6/4/2008	Burgoon – Assessment Memo	Page 3 of 4
		
John Burgoon  		Burgoon Associates LLC		February 14, 2008

Memo: An Assessment of Current Professional Focus
 in Automated Accounting Services Delivery

Organizations have not yet fully realized the benefits of inter-organizational relationships due to a dearth of cross-enterprise process integration capabilities.  IT-enabled inter-organizational business process standards (IBPS) have come to market which propose to solve this problem. Also known as “vertical information systems”, these IBPS consist of technical specifications for inter-related, sequential tasks, documents, and standards which are shared by various entities in a value chain in order to achieve specific and common business objectives.  Various intertial mechanisms are important factors in the assimilation of IBPS for both dominant and non-dominant business firms.  The ability and/or the willingness to overcome resource inflexibilities and resist the rigidity of established business practices is critical to the formation of successful inter-organizational relationships (Bala and Venkatesh, 2007).
Our company, Burgoon Associates LLC (BA LLC), holds that the continued success of IA practice will rest on services translating user needs into an actual, well-made information structure.  This may include everything from visualization or database design, content management, and web site design all the way out to enterprise-scale information space specifications such as IBPS.  We feel we must define more specific market-analytical examples of IA projects for clients in order for them to appreciate the potential benefits of inter-organizational IT-based collaboration.
This paper explores a series of articles from recent accounting literature which demonstrate areas of innovation opportunity for accounting firms with established B2B e-service delivery infrastructures.  We believe that these opportunities deserve scrutiny given that the work environment of contemporary accountants is increasingly project based (Liberatore et al, 2007).

Activity-Based Costing Systems
	As we are well aware, IT project failure rates remain high.  Accounting system overhauls are no exception.  The simple, straightforward concept of activity-based costing (ABC) is one example where changing a company’s cost information reporting system can fail despite the simplicity of the underlying concept.
DeWayne Searcy discussed Temp Employment Company’s implementation of ABC by the CFO in an attempt to understand the mystery of stagnant profits despite increasing revenues.  ABC quickly revealed that TEC’s largest customer was actually generating losses equal to almost 200% of the company’s net profits and that more than 70% of all TEC customers were generating losses of some magnitude (Searcy, 2004).
Although one might expect that this revelation would have drastic effect on the company business strategy, instead the company abandoned the ABC methods and the analysis resulting from its implementation.  DeSearcy (2007) re-visits the case two years later and reports that the failure of TEC to integrate the ABC system with its other information systems lies at the root of the failure.  
One solution to this sort of failure is to utilize a project management approach and push system-wide integration of the ABC analysis.  In other words, TEC needed an information architect in a position to leverage internal upper management support to make use of the ABC analysis outside the accounting department.  The key proposal here is to treat ABC not as a traditional information system, but as a decision support system (DSS), and to enable the right professional in the appropriate corporate level to ensure that the DSS is adopted cross-enterprise.  Because of the analytical nature of a DSS, it naturally progresses to higher levels of support within a corporation (DeSearcy, 2007), a key factor in project success.
The ABC system adopted and then dropped by TEC could have developed into an enterprise-wide analytical tool invaluable in supporting the CFO’s drive to better profitability.  Instead, it was mired in the accounting department, updated infrequently, and eventually forgotten.  An information architect would ask questions designed to drive the ABC toward system-wide efficacy:
· Which executives support this initiative?
· Does your system include data external to your company?
· Does it include non-financial information?
· Is the information all current in one location?
· Are analytical tools available? What are they?
· Can you generate fast custom reports?
· Is the system user-friendly?
· Are aspects of the system ported to a web site?
Designing decision support systems to be analytical rather than merely data-driven is one example of how an informtion architect can provide insight and project management expertise to assist a company in succeeding in its original business goal.

SOX 404 Compliance
	The Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 (SOX) was enacted as a response to the Enron and WorldCom scandals.  Section 404 of SOX demands that management take ownership of internal controls over financial reporting (ICFR) by assessing and publicly reporting on their effectiveness.  Furthermore, legislators demand that external auditors attest to the validity of these internal reports by independently assessing the effectiveness of the company’s ICFR (Wilkins & Gupta, 2007).
The planning, execution, and maintenance of internal control assessments due to SOX Section 404 is challenging and expensive.  The larger, accelerated filers are just beginning their fourth year of compliance, and best practice for overall compliance with SOX is now appearing in accounting trade journals.  These best practices describe the development of top-down SOX steering committees spear-headed by an executive project lead.  They also promote de-centralized division-level program committees.  
Both of these best practices should be seen as exciting opportunities for information architects.  No professionals are better prepared for this task: their combination of project lead expertise and awareness of high-level information system design is ideal.  The amount of organizational skill and team leadership required to merely report on the progress of a Sox 404 Compliance project alone can be quite large (Wilkins & Gupta, 2007).  PricewaterhouseCooper was prescient in 2003, when it declared that “sound project management fundamentals are more important than ever.” (Liberatore, 2007).  However, we believe that an accountant is better off partnering with a professional project manager rather than attempting to become one.
One example opportunity for the external consulting accounting firm partnered with an independent information architect lies in a specific sub-set of this compliance activity: the development, procurement, and maintenance of the accounting tools used to document and test the progress of the compliance effort, and the resulting reporting to process leads, control executives, and steering committees.  Since SoX 404 already demands the external independent audit as a part of complaince, involvement by a partnership of an information architect and independent accounting firm from the beginning could streamline costs, help push the project to completion on budget and on time, and reduce the necessary costs of redundant meetings, reports, and accounting.

Company Dashboards
	In a software context, a dashboard is a metaphorical instrument panel, an assemblage of a variety of indicators from various information systems so that a single human controller can rapidly access information about an entire system by having all the sub-system indicators available at a glance.  This metaphor has been in use in this context since the 1970s.
	Dashboards are a visual method for connecting disparate information systems through a common, human judgment system.  Dashboards are optimally used when information is presented to take advantage of the human visual cortex.  In this capacity, the human brain is far more capable of processing information than current software systems.  Photo recognition, certain kinds of pattern recognition, and other forms of visual complexity processing are performed by humans in a fraction of a second.  Thus, a dynamic dashboard presenting real-time indicators subject to sudden change is radically different from a static dashboard presenting report summaries in a convenient field of vision.  Both variants appeal to administrators who wish to obtain a single, “big picture” view of their company.
	Migration of medical service care delivery to dashboard-style presentation tools is anticipated to be rapid by the Research and Markets “Worldwide Physicians Office Electronic Medical Records Market Strategies, Market Shares, and Market Forecast” for 2008-2013.  Their stated reason for this belief is the “leveraging of existing technology from business” (Business Wire, 2007).  A similar trend in electronic accouting services delivery is apparent from even a cursory glance at accounting journal literature.
Dashboards remain a popular form of visual presentation of information systems and deserve greater scrutiny as possible avenues of automated service delivery.  Like the decision support systems mentioned above, dashboards can be designed by the IA to be dynamic and analytical rather than data-driven and static.  To extend the metaphor, consider which style of dashboard would better serve an airline pilot: the one with live instrument readings, or the one with quarterly averages from the last 1000 flights?

Other avenues of inquiry
During this review, we found several other possible areas of inquiry which merit more research: market segmentation, measurement of e-commerce technologies, and issues relating to e-partnering all form a lively portion of current accounting literature, both in trade and scholarly venues.  Risk-based approaches to identifying the total cost of outsourcing and various project management concepts presented in the literature suggest that the market timing is excellent for emerging information architects to puruse fruitful professional partnerships with accounting firms.  This memo will be followed by another one which further investigates these topics.
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