Meet the CPA Bloggers

Getting the Inside Scoop from Your Peers

By MELISSA HOFFMANN LAJARA
Trusted Professional Staff

ant a recipe for confusion? Take
Wbank failures, bailouts and Bernie

Madoft; add a helping of economic
contraction and stock market strife; and
mix well with major regulatory shifts.

It’s enough to make a CPA’s head spin.
But it’s also the world in which we live. So,
how can one stay current and keep a proper
perspective?

“I find great, timely information in
blogs that I don’t see anywhere else, and
they are readily accessible,” said Financial
Executives International’s Edith Orenstein,
a CPA who herself is the author of that
association’s blog at
http://financialexecutives.blogspot.com.

Blogs, originally called weblogs, are
basically Web sites maintained by individu-
als or corporations that provide news and
commentary on a specific topic, but are not
as objective as news reports: Blogs often
have a slant or include opinions and they
usually are maintained by people with little,
if any, journalism experience.

Although the earliest blogs were person-
al journals, blogs have been embraced by
corporations and organizations as a quick
and easy-to-publish communications vehi-
cle. Unlike print publications, blogs let
readers comment on the “blog post,” allow-
ing commenters to have a role in furthering
the discussions initiated by the author. It’s a
melding of media that has grown in popu-
larity in recent years.

It may be surprising to some, but there
are few consistent financial bloggers out
there, except for those who contribute to
the blogs offered by major daily newspa-
pers like The Wall Street Journal.

“It seems that blogging with commentary
and opinion has become pretty popular in
virtually every field, but it seems the space
is a lot less crowded in financial reporting
than other, similar fields,” said Tom Selling,
a former accounting educator whose blog,
The Accounting Onion, can be found at
http://accountingonion.typepad.com.

The NYSSCPA recently joined the blo-
gosphere with its own CPA.Blog at
www.nysscpa.org/blog, an open forum for
the discussion of accounting and auditing
news, regulatory activities, breaking news
and Society events.

CPA.Blog was launched in late
December 2008, just in time to catch the
entirety of the Bernard Madoff scandal and
report on the long-awaited passage of New
York’s accountancy reform bill. Since its
inception, the Society blog’s scope has
quickly expanded to include coverage of
the ongoing financial crisis, the IFRS
debate, legislative issues and a host of tech-
nical updates for CPAs.

The most popular post to date is of a
technical nature: It refers to the Financial
Accounting Standards Board’s (FASB)
decision to formally defer FASB
Interpretation 48. The new proposal
requires some disclosures by private com-
panies which weren’t in the earlier pro-
posed FASB Staff Position (FSP) and could
be missed by many practitioners.

The primary purpose of the blog is to
inform NYSSCPA members and encourage
a discussion of the myriad issues facing
CPAs and other financial professionals.
Anonymous comments are allowed,
although they are moderated to ensure that
no defamatory material is posted to the site.
The blog is meant, first and foremost, as a
public service and an educational outlet.

But there were several who came before,
paving the way for such open discussion of
financial issues, while trying to make sense
of, and sometimes bring humor to, the com-
plicated financial sphere. When the answers
aren’t obvious, these writers—mostly for-
mer practicing CPAs—are often willing to
connect the dots.

Meet the Bloggers
The FEI Financial Reporting Blog

New Jersey-based FEI is an association
for CFOs and other finance executives that
offers networking, advocacy and up-to-date
financial and regulatory information to its
members.

Five years ago, well ahead of many oth-
ers, the organization launched a blog that
was devoted to the “rulemaking and imple-
mentation issues surrounding the internal
control reporting requirements emanating
from the [Securities and Exchange
Commission] and [Public Company
Accounting Oversight Board] under
Sarbanes-Oxley Section 404,” according to
Edith Orenstein, its author.

“Over the next couple of years, our con-
tent expanded to include much more than
just 404,” she said.

Orenstein spent time working in
Washington, D.C., as special assistant to
Lynn E. Turner, then the SEC’s chief
accountant. Under the guidance of Turner’s
successor, Robert K. Herdman, Orenstein,
who, in the early 1990s, sat on the
NYSSCPA’s Community Affairs
Committee, began compiling a “Daily
Watch List” of standards-setting issues and
topics highlighted in the media, and later
did a stint “on loan” to the SEC’s
Enforcement Division, assisting in the
review of tips to the agency.

She is now FEI’s director of accounting
policy analysis, and says that blogging is
her “favorite part of the job.”

The bloggers all share a certain freedom
from the influences that would preclude
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The NYSSCPA's CPA .Blog, launched in December 2008.

similar efforts by most practicing account-
ants.

“Frankly, I’ve always been a little bit off
the beaten path in some of my jobs,”
Orenstein said. “For example, in public
accounting, you normally don’t get
involved in standards-setting types of issues

unless you are at a more senior level and
working in the national office of a firm.”

That is why her “dream job” early in her
career was to try to work at FASB, or close
to that, landing her in accounting policy

(Continues on page 15)

 Earn 18 CPE Credits in Only 2 Days

Ashok Abbott, PhD

Mel H. Abraham, CPA, CVA, ABV, ASA
Darrell D. Dorrell, ASA

James R. Hitchner, CPA, ABV, ASA
Vincent J. Love, CPA

Michael G. Kaplan, CPA, CVA, CFFA
Mark Shirley, CPA, CVA, CFFA, CFE

« Special Conference Pricing

Top 3 Reasons Why You Should Attend:

« Hear Nationally Recognized Speakers, Including:

*Are you a current member of a state CPA society?
If yes, then you can attend this event at the NYSSCPA member pricing.

Monday, May 18, 2009
&
Tuesday, May 19, 2009

New York Marriott Marquis
Times Square

1535 Broadway, at 45th Street
New York, NY 10036

New Locations. New GPE. New Vendors.

2009 Accounting and Business Expo

May 12-13 at the Long Island Marriott
&

Register today at www. nycpashow.corg

To register for this conference, visit
www.nysscpa.org or call 800-537-3635.

October 21-22 at Turning Stone Resort & Casino
All financial and business professionals are welcome:

Sign up for POP & receive FREE podcasts. Call 800-537-3635 to get yours today.

Course Code: 25278912
Fees: Member $550;
Nonmember $650

Field of Study: Specialized
Knowledge and Applications
CPE Credit Hours: 18

foundation forlaccounting

FAE

education




Meet the CPA Bloggers

(Continued from page 3)

functions at a number of New York City
banks.

However, she said, “Since I work for
FEI, and it is FEI’s blog, I have to be care-
ful about stating my own views, which I do
from time to time. That’s why an important
part of our blog is the disclaimer box in the
right margin. If I am adding my own per-
sonal views on a controversial issue, I try to
make people doubly aware [of it].”

re: The Auditors

“With all due respect for accounting, I’ve
wanted to be a writer since I was a child,”
says Chicagoan Francine McKenna, author
of the blog re: The Auditors, at
http://retheauditors.com, where she follows
the moves of the Big Four accounting
firms.

When McKenna left the Big Four and
began blogging in 2006, she anticipated
some backlash.

For example, when she wrote about lay-
offs at one Big Four firm, she received crit-
icism and negative commentary.

Now, she moderates the comments and
deletes the worst.

“Every once in a while, I get some kind
of snarky comment,” she said. “I would say
99.9 percent of my commenters are anony-
mous. It’s unfortunate, but that’s the way it
is.”

On the other side, of course, is support
from those who see what McKenna is up
against.

“There are so many people who have
said positive things, validated what I've
said, or included [it] in their own work.”

McKenna said she knows the Big Four
firms are reading her; as she’s become
more high-profile, she said, their public
relations departments even return her calls.

But don’t call her a journalist.

“People don’t get the difference between
a blog, a newspaper or a magazine. I’m just
me, and I don’t have the resources or the
obligation to verify,” she said. “I do try to
get my facts straight. I'm more conscious
of that now.”

“My reputation is important,” she said. “I
tell people if I get something wrong. But if
it’s a difference of opinion ... you don’t
have to read.”

Sometimes, her reputation precedes her.
She admitted it can be startling.

“I went to a panel in New York City and
people knew who I was,” she said. “It’s fun;
it’s interesting, but it made me realize you
have to be conscious of that.”

Ultimately, she said, the reader must do
his or her own due diligence. “Caveat emp-
tor—Ilet the buyer beware.”

The Summa

The name of Professor David Albrecht’s
blog, available at
http://profalbrecht.wordpress.com, is a ref-
erence to a book by Luca Pacioli, the
famous mathematician and professor of the
late 1400s and early 1500s who is known
as the “Father of Accounting.” It is in the
Summa that Pacioli included a description

of double-entry accounting—the bookkeep-
ing system used by Italian merchants at the
time.

Literally, “summa” can refer to any com-
prehensive compendium—which seems to
be right in line with Albrecht’s goals as a
blogger.

“As a professor, I’'m supposed to try to
figure out how everything works in my part
of the world,” he said. “I come at it from
the approach of using information rather
than creating information.”

He decided to take on IFRS, and IFRS
took over.

“I originally thought the blog could also
deal with education issues, but the IFRS
issue is so big, and it’s complicated,” he
said. “It hasn’t been easy for me to get my
mind around why IFRS has such legs.”

Initially, he said, “I was just trying to
compile the anti-IFRS argument.”

Now, in true academic style, he’s
researching both sides in order to provide a
comprehensive analysis. IFRS, he said, is
what his readers come to read about.

“What interests me is the big picture,
why things are happening in the area of
financial regulation,” Albrecht said. “But
I’ve been studying the theory behind finan-
cial accounting for years.”

The Accounting Onion

At The Accounting Onion, readers can
find Selling “peeling away financial report-
ing issues one layer at a time.”

“You’re supposed to blog about what you
know,” he says on his Web site. “T know
that financial reporting is often unnecessari-
ly complex and far from perfect. From my
years of teaching, I also learned how to
peel away the layers of jargon and com-
plexity to expose what lies at the core of an
accounting rule: sometimes a valid concept
and other times an unpleasant surprise.”

Since he left teaching, Selling said blog-
ging gives him an outlet to inform, educate
and perhaps even to provoke his readers.

The subjects Selling covers in his blog
posts run the gamut of accounting topics:
Readers can enjoy Selling’s insights on
anything from accounting concepts and
auditing, to foreign operations and financial
instruments.

The Tools of the Trade

Blogging can take many forms. News
blogs are now a side dish to most newspa-
per Web sites. There’s journaling, which
has an intimate diarylike feel; you can write
a topical blog, link a blog to a Facebook or
LinkedlIn profile; or you can even “micro-
blog” with tools like, most notably, Twitter.

Twitter is simple. Its entire purpose is to
let people who are subscribers to your Web
or news feed—which allows Web site con-
tent to be made available to multiple
sites— know what you are doing at any
given moment. In fact, that’s the question
you must answer in 140 characters or less:
What are you doing? Users can send their
updates or “tweets” via cell phone, instant
messenger or computer from wherever they
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FEI's Financial Reporting Blog, authored by Edith Orenstein.

may be. Anyone subscribing to your feed
will receive an instant update, making it an
ideal tool for bloggers or reporters.

Re: The Auditors’ McKenna constantly
provides updates to followers on Twitter,
and she said she gets a third of her blog
traffic that way. She’s an admitted Twitter
addict.

“Twitter has been incredibly productive
and successful for me. I’'m naturally one
who wants to share, and I read constantly.
There’s just tons of stuff you want to redis-
tribute,” she said. “I have to keep myself in
check. I like the tool because it’s not judg-
mental. You don’t have to be selected. You
can just be there, passively following,
enjoying someone else’s conversation.”

From Hobby to Calling

Orenstein is an avid a reader of blogs
and reads McKenna’s blog regularly—the
two have become long-distance friends

through their mutual shared interests—and
also enjoys TheCorporateCounsel.net blog,
The Accounting Onion, CFO.com, CPA
Trendlines, Forbes and a host of aggrega-
tors.

Both reading and writing blogs, she’s
hooked. She’s not the only one.

Albrecht said his six months of financial
blogging has gratified him in an unexpected
way. “In this day and age, it’s important to
be relevant,” he said. “Can I be on the cut-
ting edge and be able to comment on
today’s events? Or am I mired in the aca-
demic path? With this blog, I can be really
current.”

Melissa Hoffmann Lajara is associate
editor of The Trusted Professional. She can
be reached at mlajara@nysscpa.org.

Where Are My News Briefs?

new york state society

You may have noticed that the NYSSCPA homepage looks different.
The News Briefs have been replaced . . .

Welcome to CPA.BLOG.

www.nysscpa.org/blog

Get original content formatted in a more accessible
style with links to relevant articles and websites.
Read CPA.BLOG to get daily updates on all financial and accounting news,
including regulatory developments and important Society announcements,
as well as entertaining accounting-related features such as Steven Zelin—the singing CPA.

e Join the discussion and add your own comments.

e Don’t have time to check-in? Sign up for the RSS feed!

Visit www.nysscpa.org/blog today.
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