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Welcome to How to Choose an Accounting System. Selecting the best accounting software for your organization is one of
the most critical business decisions you face. We created this guide to provide you with the essential information you need to
make the best decision possible.
You may be wondering, “Why would Sage distribute a booklet that doesn’t promote its own products?” We know how
important great information is to making great decisions. What’s more, we’re conﬁdent that the more people know about
accounting software, the more likely they are to seriously consider—and ultimately choose—Sage accounting and e-business
software solutions. In other words, our software solutions stand up to the most stringent selection criteria.
We look forward to helping you succeed in choosing the best accounting and e-business software solution for your organization.

Who should consider choosing a new accounting system? Do any of these describe you and your organization?
expands or changes.

but they understand and can use without much effort.

In order for a system to meet your business needs, it should mesh with your existing business practices and adapt to technological innovations. Ideally, you want software that’s simple, intuitive, and closely matched to how you already do business.

What a good system delivers

Sound accounting software can provide both a snapshot-intime look at your organization, as well as the detailed
reports and other data necessary for long-term strategic planning.

organization with more options for revenue-generating campaigns and long-term growth.

With fully integrated accounting software, you’ll not only have more information at your ﬁngertips, you’ll have more
accurate information. Unlike a manual accounting system, where a great deal of time is spent cross-checking ﬁgures
accounting system, information is entered only once and is used throughout the system.

Integrated accounting software provides real-time access to your organization’s critical ﬁnancial information. This
provides you with greater control and the ability to more efﬁciently manage the components of your business.

Do more now
opportunities—to gain greater control of your organization’s ﬁnancial affairs, to make better decisions, and to improve cash

The remainder of this guide describes the six steps to
1. Involve the right people.
2. Deﬁne the challenge.
Analyzing and then selecting accounting software
takes time and effort. Information is critical to selecting
the most appropriate system for your organization.
You are already a step ahead of most people because
you’re reading this booklet.

6. Implement the system.

Your accounting software generates information used
throughout most of your organization. That’s why choosing
new software shouldn’t be delegated to a single departwill help you select, implement, and use the best possible
ﬁnancial software solution.
There are, in general, ﬁve groups of people who should be

System
Users
System

System

of automation
Automating accounting and related functions can
save your organization considerable time and effort.
However, computers can never replace human
intelligence, judgment, or hard work.

It’s difﬁcult to calculate possible future gains in terms
of increased productivity, better decisionmaking,
and other factors after a new system has been
successfully implemented. The results following the
time-consuming selection and implementation of the
best accounting solution can dramatically increase
your bottom line.

Top management and other key personnel within
the organization must be involved in the selection
and implementation process. Never rely solely on a
consultant’s recommendations or input.

System
Customers

IS
Staff

Multiple groups should have input into the software selection process.

only for accountants
Accounting software will deliver results in the form
of critical need-to-know information to every manager
in the company. Don’t select a system that won’t
provide detailed reporting and other company-wide
information.

System users
These are the people who will use the software daily. They
need the software to be user-friendly, logical, and efﬁcient.

System managers

The following is a simple ﬁve-step process to
successfully analyzing, selecting, implementing, and
using a new accounting system.

managers must understand the ﬁnancial information and

System customers

This includes a review of your current system’s
capabilities, strengths, and weaknesses, as well as
the initial list of what you want to do with your new
system but are unable to do with your old system.

Financial information customers can be found throughout
the organization, in every department and at any level.
These people rely on the reports, summaries, and other
data generated by the accounting system to make
decisions and otherwise manage their particular group
or department. System customers may not necessarily

Information is critical to sound decisionmaking.
The more and better information you can obtain now
about the various systems being considered will help
you in the long run.

then direct system users about how to effectively use
the system.

the information supplied by the software.

These are the people who must give ﬁnal approval to
-

that this step may include actual software
demonstrations, visiting organizations with the
software already installed, and perhaps even a visit

executive management team. The company president or
may delegate this task downward.

IS staff
Representatives from the organization’s IS staff should
be closely involved in the accounting software selection
process and typically play key roles in the software’s
installation and ongoing upkeep.

implementation should begin. This may last weeks or
months, and include data conversion, user training,
and other elements.

This step includes the ongoing monitoring and
review of the system. Is it performing as expected?
What elements need to be modiﬁed, changed, or
customized? What optional elements can be added
to further enhance system performance?
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2. Intelligence gathering
3. Analysis
4. Implementation

Understanding your business’s ﬁnancial information capabilities and weaknesses is critical to selecting the appropriate
accounting software solution. The more you know about the challenges you expect the software to solve, the more informed
decisions you’ll make.

What are some of the challenges your organization is currently experiencing with its accounting system?

1. Word processing

3. Accounts payable
4. Inventory control
5. General ledger
6. Sales order entry

9. Desktop publishing
10. Spreadsheets, forecasting

4. Inventory control
5. General ledger

7. Word processing

management, on the other hand, is at the top of the beneﬁts list.

This could include results from budgeting and modeling your business. It might include current gross proﬁt by product,
customer, or salesperson. You probably want to predict which customers and products are growing and which are declining.
You may want to use ﬁnancial ratios to measure your company’s performance against competitors. Your general ledger can
show key proﬁt and cost center performance against budget to help you evaluate each group’s effectiveness.

receiving workloads, and the movement of materials.
What information do I need to manage my assets?

payback from exerting more control over your assets is easily visible and immediately apparent.
What should I automate to grow?
resources to the areas with the most beneﬁt to your bottom line. You can determine these areas through careful study and
analysis of your accounting system.

customize one or more aspects of their accounting software. Those organizations that are most adaptable and attempt to

It’s possible that your organization has the internal staff to successfully implement your new accounting system. It’s more
likely, however, that you don’t have the people or time resources—or expertise—to devote to analyzing, purchasing, installing,
and maintaining a system.

resellers. Therefore, they can focus their complete attention on helping you automate business systems. Software resellers
have a valid stake in your organization’s success, as they want to continue servicing your company in the future.

Finding a consultant

The ideal consultant to work with is someone who has reviewed and installed accounting systems at businesses similar in
size and scope to yours. To learn what types of organizations a consultant has previously assisted, simply ask. Here are some

Can the reseller provide references?
Ask for contact names and phone numbers, then call to learn as much as possible about the customers’ working relationship
with the reseller.

term training and service.
Does the reseller listen effectively?

spoken to more than one person within your company?
Does the reseller communicate clearly?
reseller should instead be directed toward what beneﬁts the accounting software can bring to your organization.

While purchasing accounting software is a business transaction, you’ll be working closely with the reseller over a period of
days, weeks, maybe even months. Hence, it’s important to ﬁnd a consultant who you enjoy working with, who is a good
ﬁt with your company’s philosophy and culture, and who you feel will provide the necessary expertise and consultation in a
professional way.

Calculating Consulting Costs
factors. While it’s impossible to estimate exactly how much you will spend with a consultant during the analysis, implementa-

Analysis of client needs

Design chart of accounts, customer ﬁles, vendor ﬁles

Document modiﬁcations
You may have additional costs—and some savings—if your accounting system is already automated; data conversion could
cost more, but analysis and training could cost less.

same functions. Naturally, how they do speciﬁc tasks varies greatly.
Does this mean you can’t go wrong when it comes to choosing accounting software? Not really. There are substantial
differences among programs, what kinds of information they deliver, and the companies that create accounting software.
Here are several of the key elements to consider when reviewing various accounting software solutions.

Are you familiar with the company that makes the software? Is it a respected name in the accounting software industry?
How long has it been in business? What is its vision for the future, in terms of its own products and the accounting software
industry as a whole?

There are two elements to a product’s scalability. The ﬁrst is scaling up—does the software manufacturer have a family of
products that your organization can upgrade to over time in a logical, easy, and cost-effective manner? When considering

The other element to consider is whether the family of software allows for scalability out—can you add elements to enhance

Speed of installation
new software can be installed. In general, the longer it takes to install the software, the more costly the installation process
becomes—and the more possibility for errors or other interruptions to your core business.
Ask your consultant or software vendor how long it takes for a standard installation and what factors may increase or
decrease the amount of time needed.

Ease of use
complex; you want an accounting solution that’s simple,

the primary screens where data is entered or otherwise managed?
modules of the software?
will be provided?
support and customer satisfaction departments?

components. Review carefully what a program doesn’t
have as part of its core modules; available options,

Attempt to discover what each program has “below the
water.” Are options such as multicurrency conversions,
reporting capabilities, or invoicing features, to name a
few, included in the core program, or only available as
costly add-ons? Ask your reseller for help here; develop a
complete understanding of what each program contains
and how much each optional function will cost.

Consider application hosting

the Internet. The current pace of technology adoption
has increased dramatically. While it took more than
70 years for the telephone to reach 50 million users,
the Internet reached that same number in only ﬁve
years. In another ten years, experts predict that
Internet technologies used to expand the scope of
your business will be considered as common a
business tool as the telephone.
What does the Internet have to do with selecting
full range of activities a business undertakes using
the Internet. This includes not only buying and selling
but also servicing customers, collaborating with
business partners, and conducting electronic transactions within an organization. The most successful
organizations will have their e-business software tightly
integrated with their accounting software.
In addition to seamless integration of transactions and
business processes, Web software should also have

customer expectations.

scalability.

initiative.
large investment in hardware, software, and technical
support. Another option is to utilize an Application Service
initial costs by effectively “renting” hardware and software,
savings on both the initial investment and ongoing
maintenance and upgrade costs. Don’t overlook the
“lease vs. purchase” option if it is available.

the scope of e-business products and services they
offer, and how closely these match the above points.

support. The hosting model is particularly beneﬁcial for businesses that need to conserve capital or need to get up and
for before you commit to a provider. For the same fee, some providers may offer only the traditional sales force automation
modules, while others may provide a more comprehensive system that is better suited to your organization’s needs.
While using a hosted service allows you to test the system and determine whether or not it meets your needs before making
a large capital commitment, not all service providers offer their hosted systems as full systems.

understand the migration path should you decide down the road to purchase and implement the system within your
organization. Understand the fee schedule and how your data will or will not be affected by the migration.

Within the next ten years almost every business will do business over the Web in one form or another. With this in mind, it’s

seven days a week, 365 days a year. The best accounting software solutions are those that link closely with Web-store and other
Internet software. These solutions allow your organization to operate more efﬁciently and realize greater economies of scale.
Again, ask your consultant for guidance. This long-term thinking is critical to choosing the best accounting software solution.

Other factors

This refers to the software’s limiting characteristics. What is the maximum number of customers, vendors, or inventory
items it can handle? How many line items can be included in a single invoice, sales order, or purchase order?

customized reports be created with a minimum of time and added effort?

information by continually forcing the user to switch between keyboard and mouse.

How good is the software at preventing mistakes from being entered into the system? The program should test for

valid choices along with the notiﬁcation message.

Find out how well each program prevents unbalanced transactions, and how users are stopped from deleting or otherwise losing important data previously in the system. Some systems provide detailed audit trails for errors to track who is
making each change.

The degree to which sensitive functions and reports can be protected through passwords will affect how the program
rates in security. Ideally, you should be able to specify which operations each user can perform at any given time. For
example, a system with strong security would allow you to specify that your accounts payable clerk could only print
checks on Thursday afternoons beginning June 1 and ending August 30. Some systems will even provide a report to
verify when the check run was performed and by whom.

Now that you’ve reviewed the various accounting software possibilities, it’s time to make a choice. It’s important to realize that
you’re not only selecting an accounting system— you’re choosing a company as well.

when choosing a software vendor to use.

of the total share of the server operatingsystem market and its unit shipments are growing at more than 50 percent per year.*
While you are exploring software applications, you should make sure that your selection does not leave you tied to a particular
solution or vendor. Doing so can be risky and uncertain and you may be spending a great deal of money on bells and whistles
that you honestly don’t need and will never use. Worse yet, you may end up with obsolete technology that will cost you when
it comes time to replace it.
bases, and multiple operating systems is the key to avoiding technology lock-in.

How many organizations throughout North America are currently using the company’s software? How many organizations
around the world are using its software? How many resellers does it have?
If the company you’re considering has a large installed base of current users, it’s an obvious sign that it is probably doing
stable and customer-friendly.
ware, worthwhile utilities, product training, and other beneﬁts that you can utilize once you install the software.

you access to updates as they become available.

An upgrade path
This is similar to scalability mentioned earlier. A good software company invests heavily in engineering and develops new
product features and enhancements regularly. It stays abreast of new technologies and makes sure that its customers do too,

Software upgrades also are desirable as they often cost far less than the retail price of the full program. Imagine purchasing
a new car a year ago, and then seeing this year’s model and wanting some of the new features. You can’t have those new
reasonable prices or as part of a yearly service agreement.

*Source: International Data Corp.

A good technical support team
certainly, rely on the vendor’s technical support team as well.

Inevitably, there will also be a few kinks to work out.

and using them. Instead of trying to make a new system work the old way, wait until you understand how the new system
works before attempting to change or customize it.

to the success of any accounting software program. Good staff training is essential and provides the information, practice,
and involvement needed to get the most out of the software.

training class will probably not be right for every system user. Ask your consultant or software vendor for a training plan that

Keep people informed
surprise users—let them know when changes will occur. As well, keep your management team involved during the implementation process through meetings, attending the training, etc.

Don’t go too fast
Rushing the implementation can cause mistakes and unnecessary tension. Time your installation and implementation of the
new software as close as possible to your organization’s slow time of year. When you are ready to convert to the new system,
attempt to do so during a weekend, to minimize business interruptions. You may even consider converting to the new system
on a module-by-module basis or running in parallel with your existing system for veriﬁcation purposes.

The implementation process will almost certainly present one or more employees with a chance to perform exceptionally or

changes and customizations made.

Sage North America is part of The Sage Group plc, a leading global supplier of business management software and
services. Sage North America employs more than 4,100 people and supports nearly 2.9 million small and medium-size
employs 14,500 people and supports 5.8 million customers worldwide. For more information, please visit the Web site at
www.sagenorthamerica.com.

56 Technology Drive
800-854-3415

©2009 Sage Software, Inc. All rights reserved. Sage, the Sage logos, and the Sage product and service names mentioned herein are registered trademarks

