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Executive Summary:
Why Going Digital Wasn't Enough

Let me tell you something that might sting a little: going digital didn’t actually fix your intake
problems. | know — you ditched those 30-page organizers years ago, got yourself a nice
digital questionnaire, maybe even a portal. You thought you were done.

But as you probably learned by now, going digital simply shifted the problems from one
format to another.

Clients are still confused, staff are still bogged down in manual work, and firms are still
bleeding time and trust. From the client perspective, intake still feels like homework.

Just look at what one frustrated taxpayer posted online: “Why am | doing my CPA’s job for
them?” Another added: “Honestly, it’s easier to use TurboTax.”

These aren’t random internet trolls having a bad day. These are your potential clients, sitting
at their kitchen tables at 10 PM, wondering why their accountant’s process feels harder than
doing their taxes themselves.

The hidden cost of intake is significant. Every hour you spend chasing documents or
renaming files is an hour you’re not doing actual accounting work. For a typical firm
processing 500 returns annually, the 60-90 minutes wasted per return equals 500-750 hours
of lost productivity. At $150 per billable hour, that’s $75,000 to $112,500 in recoverable time
every tax season.
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But here’'s what makes

this moment critical:

Three forces are converging to separate the firms that thrive from those that fall behind.

With fewer accounting
graduates and
experienced professionals

retiring, wasted capacity
on administrative tasks is
no longer sustainable.

Client expectations
are rising fast

When clients can order
groceries with one click
and manage their bank
accounts from their
phone, your 30-question
intake form feels
ancient. DIY platforms
like TurboTax have made
simplicity their core
selling point, and clients
are starting to wonder
why professional service
feels more complicated

than doing it themselves.
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Tech-forward competitors
are pulling ahead

While you’re chasing
documents, they’re
serving more clients with
the same staff, delivering
better experiences, and

actually achieving work-
life balance.

4 )
This guide is going to show you why your current “fixes” aren’t actually
fixing anything, what modern intake really looks like, and how to turn
your biggest headache into your competitive advantage.
- J

smartvault.com




EI SmartVault

CHAPTER 1

Why Intake Is Broken
(And Why Band-Aids Don't Work)

Tax season prep starts with predictable chaos. Clients arrive confused about what to send
and when. Files trickle in through every format imaginable — scanned, photographed, or
barely legible. Your team wastes time organizing and renaming instead of preparing returns.
You have no clear visibility into who has submitted what. And despite all your security
protocols, sensitive data still ends up scattered across inboxes.

Even firms that think they’ve “modernized” by going paperless find themselves fighting the
same battles in digital form. Digital questionnaires replace paper organizers, but clients
still slog through irrelevant questions while staff continue renaming files and chasing
missing documents.

The ripple effects are devastating:

Lost Billable Hours
Intake follow-ups and manual cleanup consume valuable staff time that could be
spent on preparation, review, or advisory work.

Staff Turnover Costs
Administrative friction contributes to burnout, increasing the risk and cost of
replacing experienced team members.

Client Churn
A clunky intake experience erodes trust and can lead to higher client turnover and
lower lifetime value.

Missed Growth
With fewer new CPAs entering the profession, firms can’t afford to waste scarce
capacity on avoidable busywork.

Most firms try to patch these problems with band-aids: stricter deadlines, more reminders,
better Excel trackers. But these fixes rarely work because they don’t address the root issue:

intake isn’t just a task. It’s a workflow that touches everything else.
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The Technology Trap: More Tools, More Problems

When firms recognize the intake problem, their instinct is to find a tool that “fixes” it. But
here’s the critical mistake: they add another tool to an already fragmented stack, creating
three compounding problems.

Problem 1: Death by a Thousand Logins

Picture your typical morning: document management system, e-sign tool, client portal,
Slack, email, billing software. You’ve opened six apps before doing any actual work.

Studies show the average employee switches between apps 1,200 times per day, losing
nearly 4 hours per week just getting back on track. According to the 2025 CPA.com + Bill
Growth and Technology Survey:

38%

blame lack of system

97% Nearly 50%

of firms admit say their current stack
they aren’t using actually increases
technology efficiently manual work

integration for
workflow breakdowns

Problem 2: The Point Solution Multiplication Effect

Every new tool creates cascading complications:

o Security Multiplication: Each vendor increases compliance risk. Your clients’ tax data
now lives in yet another third-party system.

o Data Silos: Client information scatters across platforms. Documents collected in one
system must be manually transferred to another.

o Integration Failures: APIs break, updates cause conflicts, and staff waste time bridging
gaps between disconnected tools.

o Training Overhead: Every new interface requires onboarding for staff and clients, leading
to frustration and poor adoption.

o Cost Creep: Individual subscriptions add up faster than comprehensive solutions, plus
additional vendor risk and compliance complexity.
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Problem 3: Client Experience Fragmentation

Your clients feel this chaos too. When you send three different links — one for uploads,
another for e-signatures, a third for returns — they start questioning whether your firm has
its act together. From their perspective, professional service shouldn’t feel more complicated
than DIY software.

How Leading Firms Solve This Challenge:
From Burnout to Balance

A Virginia-based firm was struggling with capacity
issues as they grew from 400 to over 670 tax returns.
The owner worried he’d miss his children’s baseball
games due to work demands. By implementing
integrated document management and client portal
technology, they were able to handle 67% more
clients while actually improving work-life balance.

“l was afraid | was going to miss my children’s games
due to my work. That never happened during this

tax season. | was front and center not only for each
game, but also every practice.”

What Clients Actually Want
(And Why They’re Getting Frustrated)

Your clients aren’t trying to make your life miserable. They’re juggling work, kids, errands, and
emails. When your document request arrives, they see vague checklists and confusing tax
terms and think, “I’ll deal with this later when | have time to figure it out.”

But “later” gets buried under everything else competing for their attention. Then, when they
finally remember (usually after your follow-up), they’re uploading W-2s in school pickup lines
or signing forms on the subway.
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The frustration is real and public. On Reddit, taxpayers vent: “Why am | doing my CPA’s job
for them?” and “Honestly, it’s easier to use TurboTax.” These aren’t isolated complaints —
they’re symptoms of intake processes that feel outdated and burdensome.

What clients really want is simple:

° Clarity: Only relevant questions with clear instructions

° Convenience: Mobile-friendly uploads that work with phone photos

0 Speed: Quick completion without irrelevant questions

° Security: Confidence their data stays in one trusted platform

O Professionalism: Feeling like you’re simplifying their life, not complicating it

When clients get stuck, it becomes your problem. You make the follow-up calls. You sort
through half-completed submissions. Intake sets the tone for every engagement.

The Hidden Staff Crisis

While you’re focused on client frustration, intake is quietly destroying your team’s morale.
Your staff spend their days:

* Renaming files: Turning “IMG_4729.pdf” into something useful

e Chasing documents: Endless follow-ups for missing 1099s and W-2s

e Manual rework: Copy-pasting from prior returns or fixing questionnaires

* Building workpapers: Assembling review sets one file at a time

None of this is why people became accountants. When talented people feel reduced to

administrative busywork, they leave. And with fewer new CPAs entering the field, those
losses are devastating.

When intake is chaotic, everything downstream suffers. Prep gets delayed, review backs
up, filing becomes a scramble. The hidden cost isn’t just client churn — it’s staff churn,
institutional knowledge loss, and reduced growth capacity.

Your team doesn’t need another process memo. They need technology to handle the
administrative tasks so they can focus on actual accounting work.
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CHAPTER 2

What “Modern” Intake Really
Looks Like

Most firms think they’ve modernized intake. The organizer is gone, replaced by digital
questionnaires. Clients upload PDFs instead of mailing packets. Staff sort files in shared
drives instead of manila folders. That’s progress... right? Not exactly.

If your “modern” intake still frustrates clients and burns out staff, you’ve just swapped paper
problems for digital ones. Going digital isn’t the same as being modern.

Still Paper in Disguise: 5 Signs Your Intake Isn’t Modern

Clients still type “N/A” more than answers

Generic questionnaires are better than 30-page organizers, but if clients are still
slogging through irrelevant questions, nothing’s really changed. That “N/A fatigue”
makes clients wonder what exactly they’re paying you for.

Staff still rename files

Your clients may upload documents online, but if your staff spend hours
downloading, renaming, and filing them, you haven’t saved any time. You’ve just
shifted the busywork from one place to another.

You still chase missing docs

If intake season means endless follow-up emails and reminders, your system isn’t
working. A true upgrade should show you at a glance what’s in, what’s missing, and
what’s left.

Intake still happens over email

Sensitive tax data doesn’t belong in inboxes. If you’re still asking clients to email
documents, you’re creating compliance risk for your firm.

Nobody on your team actually likes the process

Here’s the ultimate test: ask your staff how they feel about intake. If the answer is
eye rolls or sighs, your “modern” process isn’t modern enough.
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The Eight Must-Have Features of Modern Intake

Modern intake requires specific features that solve real problems for both clients and staff:

o

Real-Time Tracking and Visibility
You should know exactly where things
stand without checking multiple systems
or calling staff for updates.

Personalized Document Requests

Stop sending the same questionnaire to
everyone. Use Al to tailor requests to each
client’s situation using prior-year returns.

= ©
%

Enterprise-Grade Security and Compliance
Your clients’ data should be protected in a SOC 2
Type 2 compliant platform, with security features
like encryption, granular access controls, and more
to help you comply with IRS and FTC requirements.

Mobile-Friendly Experience
Your clients live on their phones.
If they can’t snap a photo of their
W-2 and upload it or complete
the intake process from their
phones, you’re making life harder
than necessary.

& o
Z

Automation That Transparent, @

Saves Hours Scalable Pricing
Technology should Pricing that makes
handle the grunt sense and scales
work for you, with your business,
like compiling without surprises
workpapers and when you actually
auto-routing start using it.
documents to the

correct client folder.

Built for Accountants, Not

Generic Forms
Designed for accounting

workflows, not adapted from
generic survey tools that don’t
understand tax preparation.

I

ot When these features work
together, intake transforms from

Seamless Integration With Your Workflow

Documents should flow from intake straight
into the client’s folder and into a compiled
workpaper without anyone having to manually
name or sort anything.

smartvault.com
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Clients move quickly, staff work
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How Leading Firms Solve This
Challenge: Quantifying the
Impact

A tax firm calculated that their manual
intake process cost them 3-4 hours per
new file, nearly $600 in non-billable
time at $150/hour. After implementing
automated client document collection
through secure portals with organized
folder structures, they cut nearly 2 hours
off each setup.

The result: $300 saved per file x 10 new
files per week = approximately $150,000 in
recovered billable time annually.

“Who does not want to make an extra

$150,000? We accomplish this because
we’ve streamlined workflows and made
the onboarding process more efficient.”



https://www.smartvault.com/resources/how-smartvault-saves-this-firm-150k-per-year/
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Beyond Intake — Best Practices
for the End-to-End Workflow

Intake is just one part of the tax workflow puzzle. When intake breaks down, it creates a
ripple effect across preparation, review, filing, and even client relationships. To truly solve
the problem, firms need to view intake not as an isolated task but as the entry point to an
integrated, end-to-end workflow.

Best Practices Across the Workflow

Engage: Start strong by automating client onboarding and engagement. Streamlined

% proposals, pricing, and engagement letters set expectations early. A secure client
portal should be established from day one so document sharing feels seamless
and professional.

2 Collect: Eliminate document chaos by using structured requests and mobile-friendly
+ uploads. Personalized checklists reduce confusion, while tools like mobile scanning
ensure even phone pictures become polished, usable PDFs. Progress dashboards
help staff and clients stay aligned, reducing the need for manual
follow-ups.

Prep & Review: Documents should flow directly into tax software and be auto-

1%

filed into the correct client folders. Review workflows should be structured with
role-based access and version control, so collaboration doesn’t mean confusion.
Scanned files should convert automatically into usable digital documents, saving
hours of manual prep.

Deliver: Returns must be delivered securely. Clients should be able to e-sign Form
8879 with KBA verification and access their completed returns in a protected
environment. Ideally, invoices and payments can be handled in the same portal, with
built-in controls ensuring nothing is released until payment is received.

Archive: A modern workflow ends with unlimited, compliant storage. SOC 2 Type 2

@ protections, IRS 4557 and FTC Safeguards compliance, and features like advanced
search, audit logs, and role-based access mean documents remain accessible,
protected, and professionally managed long after filing season ends.
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How Leading Firms Solve
This Challenge: Location
Independence

A CPA with young children wanted

the flexibility to work from anywhere
without being tied to a physical office.
By moving to cloud-based document
management with mobile access, she
gained complete location freedom
while maintaining client service quality.

“l remember doing client work from the
beach: A client texted me a question,
and | was able to access their tax
return and quickly answer the question
while using just my phone. Could | have
waited until | was back in the office?
Sure. But | didn’t have to add another
task to my mental to-do list during
vacation.”

The firm has been using this approach
for over 12 years, making it the
backbone of their operations.
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Making It Real with SmartVault + SmartRequestAI™

Reading through these best practices, you might be thinking, “This sounds great in theory,
but impossible with our current setup.” Most firms feel exactly the same way - and they’re
right to be skeptical if they’re trying to cobble this together with scattered tools.

Here’s what most firms don’t realize: these aren’t pie-in-the-sky ideals. They’re completely
achievable - but only if you stop thinking about SmartVvault as “just document management.”

The reality is, SmartVault has evolved far beyond document storage. It’s become a

comprehensive platform that handles your entire tax workflow from client engagement to
long-term archive. What seems impossible with five different tools becomes automatic with
one integrated system.

Here’s how it actually works:

rg? Seamless Client Engagement

Proposals, engagement letters, and eSignatures happen in one place. No switching between
systems, no lost documents, no confusion about where clients should go next.

%:' Effortless Document Flow

Files don't just get stored - they auto-route into customized folder templates, sync directly
with your tax prep software (UltraTax CS, ProConnect, Lacerte, ProSeries, Drake, and others),
and organize themselves according to your firm's standards.

smartvault.com


https://www.smartvault.com/solutions/workflows/tax-prep/
https://www.smartvault.com/product/integrations/

EI SmartVault

Integrated Review Process

Workpapers compile automatically. Your team can collaborate with version control and
markup tools built right in. No more emailing files back and forth or wondering who has the
latest version.

E“% Secure Delivery and Archive

Completed returns flow directly into client portals for e-signature and download. Everything
archives automatically in SOC 2 Type 2 compliant storage with advanced search and audit
capabilities.

Al uses prior-year returns to generate personalized questionnaires. Clients get clear, relevant
requests and can upload from any device. SmartScan turns phone photos into professional
PDFs. Staff see real-time progress and receive organized, review-ready workpapers without
any manual assembly.

The Al advantage? It's completely private. SmartRequestAl uses Al models that never train
on your data. Everything stays within SmartVault's secure environment - no third-party
exposure, no compliance worries, just the efficiency benefits without the risks.

What seemed impossible with your current stack becomes the new normal with SmartVault.

Firms report saving 60-90
minutes per return not because

they're working harder, but because their
technology finally works the way they do.

The best practices aren't theoretical anymore -
they're standard operating procedure at firms
that stopped accepting fragmented workflows
as inevitable.
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Conclusion: Intake as Your
Competitive Advantage

The organizer is dead. Generic questionnaires aren’t much better. Intake that frustrates
clients and burns out staff isn’t just an inconvenience — it’s a liability that will determine
which firms thrive and which fall behind.

The stark reality: firms that don’t modernize intake face an inevitable decline. While you’re
losing hours to administrative chaos, your competitors are serving more clients with the
same staff. While your team burns out on busywork, other firms attract top talent with
efficient, modern workflows. While your clients question your professionalism, tech-forward
practices build loyalty through seamless experiences.

The shift isn’t paper - digital. It’s firm-centric & client- and staff-centric. With SmartVault +
SmartRequestAl, intake finally becomes what it should be:

e Personalized for every client

e Automated to save hours per return

* Mobile-first for modern expectations

e Secure with enterprise-grade protection

* Integrated with your entire workflow

No more chasing. No more chaos. No more homework for clients. Just a clear, professional,
efficient start to every engagement that sets you apart from firms still stuck in the past.

Firms that solve intake also gain competitive advantages:

Staff retention
Teams stay longer when their time is respected and their work is meaningful.

Client loyalty
Smooth experiences build trust and generate referrals.

Growth capacity
Serve more clients without adding staff by eliminating administrative waste.

Premium positioning
Deliver the modern experience clients expect and will pay for.
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The choice is yours: Lead
the change or get left
behind by firms that
already have.

See SmartVault (and
SmartRequestAl) in action today.
Because in a world where talent
is scarce and client expectations
are high, you can’t afford to

waste time on broken processes.

smartvault.com

El SmartVault

Better intake for next busy
season? Yes, please!

Learn more about SmartRequestAl.

Learn More

Want to see SmartVault in
action today?

Schedule your full demo.

Schedule A Demo
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