail 
Research suggests 70% of organizational change 
efforts fail — not because the strategy is wrong, but 
because execution doesn’t follow. A firm can have the 
right vision, right people, and right technology and still 
find the practice hasn’t materially changed, because the 
underlying workflows and metrics were never redesigned 
to support it. Without deliberate operational redesign,  
even firms with genuine commitment to transformation 
will stall and fall short of their strategic plan. 

Living process documentation: If no one 
owns it, no one updates it

The most operationally mature practices maintain 
living process documentation — not static 
procedure manuals that sit unread in shared 
drives, but actively maintained workflow guides 
that are embedded in practice management 
systems, referenced in onboarding, and updated 
when the team identifies a better approach.

Process ownership is assigned explicitly: 
someone is responsible for each workflow, which 
means someone is accountable for keeping it 
current and effective.

Operational excellence is the driver that closes that 
gap. It is the disciplined, ongoing work of making 
transformation durable: building processes that hold 
under the pressure of busy season and client demands, 
measuring what actually matters for the transformed 
practice, and continuously improving based on what 
the data shows. It is, in many ways, the least glamorous 
pillar — no one gives a keynote about workflow 
documentation — but it is the one that determines 
whether the other four pillars produce lasting change or 
impressive pilots. 

Standardizing workflows for scale  
and consistency 
The first discipline of operational excellence is workflow 
standardization — building documented, technology-
supported processes for how the practice operates 
day-to-day, across the full scope of both compliance and 
advisory work. 

of organizational 
change efforts 
FAIL70%
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One metric that changed everything

A tax practice leader introduces a simple quarterly 
metric: the number of proactive client contacts 
made by each practitioner — calls, emails, or 
meeting invitations initiated by the firm without a 
client prompt.

In the first quarter, the numbers are low across 
the board. The practice leader shares them 
transparently at a team meeting, without 
judgment, and asks the team to think about what 
gets in the way of proactive outreach and what 
would make it easier.

The conversation reveals two insights: 
practitioners feel they do not have enough time, 
and they are uncertain what to talk about when 
they reach out. The firm addresses the second 
problem by developing a library of proactive 
talking points — planning opportunities, 
regulatory changes, industry developments — 
organized by client type.

Within two quarters, proactive contact frequency 
has doubled, and several practitioners are 
reporting that the conversations have opened 
advisory engagements they would not have 
identified otherwise.

On the compliance side, most firms have reasonable 
process infrastructure — the gaps tend to appear at 
handoffs: between team members, between prep 
and review, at client communication milestones. 
Standardizing those points reduces errors and creates 
the predictability that capacity planning requires. 

On the advisory side, most firms have minimal process 
infrastructure — advisory work varies by practitioner, 
and that variability is a growth ceiling. Standardizing 
the advisory process (planning conversation structure, 
touchpoint cadence, documentation format) doesn’t 
eliminate judgment; it creates a consistent foundation for 
judgment to operate from. 

Rethinking the performance 
management system 

Most tax practices measure what compliance practices 
have always measured: utilization rates, realization rates, 
hours billed, turnaround times, write-offs. These metrics 
are still relevant signals of compliance efficiency. But 
they are incomplete as a measurement system for a 
transformed practice, and incomplete measurement 
systems drive incomplete behavior. 

What gets measured gets done. If tax advisory work is 
valued but unmeasured, practitioners treat it as optional. 
If proactivity matters but the only metric is billable 
hours, the signal is clear. 

Transformed practices build a broader performance 
framework - one that includes deliverable based 
accountability that tracks whether practitioners are 
meeting their tax advisory commitments on time, 
not just logging hours against engagements. The 
framework typically includes tax advisory revenue as 
a percentage of total tax revenue, client retention and 
year-over-year relationship growth, satisfaction scores, 
proactive touchpoints per client, and the pipeline of 
identified planning opportunities. These metrics tell a 
more complete story — one about relationship quality, 
not just work volume. 

Continuous improvement as a 
competitive practice 
The second discipline of operational excellence is 
treating improvement as a continuous, structured 
practice rather than an episodic response to problems. 
Compliance-focused practices typically improve 
reactively — something goes wrong, the team addresses 
it, and things go back to normal. Transformed practices 
improve proactively — they have regular mechanisms 
for identifying what is working and what is not, and they 
iterate deliberately. 



Good intentions don’t have deadlines. 
Commitments do.

The highest-performing practices treat their 
improvement initiatives with the same project 
discipline they apply to client engagements: 
defined scope, clear ownership, specific 
milestones, and a deadline.

“We need to improve our advisory meeting 
structure” is a good intention. “By Q3, we will have 
designed, piloted with five clients, and documented 
a standard advisory meeting framework — led by 
[name], with a review at our August team meeting” 
is an operational commitment.

KEY TAKEAWAYS 

	 Most transformation failures are 
execution failures; operational redesign is 
what makes strategic intent durable.

	 Workflow standardization on the advisory 
side — not just the compliance side — is 
essential for scaling advisory capacity.

	 Performance measurement systems 
must be redesigned to include advisory 
and relationship metrics, not just 
compliance efficiency metrics.

	 Continuous improvement requires 
structured mechanisms, not good 
intentions.

	 Building institutional capability — 
processes and systems that outlast 
individuals — is the long-term purpose of 
operational excellence.

The most effective continuous improvement 
mechanisms in tax practices tend to be simple: a 
structured post-busy-season debrief that captures what 
went well, what did not, and what the team commits 
to doing differently; a quarterly practice review that 
examines performance metrics against targets and 
identifies the one or two process or capability gaps 
most worth addressing; and an annual advisory quality 
review in which a sample of client relationships is 
assessed against the practice’s standard for advisory 
service — what should have been done that was not, 
what was done well, and what the practice can learn. 

Practices that build this habit compound their 
improvement in ways that stable operations simply 
cannot. 

Building a practice for scale  
and growth
The most underappreciated dimension of operational 
excellence is the difference between individual capability 
and institutional capability. 

Most tax practices function as a collection of 
individuals: individual client relationships, individual 
practitoner approaches, and individual knowledge 
application.  When key people leave, they take clients 
and practice value with them.   

The processes, tools, measurement systems, and 
service standards that constitute operational excellence 
in transformed practices create institutional value 
that is independent of any individual practitioner. They 
make client relationships more portable because the 
service experience is consistent. They make practitioner 
transitions smoother because the approach is 
documented. And they make the practice more valuable 
— to clients, to partners, and to the market — because 
its capabilities are demonstrably scalable rather 
than individually dependent. The practice improves 
regardless of who’s running it.   
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Tax transformation isn’t a destination. It’s an ongoing 
competitive posture — and the firms that understand 
this aren’t asking whether to transform. They’re asking 
how fast and where to start.

Most firms find their starting point in the pillar where the 
pain is most acute: the technology debt that eats senior 
time, the service model that undervalues advisory work, 
or the leadership clarity that transformation requires 
before anything else can stick. The entry point matters 
less than the commitment to move across all five.

The five drivers are mutually reinforcing. Technology 
creates capacity and the right service model absorbs it. 
The right service model demands advisory skills and the 
right culture develops them. Each investment amplifies 
the others. This is what separates firms whose growth 
compounds from those whose growth plateaus.

Tax transformation is a whole-practice discipline, not a 
technology project or a service-line initiative. The firms 
making real progress are not doing one thing differently. 
They have a clear picture of where they are headed—and 
they are moving deliberately toward it.

The firms that move now set the terms for everyone 
else. There is no neutral position. Every year of delay is a 
year the gap widens.

CPA.com is the transformation partner for tax. We work 
alongside firm leaders and practitioners as a guide, 
a solution ecosystem (including partners like Blue J, 
Vertex, and Kintsugi), and a professional development 
platform. Through Tax Transformation Workshops, 
advisory coaching, and consulting engagements, we 
help firms move from intention to execution. If you’re 
ready to take the next step, start with CPA.com.

The path forward
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