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For a two-week period ending on April 4, 2014, IMA members were invited to respond to a survey  

intended to help identify trends and perceptions pertaining to various accounting system architectures, 

notably accounting systems that are:

• Housed in the cloud and shared with other customers (e.g., Intacct, NetSuite, Workday, Xero). 

• Housed in a private cloud that is exclusively for their use (e.g., hosted version of on-premises  

application, such as Microsoft Dynamics). 

• Multi-tiered, client-server applications (e.g., Oracle, SAP) installed on client-owned servers. 

• Stand-alone, single applications (e.g., QuickBooks) installed on a client computer. 

• Homegrown applications.

• What Does the Accounting System Architecture Look Like?” discusses accounting system  

architectures and the usage rates for these architectures. 

• “Who Is Happy with Their Accounting System?” outlines the level of happiness with the various 

accounting system architectures. 

• Perceptions of the ease of use, availability of data, and the need for IT support for the various  

architectures are presented in “What Do You Think of Your Accounting System?”

• The influences considered for changing accounting systems is introduced and considered in  

“Why Change Your Accounting System?”

• “Concerns about Upgrading” offers a view of concerns identified before an upgrade and whether 

these concerns are founded.

Introduction

Key Findings

This report presents results of the survey: 

Respondents identify that the use of multi-tiered, client-server applications installed on their own  

servers is the most commonly used accounting system, but the adoption of cloud technology (private 

and shared) is increasing.

	 Those using shared cloud technology are the most likely to report that they are happy with their  

accounting system. Those who have moved to a shared cloud technology within the last 12 months are 

more likely than those who have moved to other architecture types to declare greater improvements in 

10 of 11 system attributes (when compared to their previous accounting system). 

	 Respondents rank stand-alone and shared cloud accounting systems highest for ease of use, 

provision of data, and for the least dependence on IT. Shared cloud architecture and stand-alone ac-

counting systems are very pervasive in small organizations. As a smaller organization begins to outgrow 

its stand-alone accounting system, a move to a shared cloud architecture appears to be a logical step. It 

is interesting to note that the most common influence for changing an accounting system is to support 

an organization’s growth.
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	 Respondents identified a number of the concerns that they originally had as they considered 

their most recent upgrade. For those moving to the cloud, these fears turned out to be unfounded for 

most of the respondents.

	 Respondents were asked to identify the architectural characteristics of their current accounting 

system. They were asked to select all that apply from these options: 

• Housed in the shared cloud;

• Housed in a private cloud; 

• Multi-tiered, client-server application(s) installed 	

   on their own servers;

• Stand-alone, single applications installed on      	

   their own computer; 

• Homegrown applications; and

• Other.

	 Exhibit 1 summarizes the breakdown 

of the architecture of the respondents’ current 

accounting system(s). A majority (65.4%) are 

using multi-tiered, client server applications. 

About 27% of respondents indicated that they 

are using cloud technology as part of their 

accounting system—11% in the shared cloud 

and 15.8% in private cloud technology. 

Multi-tiered
client server
application or
your servers,
65.4%

Single application,
15.5%

Private Cloud,
15.8%

Shared Cloud,
11.0%

Other, 2.1%

Homegrown
application, 5.7%

Note: The total is not 100% because some respondents 

indicated that they use multiple architectures.

Exhibit 1. Current Accounting System Architecture

	 Although multi-tiered, client-server applications are used by the largest segment of the  

respondents, the survey results suggest an increase in the adoption of cloud technology (e.g., of  

survey respondents who indicate that they are in the process of replacing their accounting system,  

23% are introducing cloud technology, while only 9% are leaving cloud technology). 

Exhibit 2. Technology Use by Company Size

What Does the Accounting System Architecture Look Like?
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	 Exhibit 2 shows a table that itemizes accounting system architecture by company size. From this 

table, we see that: 

• Homegrown applications are more commonly found in larger organizations—13.6% of organizations 

with between 2,000 and 10,000 employees and 12.5% of organizations with more than 10,000 employ-

ees use homegrown accounting applications. 

• Stand-alone, single desktop applications are commonly found in smaller organizations (fewer than 200 

employees).

• The use of shared cloud technology is more common with very small (fewer than 100 employees) and 

very large (more than 10,000 employees) organizations. 

Exhibit 3 summarizes, by architecture, the percentage of respondents who are happy with their current 

accounting system. Those whose current accounting system includes a shared cloud environment are 

most likely to report that they are happy with their accounting system (73%). 

	 Those with homegrown systems are least likely to be happy with their accounting system (only 

21% said they were happy), and respondents also noted in more than 68% of cases that homegrown 

accounting systems are being replaced.

Who Is Happy with Their Accounting System?

What Do You Think of Your Accounting System? 

Multi-tiered client server
application or your servers,
61.2%

Single 
application,
65.4%

Private Cloud,
60.4%

Other, 28.6%

Homegrown
application, 21.1%

Shared Cloud,
73.0%

Exhibit 3. Happy with Current Accounting System	 Respondents who had indicated they are 

happy with their current accounting system were 

asked to compare capabilities of their current and 

previous accounting systems. Responses are sum-

marized in Exhibit 4. 

	 For those who are happy, the results for 

shared cloud accounting systems stand out above 

all others in almost all areas of capability. Those 

using a shared cloud accounting system are more 

likely to say the shared cloud accounting system 

provides greater functionality, better reporting,  

and better business insight than their previous accounting system. They also state that they are less likely 

to be dependent on IT for data and customizations.

All respondents were asked to state their relative agreement or disagreement with a series of statements 

about various attributes of their current accounting system (e.g., ease of use, ease of providing informa-

tion, and effort required to support). Responses indicate that using shared cloud technology and stand-

alone desktop applications have consistently high approval ratings in most categories. 

	 This section presents the findings for specific attributes.
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Exhibit 4. Compared to Our Previous Accounting System, the Current Accounting System… 

Ease of Use by Finance Team
Exhibit 5 shows that shared cloud technology and stand-alone applications received the highest 

agreement ratings for ease of use by finance team. For each of these architectures, more than 80%  

of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that their accounting system is easy for the finance team  

to use. 

	 Homegrown applications are not highly regarded for their ease of use. A high percentage of 

respondents using homegrown applications (58%) disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement 

that their accounting system is easy to use. 

.

.

.

.
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.
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In regard to ease of configuration by the 

finance team, shared cloud technology and 

stand-alone applications once again received 

the highest agreement ratings. Exhibit 6 

shows that more than 60% of respondents 

using these architectures agreed or strongly 

agreed that their accounting system can be 

configured by their finance team.

Exhibit 5. AGREE and STRONGLY AGREE:  
Our accounting system is easy for our finance team to use.

Exhibit 6. AGREE and STRONGLY AGREE:  
Our accounting system can be configured by our finance team.

Ease of Configuration  
by Finance Team

Provision of Information 

IT Resources to Maintain

Accounting System Flexibility

	 Again, homegrown applications are 

not highly regarded for configurability by 

end-users. And a high percentage of respon-

dents using homegrown applications (58%) 

disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 

statement. 

Exhibit 7 shows that those using either  

stand-alone applications or shared cloud  

technology had the highest agreement ratings 

for ease of providing information needed to 

support financial and accounting activities. 

More than half of those employing either of 

these technologies agreed or strongly agreed.

Users of stand-alone and shared cloud systems were more likely to agree or strongly agree that their  

accounting system is flexible and easily changes to match business process changes. Exhibit 8 shows 

that the agreement rate of business process flexibility for stand-alone and shared cloud architecture is  

at least double the agreement rate for all other architectures. 

Respondents with stand-alone applications and shared cloud technology are least likely to agree that 

their accounting system requires highly-skilled IT resources to maintain them. Exhibit 9 shows that less 
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Exhibit 7. AGREE and STRONGLY AGREE:  
Our accounting system easily provides all the information  

we need to support financial and accounting activities.

Exhibit 8. AGREE and STRONGLY AGREE:  
Our accounting system is very flexible—it easily  

changes to match our business process changes.

Most respondents do not believe they 

require highly-skilled IT resources to provide 

users with required data. In fact, slightly 

more than one-quarter of all respondents 

agreed that they required highly-skilled IT 

resources to provide users with required 

data. Exhibit 10 illustrates, by accounting 

system architecture, the breakdown of those 

who agreed or strongly agreed that their 

accounting system requires highly-skilled 

IT resources to provide users with required 

data.

than a quarter of respondents with these 

types of accounting systems agree with 

the need for highly-skilled IT resources for 

maintenance. 

	 Those with stand-alone account-

ing systems are the least likely to agree 

that they require highly-skilled IT resourc-

es to provide users with required data.

IT Resources to Provide Data

Most respondents declare a reliance on 

manual interventions and/or an expanding 

use of spreadsheets to provide information in usable formats. Almost three-quarters of all respondents 

agree or strongly agree that their accounting system relies on manual interventions and/or an expanding 

use of spreadsheets. Exhibit 11 demonstrates, by accounting system architecture, the breakdown of those 

who agreed or strongly agreed that their accounting system relies on manual interventions and/or an ex-

panding use of spreadsheets to provide information in usable formats.

Manual Interventions and 
Use of Spreadsheets

	 There is still a general reliance on spreadsheets and manual procedures, but users of shared  

cloud architecture declare a lesser reliance on spreadsheets and manual procedures than users of all  

other architectures.
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Exhibit 9. AGREE and STRONGLY AGREE:  
Our accounting system requires highly- 

skilled IT resources to maintain.

In the survey, respondents who were 

happy with their current accounting 

system and those in the process of 

updating their accounting system 

were asked to select influences to 

their decision to replace their ac-

counting system, and respondents 

who were unhappy with their current 

accounting system were asked to 

identify influences they would consid-

er before replacing their accounting 

system. The combined results are 

presented in Exhibit 12.

Exhibit 10. AGREE and STRONGLY AGREE:  
Our accounting system requires highly-skilled  

IT resources to provide users with required data.

Why Change Your  
Accounting System? 

	 It is interesting that lower costs 

and consultant recommendations 

were not considered major influences 

(18% and 9%, respectively).

	 The most common influence to 

change the accounting system is to 

support an organization’s growth (57% 

of respondents). It makes sense that 

growing companies need a system 

that is robust and flexible enough to 

support their changing and growing 

business—Exhibit 8 shows us that 

respondents are most likely to see the 

use of a stand-alone, desktop system, 

or a shared cloud architecture as pro-

viding most flexibility to change with 

the business. But any move in the accounting system must also provide greater functionality and benefit. 

	 Exhibit 13 shows the percentage of respondents who cited improvements in various characteris-

tics after they had moved their accounting system from a stand-alone to cloud architecture. As a com-

pany (and demand on its accounting system) grows, the need for better reporting, greater functionality, 

and improved processes is necessary. Most companies moving to the cloud from stand-alone accounting 

systems are experiencing that. 
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Exhibit 11. AGREE and STRONGLY AGREE:  
Our accounting system relies on manual interventions and/or an  

expanding use of spreadsheets to provide information in usable formats.
Respondents who are happy with 

their current system were asked to 

identify concerns that they originally 

had as they considered their most 

recent upgrade. Exhibit 14 shows 

the concerns respondents had 

about switching to a new system.

Concerns about Upgrading

	 Exhibit 15 shows the 

percentage of concerns expressed 

that turned out to be unfounded 

(in order of height of concern from 

Exhibit 14). In almost all cases, the 

concern was more likely to turn out 

to be unfounded for those moving 

their accounting system to a cloud 

environment.
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Exhibit 13. Improvements Cited When Moving Accounting 
System from Stand-Alone to Cloud Technology 

Exhibit 12. Influences for Updating  
the Accounting System formats.
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Exhibit 14. Percentage of Happy Respondents Who Held These 
Concerns Before the Latest Accounting System Implementation 

Exhibit 15. Percent Reporting Concern and Discovered It Was Unfounded 
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Exhibit 16. Respondent Job Classifications

Exhibit 17. Respondent Workplace

Exhibit 18. Headcount of Respondents’ Firms
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Workplace

Company Size

Exhibit 17 shows that most of the respondents (57%) were from privately held organizations, and 19% 

were from publicly traded companies. 

Exhibit 18 shows that 44% of the respondents were from companies with fewer than 200 employees, and 

24% were from companies with between 200 and 999 employees. 

Appendix: Survey Demographics and Process
Survey responses were collected during a two-week period ending on April 4, 2014. Invitations to com-

plete the survey were sent to 27,928 IMA members, and 340 responses were received, for a response 

rate of 1.2%. This section presents a summary of the respondent demographics.

Job Classifications
Controllers represented the largest group of respondents (35%). In addition, 18% of respondents 

were middle managers (such as managers and supervisors), 15% were executive management (such 

as executive officers, corporate officers, and vice presidents), and 9% were directors (see Exhibit 16). 


