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INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

PATTY O’CONNELL 
TAX PARTNER, CHIEF OPERATING OFFICER

INNOVATOR. COLLABORATOR. LEADER.

CONGRATULATIONS ON BEING NAMED AS ONE OF THE 
2018 MOST INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

FROM THE TEAM AT

There are some particularly stellar accounting professionals in the la region who happen to be women  
and we’ve alphabetically listed some of the best of them here, along with basic information about  
their careers, practice and some relevant recent accomplishments they’ve achieved.

While accounting has been a historically male-dominated field in terms of leadership positions, the profession has certainly improved in terms of diversity over recent 

years. Expectations have never been higher for women’s advancement in the workplace. Earlier this year, the 2018 Accounting MOVE Project showcased innovations that 

propel women to success and that inform firm leaders about related strategies for overall diversity initiatives. Approaches outlined in the project’s annual report ensure that the 

profession’s much-needed emphasis on diversity and inclusion also furthers momentum for women.
The 2018 Accounting MOVE Project found that women comprise 25% of the management committees at participating firms—a huge advance from the 19% reported in the 

2014 report. More leadership opportunities will mean more outstanding women such as those profiled in these pages. 
In perusing the descriptions of the women in this special section, it is quite clear that one common thread of similarity that exists across this unique group is a propensity to 

focus on the big picture and not simply on the bottom line. It is a trait that has surely helped bolster the careers of the professionals seen here, while also helping secure the 
success and longevity of their respective firms and clients who turn to them as trusted advisors. 

Congratulations to those superb women who made this list and thank you for working to keep the people and businesses of Los Angeles on the right fiscal track!
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Success has a name
In this case it has many names. The names of  
the women recognized by the Los Angeles 
Business Journal as the 2018 Most Influential 
Women in Accounting. 

We congratulate and celebrate these women 
for their accomplishments, leadership and 
dedication to the profession, their firms  
and clients. And we are most proud that  
two of PwC’s partners, Kathleen McManus  
and Tomoko Nagashima, are among this 
distinguished group.

www.pwc.com

© 2018 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP, a Delaware limited liability partnership. All rights reserved.

Kathleen McManus  

Tomoko Nagashima
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INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

CHERYL CALHOUN
Managing Director
CBIZ MHM, LLC

A Managing  
Director in the  
 CBIZ MHM 

Los Angeles office, 
Cheryl Calhoun 
brings over 30 
years of experience 
and expertise to 
all facets of the 

entertainment industry, with a particular 
emphasis in film and television. She 
represents entertainment industry talent, 
production companies, entertainment 
service companies, media service companies, 
publishing companies and executives in 
varied tax and business matters. 

In addition to her private company 
practice, Calhoun also specializes in 
assisting Not-for-Profit Organizations and 
Charitable Foundations, combining her 
talent for business and tax issues with her 
desire to contribute and support causes 
in the community. Her passion for youth 
education and development provides a 
true resource for growth and support to 
each of these organizations. She provides 
these organizations with services such 
as Form 990 guidance and preparation, 
and resolving critical issues regarding 
management policies, procedures and 
governance. She also champions the mission 
of organizations she supports by building 
strategic relationships and ensuring that the 
partnerships are in the best interest of each 
organization.

TAYIIKA DENNIS
CPA, Principal
CLA (CliftonLarsonAllen LLP)

Tayiika M. 
Dennis, is 
a Principal 

at CLA.  She 
provides audit 
and tax services 
for nonprofit 
organizations, 
including OMB 

Uniform Guidance (Single Audit), 
with a special focus on funding streams 
and government contracts (CDE Child 
Development Contracts, Department of 
Mental Health, and Head Start). Prior to 
joining CLA, Dennis worked at a large 
international CPA firm, a regional CPA 
firm, and at Universal Studios as a financial 
analyst, having experience in both public 
accounting and private industry.  

Dennis leads the nonprofit practice 
for the Century City office of CLA.  The 
clients she serves represent the highest 
quality nonprofits in the Southern California 
area, who are making a difference in our 
community and providing valuable services 
to thousands of individuals. While not 
providing direct services, but by keeping her 
clients in compliance with best practices, 
she feels that allows the client to not just 
survive, but to thrive, which directly impacts 
the clients who rely on the services.

NICOLE ADAM
Senior Assurance Manager
CohnReznick LLP

N icole Adam 
is a Senior 
Assurance 

Manager in 
CohnReznick’s 
Los Angeles office 
and a member of 
the Commercial 
Real Estate 

Industry practice. A CPA with a Master’s 
in Business Taxation, Adam has more 
than 13 years of experience providing 
audit and advisory services to privately 
held clients across multiple industries with 
domestic and international operations. 
With experience in tax basis accounting, 
including reporting under U.S. generally 
accepted accounting principles (GAAP) 
and International Financial Reporting 
Standards (IFRS), Adam has advised on 
mergers and acquisitions, financial due 
diligence, and litigation issues. Before 
joining CohnReznick, she was the corporate 
controller for a national grocery chain with 
$11 billion in annual sales.

 Adam is also actively involved in 
the accounting profession outside of 
CohnReznick, holding membership in 
professional organizations such as the 
American Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants, Illinois Society of Certified 
Public Accountants, and Commercial Real 
Estate Los Angeles Chapter.

POLINA CHAPIRO
Partner
Green Hasson Janks

Polina Chapiro 
is a well-known 
leader in tax on 

an international 
level. She has 
been instrumental 
in Green Hasson 
Janks’ eminence 
both domestically 

and internationally. Known as a preeminent 
international tax specialist, Chapiro 
has been able to service clients with 
multinational operations allowing Green 
Hasson Janks the opportunity to work 
with companies and industries that have 
expanded along with the globalization of the 
economy.  She routinely advises companies 
in the private equity, manufacturing, 
technology and entertainment space, and is 
a frequent and sought after speaker.  

Prior to joining the Executive 
Committee at the beginning of 2018, 
Chapiro had led the firm’s Tax Practice for 
over 10 years. During her tenure leading 
the tax team, she has been a fearless driver 
of people and performance excellence. Her 
vision and dedication to her position has 
resulted in the growth and continued success 
of the tax practice. Under her leadership, the 
team grew exponentially to approximately 
50 professionals providing a wide range of 
tax services to clients in the middle market 
space.
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INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

KARLA CHAVEZ LUNA
Tax Principal
Gumbiner Savett Inc

Karla Chavez 
Luna joined 
Gumbiner 

Savett immediately 
after graduating 
from college in 
2000, and has 
steadily risen 
through the ranks 

of the tax department. She was promoted 
to her current position of Tax Principal 
in 2017. She specializes in tax planning, 
consulting, and compliance for privately 
held companies, trusts and estates, and high-
net-worth families and their entities. She 
works with clients in a variety of industries, 
including manufacturing, retail, professional 
services, and entertainment. 

Luna has earned a reputation of technical 
expertise and for outstanding client service. 
As a result, she was chosen to take over a 
book of business from a soon-to-retire senior 
leader. In addition to providing excellent 
service to her existing clients, she has set 
out to achieve her personal goals of building 
a strong professional network of her own 
and bringing in new clients to the firm. She 
joined The Exchange Los Angeles in early 
2018, and has been an active participant in 
their many events. 

LAUREN HAVERLOCK
Senior Manager
Moss Adams

Lauren 
Haverlock has 
practiced public 

accounting since 
2004. She provides 
compliance 
and consulting 
services for all 
types of exempt 

organizations, including public charities 
in the health care and higher education 
industries. Haverlock works with 
organizations in all phases of their lifecycles, 
from formation to dissolution. She consults 
on a wide range of issues including public 
support planning, reasonable compensation 
best practices, tax impact of alternative 
investments, lobbying and political 
activities, unrelated business income 
tax planning, foreign activities, charity 
watchdog optimization, and tax exempt 
bond compliance. 

Haverlock’s expertise also includes 
experience with private foundations, and she 
co-authored a course on private foundations 
for the American Institute of Certified 
Public Accountants. She advises private 
foundations on their most pertinent issues, 
including tax planning related to alternative 
and foreign investments, structuring 
program and mission-related investments, 
charitable giving structuring, transactions 
with disqualified persons, expenditure 
responsibility, and distribution planning.

SUE KING
Partner
KPMG

Sue King is a 
partner in the 
Advisory, Risk 

Assurance practice 
of KPMG with 
over 27 years of 
experience, and 
currently leads the 
Internal Audit and 

SOX practice for KPMG’s Pacific Southwest 
region.  Sue is also KPMG’s national SOX 
Advisory Solutions lead overseeing the 
development of thought leadership and 
best practices to be delivered to clients.  
Her strong background in internal audit 
services including SOX 404 implementation, 
enhancement and delivery; risk based 
internal audit project delivery, and enterprise 
risk management has served clients in retail, 
manufacturing, technology, and healthcare.

In addition to her leadership roles at 
KPMG, King has spearheaded several 
many initiatives to advance women in 
the workplace in the Los Angeles office 
and the broader business community.  
Sue is also the Co-Chair of the Women 
Corporate Directors’ Los Angeles Chapter 
and founding co-chair of WCD BoardNext 
Los Angeles Chapter, among other worthy 
causes. 

SUSAN LAPUTZ
Partner, Tax & Accounting Services
Windes, Inc.

Susan Laputz 
joined Windes 
in 1985 and 

is a partner in 
the firm’s Tax 
and Accounting 
Services 
Department. Laputz 
is a leading expert 

in individual income tax issues, particularly 
state residency planning and audit defense, 
where she represents taxpayers in successfully 
planning for a change in state residency and 
audit representation, resulting in positive 
outcomes. In addition, she specializes in 
retirement planning and consultation, 
multi-state taxation, mergers and sales of 
businesses, along with tax planning and 
consultation for stock options. She serves 
high-net-worth individuals, as well as a 
variety of clients in the professional service, 
distribution, brokerage, and real estate 
sectors.

Laputz is also the co-founder and 
chairperson of “We Lead,” the firm’s 
Women’s Executive Leadership and 
Development program. As of this year, 
the program has evolved to a leadership 
development program open to both men and 
women. “We Lead” hosts seminars and panel 
discussions with prominent businesswomen 
who speak about their journeys to success, 
the challenges, and the rewards. 
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RSM is pleased to recognize that Maryellen Sebold is among the Los Angeles Business Journal’s 
Most Influential Women in Accounting.

rsmus.com

Hardworking. Committed. Inspiring. 

Congratulations, Maryellen Sebold.

RSM US LLP is the U.S. member firm of RSM International, a global network of independent audit, tax and consulting firms. Visit rsmus.com/aboutus for more information regarding RSM US LLP and RSM International. 
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INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

ELIZA MINASSIAN
CPA, Principal
CLA (CliftonLarsonAllen LLP)

Eliza Minassian 
is a Principal 
with CLA. 

She provides 
accounting, tax 
consulting, tax 
planning and 
compliance 
services. Types of 

clients include high net worth individuals, 
closely-held companies, multi-generational 
family businesses, professional services firms, 
real estate entities, private foundations, 
and nonprofit organizations. She consults 
with clients from the initial start-up phase, 
though day-to-day operations, and ultimately 
with potential business succession planning. 
Minassian is an active mentor for her 
millennial staff and works closely to find new 
ways to grow the skills of her team of over 
20 associates and managers, contributing 
to CLA’s success for being a professional 
services firm and career building firm. She 
is the Chair of the Audit Committee and is 
on the Executive Committee of Provisors 
Group (Brentwood location). 

Minassian makes an effort to know and 
understand her clients and colleagues, and 
makes an effort to create opportunities 
for both. She is known for having a very 
extroverted and warm personality and a great 
ability to make clients feel welcome, cared 
for and trusted. 

CHARITY MANLEY
Partner
KPMG

Charity Manley 
is an Audit 
partner in the 

KPMG Los Angeles 
office and currently 
serves as KPMG’s 
Pacific Southwest 
Consumer Markets 
and Retail Leader. 

In her 17 years with KPMG, she has focused 
on serving large consumer markets and retail 
companies.  

Manley possesses a deep understanding of 
common challenges, opportunities, strategies 
and structures facing consumer markets and 
retail companies.  She is known for working 
shoulder-to-shoulder with her clients and 
providing insightful and strategic counsel. 
During her tenure at KPMG, she was 
selected to the inaugural class of KPMG’s 
Stacy Lewis Rising Stars. In addition, she is 
deeply involved with campus recruiting, and 
is the Audit Recruiting Partner In Charge 
for the firm’s campus recruiting efforts in 
Los Angeles. She’s also a strong advocate 
and supporter of diversity in the workplace, 
her philosophy in management is that by 
attracting, mentoring and supporting a 
diverse group of professionals our KPMG 
team advances exponentially.  

JENN MCCABE
Partner
Armanino LLP

Jenn McCabe 
has more 
than 25 years 

of outsourced 
accounting and 
finance experience, 
with a particular 
expertise in startups 
and the advertising 

and creative production industries.  She is 
passionate about seeing companies utilize the 
latest accounting technology to maximize 
their efficiency, productivity, and ultimately, 
success.

 McCabe has been an innovator working 
with startups to maximize value for years. 
She has been focused on strengthening the 
Outsourced Finance and Accounting (OFA) 
practice, one of the fastest growing groups 
at the firm.  The OFA team works with 
clients on a variety of back office solutions 
including best-in-class financial accounting 
and analytical services, interim CFOs and 
Controllers, and executive search. Co-led 
led by McCabe, the HR and payroll services 
team advises clients on every issue that 
matters to their business, including payroll 
management, health and retirement benefits, 
labor compliance and risk management, 
executive recruiting and hiring, employee 
on-boarding/off-boarding and handbooks.

  

KATHLEEN MCMANUS
Partner
PwC

PwC Partner 
Kathleen 
McManus was 

instrumental in 
securing a ground-
breaking California 
income tax 
regulation for the 
space transportation 

industry, which encourages development 
of the industry within California and is 
one of several wins she secured for her 
clients this past year. The 29-year veteran 
is in PwC’s Private Client Services (PCS) 
group where she specializes in tax planning, 
consulting, and controversies for national 
and international privately held companies, 
in industries including aerospace, defense, 
retail, manufacturing, and sports franchises. 
She leads business development for PCS in 
Southern California and has served as the 
PCS practice’s National Diversity Leader.

McManus is a member of the American 
Institute of Certified Public Accountants 
and California Society of Certified Public 
Accountants. She has a Bachelor’s degree 
and a Masters of Accounting (Tax) from 
USC.  Outside of the office, McManus 
volunteers with Big Brothers Big Sisters and 
Couples Against Leukemia, which has raised 
over $2 million for leukemia research.
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One person can make  
all the difference.

© 2018 KPMG LLP, a Delaware limited liability partnership and the U.S. member firm of the KPMG network of independent 
member firms affiliated with KPMG International Cooperative (“KPMG International”), a Swiss entity. All rights reserved. 
Printed in the U.S.A. The KPMG name and logo are registered trademarks or trademarks of KPMG International. NDPPS 811650

At KPMG, we never underestimate the power of an individual with passion. 
That’s why we congratulate Sue King, Charity Manley, and Dee Dee Owens 
for being named Most Influential Women in Accounting by the Los Angeles 
Business Journal for their outstanding leadership and contribution to the 
accounting industry. 

kpmg.com

INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

DEE DEE OWENS
Partner
KPMG

Dee Dee Owens 
is a Partner 
in the Risk 

Consulting practice 
at KPMG’s Los 
Angeles office. 
She has over 20 
years of experience 
serving clients 

across the full spectrum of governance, risk 
and compliance (GRC), including internal 
audit, risk assessments, system development 
governance and quality assurance, financial 
statement attestation support, third party 
reporting, privacy, and security. 

Owens started her career in finance 
and accounting operational roles then 
transitioned into information technology by 
leading ERP implementation teams, with a 
focus on finance and security and controls 
work streams, including business process 
redesign. Her experience in operational 
and technology roles allows her to discuss 
information technology risks with a focus 
on business impact.  She works with clients 
primarily in government and healthcare 
sectors. In her free time, Owens volunteers 
in the community through United Way of 
Greater Los Angeles, where she serves as a 
member of the Women United Cabinet.  

TOMOKO NAGASHIMA
Partner
PwC

Tomoko 
Nagashima 
joined PwC in 

1993, beginning her 
career in the New 
York with a focus 
on Asset & Wealth 
Management 
(AWM) clients. 

In 1999, Nagashima relocated to PwC’s 
Tokyo office to help build and develop the 
AWM practice.  During her time in Tokyo, 
she also served as the lead for managing 
multi-national asset management client 
relationships.  Specifically, she managed 
business and audit issues as well as led 
in-bound and out-bound audits on a global 
basis.  In 2003, she returned to PwC’s 
New York office and was admitted to the 
Partnership in 2007.

 In 2008, Nagashima relocated to 
PwC’s Los Angeles office to lead client 
engagements.  She currently serves as the 
Global Engagement Partner for some of the 
firm’s largest AWM accounts. 

PATTY O’CONNELL
Partner and Chief Operating Officer
Holthouse Carlin & Van Trigt LLP 

Patty O’Connell 
assumed the 
role of Chief 

Operating Officer 
for HCVT in 
2017 and has 
been “drinking 
from the firehose” 
since day one. 

She leads many of the firm’s strategic and 
operational initiatives including the firm’s 
implementation of an enterprise-wide 
practice management solution, process 
improvement, and process re-engineering 
and is an active leader of the firm’s women’s 
initiative. 

O’Connell transitioned from tax advisor 
to an operational leader in a seamless 
manner. One might think that the skills 
of the COO differ from that of a tax 
accountant. She has found that to be quite 
the opposite. In serving as a tax advisor, 
she was challenged to understand complex 
issues, provide solutions that would achieve 
the clients’ goals. As a tax advisor, she 
worked collaboratively with her clients and 
her team often managing differing views. 
In leading the re-engineering of the firm’s 
processes, she identified root causes of 
process inefficiencies and is bringing new 
ideas to the partner team. 

KELLY O’NEIL
Managing Director
CBIZ MHM, LLC

Kelly O’Neil 
is a Managing 
Director at 

CBIZ MHM, LLC. 
With over 20 years 
of experience, 
her expertise is 
providing audit and 
consulting services 

to biotech, manufacturing and distribution, 
consumer products and defense contractors 
for both public and large privately-held 
companies, including many backed by 
private equity and venture capital. 

O’Neill has a strong understanding 
of business processes and has been 
instrumental in developing solutions 
for corporate management on various 
accounting matters with significant focus on 
compliance, operations and internal control 
environments and the related financial 
statement impacts. She specializes in 
revenue recognition, business combination 
and purchase accounting, accounting for 
stock-based compensation, equity and 
debt instruments, derivatives accounting, 
and general business consulting, enabling 
her clients to make informed decisions on 
financial reporting matters. Also, as an 
Executive Board Member of CBIZ Women’s 
Advantage (CWA), within the firm’s 
offices, O’Neill directs the development of 
our women professionals through focused 
leadership, mentoring, and networking. 
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Tayiika Dennis, CPA, Principal
Eliza Minassian, CPA, Principal 

Century City | 310-273-2501
CLAconnect.com

MAKING AN IMPACT
CLA is proud to congratulate our Principals, Tayiika Dennis and Eliza Minassian, for being named Most Influential 
Women in Accounting in the Los Angeles Business Journal for their passion and leadership in the accounting 
profession and community. Helping people be successful and creating opportunities is what we’re all about.

Investment advisory services are offered through CliftonLarsonAllen Wealth Advisors, LLC,  
an SEC-registered investment advisor. 01-3751  |  ©2018 CliftonLarsonAllen LLP

WEALTH ADVISORY  |  OUTSOURCING
AUDIT, TAX, AND CONSULTING

INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

NATALIE TRONKINA
Managing Director
CohnReznick LLP

Natalie 
Tronkina is 
a Managing 

Director in 
CohnReznick’s 
Transactional 
Advisory Services 
practice in Los 
Angeles. With 

more than 13 years of transactional 
advisory experience, she works with clients 
in numerous industries including energy, 
manufacturing, and business and financial 
services. She advises these clients on buy 
and sell-side due diligence matters, financial 
assessments, and other services, always 
leveraging best practices.

Tronkina was promoted to Managing 
Director in January 2017. As an emerging 
leader at CohnReznick, she is a past 
winner of the firm’s PYRAMID awards 
which recognizes the accomplishments of 
employees in serving the firm, our clients, 
and the greater public good. Natalie is 
committed to initiatives that drive value 
for her clients and her community and has 
developed strong, lasting relationships with 
private equity firms based on the consistent 
quality of her work. She actively supports 
and mentors CohnReznick team members 
and, under her direction, the West Coast 
Transactional Advisory Services team has 
grown from two to seven team members with 
zero turnover. 

MARYELLEN SEBOLD
Partner
RSM US LLP

Maryellen 
Sebold is a 
Partner in 

RSM’s Financial 
Investigations 
and Dispute 
Advisory Services 
practice.  She is a 
Certified Public 

Accountant, a Certified Insolvency and 
Restructuring Advisor, and has a certificate 
in Financial Forensics. She has more than 
29 years of experience in the areas of 
forensic accounting and fraud investigations, 
litigation consulting, bankruptcy, and 
corporate restructuring.

Sebold has led teams in the development 
of strategies specific to complex financial 
fraud matters and internal investigations 
of public and private companies.  She has 
performed investigations into allegations of 
fraud and mismanagement, misappropriation 
of assets, Ponzi schemes, and financial 
statement irregularities, as well as evaluating 
alter-ego issues.  Her expertise extends 
to calculating economic damages, lost 
profits, shareholder and partnership 
claims and investor disputes. She has been 
designated as an expert witness and has 
testified in numerous trials, depositions 
and arbitrations, applying her specialized 
knowledge to financial disputes in a wide 
range of industries, including construction, 
entertainment, healthcare, insurance, 
manufacturing and real estate. 

CHERYL TEETER-BALIN
Partner
Moss Adams

Cheryl Teeter-
Balin is the 
Technology 

Leader for the 
Moss Adams Los 
Angeles office. She 
has practiced public 
accounting since 
2003 – and has 

extensive experience providing accounting 
and advisory services to both publicly traded 
and privately owned companies in the 
technology, manufacturing and consumer 
products industries. Her expertise lies in 
working with publicly traded and privately 
owned middle market companies, including 
issuance of senior secured notes, exempt 
pursuant to Rule 144A and Regulation S. 
She has significant experience with issues of 
revenue recognition, internally developed 
software, share-based compensation, 
intangible assets, business combinations, 
redeemable and convertible stock, and 
convertible debt.

Additionally, Teeter-Balin is comfortable 
in the complex revenue recognition 
environments and is considered our 
strongest partner in this space in the Los 
Angeles office. She is seen as a leader in the 
Southern California region and her guidance 
and expertise is sought often not only by 
partners, but by the staff and seniors who 
look to her as someone that will take the 
time to explain and teach. 

MARILYN THOMPSON
Partner,  Audit & Assurance Services
Windes, Inc.

Marilyn 
Thompson 
joined 

Windes in 1982 
and is a partner in 
the firm’s Audit & 
Assurance Services 
department. She 
leads the firm’s 

ERISA audit practice providing audit and 
consulting services to employee benefit 
plans of private, public, and nonprofit plan 
sponsors, including 401(k), 403(b), profit-
sharing, defined benefit, ESOP, and health 
and welfare plans. Thompson’s practice also 
includes providing audit, assurance, and 
consulting services to private companies 
in the manufacturing and distribution, 
professional service, and construction 
sectors.

Thompson is responsible for the 
personnel matters within the Audit and 
Assurance Department.  This includes 
overseeing the coaching, performance 
reviews, promotions and salary 
administration of the audit staff and general 
counseling, as needed.  She also participates 
in on-campus recruiting activities, firm 
recruiting events and in-house interviews 
for audit entry level and lateral hires.  She 
coaches and mentors professional staff, 
as assigned or selected, and is an active 
participant in the Women in Leadership 
program at Windes.
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INFLUENTIAL WOMEN IN ACCOUNTING

DONELLA WILSON
Partner
Green Hasson Janks

Donella 
Wilson is a 
partner leading 

Green Hasson 
Janks’ Nonprofit 
Practice. She has 
over 20 years of 
public accounting 
experience 

providing audit and consulting services. 
Although Wilson works exclusively in the 
nonprofit sector, her industry experience also 
includes closely held companies in service, 
manufacturing, waste management and 
recycling, real estate development and home 
building.

Wilson is without question one of the 
most dynamic leaders in accounting today, 
especially in the nonprofit industry. In 
addition to being a member of the California 
Society of CPAs and the American Institute 
of Certified Public Accountants, she is 
a frequent guest lecturer and conference 
speaker on nonprofit financial management 
and governance issues. Wilson co-chairs 
the firm’s quarterly nonprofit educational 
workshops and is the nonprofit training 
coordinator for Green Hasson Janks 
University. As an adjunct professor, she has 
taught Nonprofit Financial Management at 
USC’s School of Public Policy, Planning and 
Development. 

ANITA WU
Principal
Green Hasson Janks

Anita Wu, CPA, 
CFE, joined 
Green Hasson 

Janks in 2000 and 
has more than 20 
years of auditing 
experience within 
the entertainment 
industry. Her 

specialty includes profit participation 
audits on behalf of talent, investors and 
co-producers at both the major and mini 
studios. She currently manages most of 
the audits at Walt Disney Pictures and 
Television and NBC Universal. Wu has also 
performed audits of merchandise licensing 
royalties and music royalties.

An experienced accountant in the 
entertainment industry, Wu is a regular 
speaker and writer and was a co-author for 
the firm’s 2017 Entertainment and Media 
Whitepaper. She is a Certified Public 
Accountant and a Certified Fraud Examiner 
and is a member of the Motion Picture and 
Television Fund Foundation – Professional 
Advisory Network and CalCPA. Her focus 
on both diversity and inclusion at the firm 
has made her an inspiration for both her 
colleagues and those looking to enter the 
accounting field.

M ore needs to be done about the revolving 
door from accounting firms.

Familiarity may breed contempt, 
as the old adage claims, but not in corporate 
accounting, according to some new research.

In accounting, the term “familiarity threat” 
refers to the threat to auditor independence that 
arises when a CFO or other top executive of a 
company being audited was formerly employed 
by the accounting firm conducting the audit. In 
the years leading up to the notorious corporate 
accounting scandals at the turn of the century, 
about one third of the largest U.S. corporations, 
including such disgraced firms as Enron, Global 
Crossings, and Waste Management, had top 
executives who were alumni of their companies’ 
external auditors. 

It is hardly surprising, then, that the princi-
pal legislation in response to those scandals, the 
Sarbanes-Oxley act (SOX) of 2002, took aim 
at this alumni effect, section 206 decreeing it 
unlawful for accounting firms to perform audits 
if a top financial or accounting executive of the 
client was employed by the auditor during the 
preceding year. Unsurprisingly too, Canada, the 
E.U., and the U.K. have imposed similar prohi-
bitions, Canada for one year and the E.U. and 
U.K. for two.

Are such restrictions an effective answer to 
familiarity threat? A paper in the March issue of 
the journal Accounting Horizons, published by the 
American Accounting Association, suggests not.

The new research, the first experimental 
study post-SOX of the alumni effect among 
North American auditors, tests the willingness 
of Big-4 managers to adopt a client’s position 
on a conjectural accounting matter. It finds that 
76% do so if the client’s CFO is a former col-
league at their Big-4 audit firm, while only 44% 

do so if the CFO is not. And the alumni effect 
occurs even if it has been two years since the 
CFO left the audit firm, double the minimum 
span required in the U.S. and Canada and the 
same as the minimum mandated in the U.K. 
and E.U.

“Obviously, a one-year or two-year cool-
ing-off period is not enough to avoid the alumni 
effect, particularly if it requires overcoming 
social bonds that colleagues often develop,” 
commented Michael Favere-Marchesi of Simon 
Fraser University’s Beedie School of Business, 
who carried out the study with Beedie colleague 
Craig E. N. Emby. “It may be that five or ten 
years would be enough. Alternatively, it may be 
that audits of companies where a CFO or other 
higher-up is a former engagement partner should 
be banned entirely, as some research on auditor 
independence has suggested.”

He added: “How the accounting profession 
or corporate world would react to proposals for 
such restrictions or prohibitions is, of course, 
another matter.”

The study’s findings are based on an exper-
iment conducted via the Internet with 140 
managers of Big-4 accounting firms in offices 
throughout Canada and the U.S. The managers, 
who averaged about seven years of auditing 
experience, all received the same background 
information about a corporate client and its 
industry as well as a draft of the current year’s 
financial statement.

In addition, participants were randomly 
assigned to one of three experimental condi-
tions, as follows:

• One group was told that until two years 
ago the client company’s CFO was a partner in 
their accounting firm, a colleague with whom 
they worked on engagements involving this very 

client and others;
• A second group was told that the CFO 

formerly attained partnership at another Big-4 
accounting firm; and

• A third group received no information 
about the CFO’s prior employment history.

Participants were asked to assume the role 
of a continuing audit manager on the account. 
The key issue in the experiment was the val-
uation of goodwill, an asset on corporate bal-
ance sheets that arises when a firm purchases 
a company for more than the fair value of its 
net assets, goodwill representing the difference 
between that identifiable fair value and the 
purchase price. The client being audited was a 
medium-sized company in the biotechnology 
field, where purchased goodwill is often an 
accounting issue. The valuation of goodwill can 
change from year to year, depending on a vari-
ety of circumstances, and is widely regarded by 
accountants as a fairly subjective, even specula-
tive, matter.

In the case at hand, the CFO maintained 
that the value of goodwill should be unchanged 
from the level of the previous year. Evidence to 
that effect, however, was mixed. Participants 
received information that, in the words of the 
study, was “sufficiently negative to suggest that 
goodwill impairment might be a definite possibil-
ity but not so overwhelmingly negative that sub-
jects would automatically conclude impairment.”

In the first group of participants, who were 
told the CFO was a former colleague and 
engagement partner, 35 of 46, or 76%, agreed 
with the CFO that goodwill was not impaired 
and should be set at its prior level. In the second 
group, who were told the CFO was formerly 
with another Big-4 accounting firm, 23 of 48, or 
48%, agreed to no impairment, and in the third 

group, who received neither of those indica-
tions, only 39% agreed.

In sum, being told the CFO had formerly 
been a Big-4 partner inclined participants to 
agreement on goodwill impairment but not 
nearly as much as the alumni effect did. And 
least likely of all to be swayed were participants 
whose CFO had neither alumnus status nor 
Big-4 imprimatur.

The professors also tested the degree of con-
fidence in their decisions among auditors who 
agreed with the CFO that goodwill should not 
be impaired. Those in the first and second groups 
reported, on average, about equal levels of confi-
dence, with both being significantly higher than 
the average confidence in the third group.

The results lead the authors to observe that 
“the fact that the current auditors are more 
likely to concur with the client’s position when 
the client is a former audit partner of their firm 
can be interpreted as indicating reduced profes-
sional skepticism, but the results of the [confi-
dence] test…suggest that source credibility also 
influences the auditors’ confidence in a CFO’s 
position.”

In conclusion, they urge regulators “to push 
for a more robust cooling-off period covering a 
wider range of management positions,” noting 
that the possibility of a longer period has been 
raised by the SEC’s Public Company Account-
ing Oversight Board and adding that even 
an outright ban on auditors’ taking jobs with 
clients has been proposed in some academic 
research.

The study, entitled “The Alumni Effect 
and Professional Skepticism: An Experimental 
Investigation,” was published in March of 2018. 

Learn more about the AAA by visiting aaahq.org

Auditors: Does Familiarity Breed Contempt or Coziness?

‘Accounting does not make 
corporate earnings or balance 

sheets more volatile. Accounting 
just increases the transparency  

of volatility in earnings.’

DIANE GARNICK
Chief Income Strategist at TIAA 
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“The threat is incredibly serious,” the FBI 
warned in a report this past May on 
cyber-crime. “Intrusions are becoming 

more commonplace, more dangerous, and more 
sophisticated... [as] companies are targeted for 
trade secrets and other sensitive corporate data.”

Strong stuff, but hardly a surprise amid wide-
spread charges nowadays of commercial larceny 
by nations and companies alike.

And, as a new scholarly study explained, 
“Trade secrets are one of the primary means 
through which firms create and maintain value. 
A firm’s ability to prevent [them] from being 
stolen, copied, or eroded is one of the key fac-
tors ensuring its longevity...Even so, trade-secret 
theft has become a serious threat to the U.S. 
economy [causing damage] in the range of one 
to three percent of its GDP.”

With the principal means of trade-secret 
thievery shifting from betrayals by former 
employees to cyber-attacks, the new research, 
presented at the annual meeting of the Ameri-
can Accounting Association last August, offered 
what seems a disarmingly simple option for 
reducing theft: Desist from disclosing the exis-
tence of trade secrets in the company 10-K, the 
financial report that public companies are 
required to submit annually to the SEC and that 
they disseminate widely to investors.

Drawing on data from about 7,500 compa-
nies over a span of nine years, the study found 
that about one third of their 10-Ks mentioned 
that the firms possessed trade secrets. Even 
though essential information about the secrets 
is customarily withheld, simply revealing their 
existence increases the chances of a cyber-
breach by an average of about 30%, according 
to the paper by Michael Ettredge and Yijun Li of 
the University of Kansas and Feng Guo of Iowa 

State University.
The likelihood of subsequent breaches, the 

authors added, is “most pronounced among 
younger firms, firms with fewer employees, and 
firms operating in more competitive indus-
tries…consistent with the notion that firms’ 
trade secrets are more likely to be hacked when 
the trade secrets are more valuable or when 
alternative ways to obtain firms’ trade secrets, 
such as hiring away firms’ employees are not 
available.”

The authors concede that a decision not to 
mention trade secrets may be difficult for many 
companies. As they explain, mere acknowl-
edgement of trade secrets “does not impose 
any direct proprietary costs on the firm. Fur-
thermore, firms…could signal greater value of 
their stocks by discussing the existence of trade 
secrets…and how [they] take the appropriate 
steps to protect [them] from misappropriations.” 
A further advantage, the authors add, is that 
allusions to trade secrets in 10-Ks can provide 
evidence in case of subsequent litigation alleg-
ing misappropriation.

Commented Ettredge, “Given such advan-
tages, managers may well be reluctant to forgo 
the opportunity of revealing in their annual 
reports that they have trade secrets to protect. 
Since the number of breaches in our sample 
amounted to less than five percent of the total 
10-Ks containing allusions to trade secrets, the 
relationship we’ve discovered is something of 
a black swan. But should the black swan land, 
it could be disastrous for a company, and our 
findings suggest that the chance of its landing 
increases by almost one third when the exis-
tence of trade secrets is disclosed.”

In sum, if the benefits are considerable for a 
firm, disclosure may be worth the increased risk 

of a cyber-breach. What the new study is the 
first to suggest is that disclosure does, indeed, 
markedly increase that risk.

Of the two principal means companies use to 
protect intellectual property, trade secrets lack 
the legal protections provided by patent status, 
but their details do not have to be publicly 
disclosed, as is the case with patents. Celebrat-
ed examples of trade secrets include Google’s 
search algorithms, Coca-Cola’s ingredients, Big 
Mac’s special sauce, and the process to produce 
the lubricant WD-40. A 2016 report from the 
U.S. Chamber of Commerce estimated that 
publicly traded U.S. companies own $5 trillion 
in trade secrets. An earlier survey by the U.S. 
Census Bureau, comparing firms’ valuation of 
trade secrets and patents, revealed them to be 
three times more likely to consider the former 
very important, and a survey in Europe found 
that companies rated secrecy more valuable 
than patents for protecting innovations. Given 
the vast stakes, it is no surprise that, in the 
words of the new study, “trade secrets are most 
likely to be stolen not by amateur hackers or 
informal hacker groups but by well-trained and 
well-supported hackers on behalf of companies 
that can use such information.”

The paper’s findings emerge from an analysis 
of the relationship between companies’ refer-
ences to trade secrets in their annual reports 
from 2006 through 2014 (as indicated by the 
key words “trade secret” and “trade secrecy” in 
the 10-Ks) and the occurrence of cyber-breaches 
in the course of the following year. Data on 
breaches were obtained from several sources, 
principally from a nonprofit organization ded-
icated to gathering cybersecurity information. 
A total of 39,992 10-Ks were included in the 
analysis of which 12,542 mentioned trade 

secrets, and 591 cyber-breaches were identified. 
The secrets not only pertained to methods and 
formulas but in some cases consisted of confi-
dential customer information, such as the data 
stolen in the headline-making breach of Target 
in 2013. The industries that accounted for the 
most breaches were the finance, insurance, and 
real estate group (accounting for about 33% of 
the total); service industries (about 20.5%); and 
manufacturing (about 20%). Manufacturing and 
service industries accounted for the most 10-Ks 
that referred to trade secrets, the former making 
up about 56.5% of the total and the latter about 
26%.

In their analysis, the researchers controlled 
for many factors that can influence the likeli-
hood of breaches, prominent among them cyber 
defense and cyber vulnerability. These were esti-
mated by counting pertinent words and phrases 
in 10-Ks – terms suggestive of defense, such as 
“risk control” or “risk governance,” and others 
suggestive of vulnerability, such as “IT risk” or 
“security breach.” While cyber vulnerability was 
found to be significantly associated with subse-
quent breaches, the results for cyber-defenses 
were mixed.

The authors added: “If firms having trade 
secrets employ extra care in protecting these 
secrets against cyberattacks, it is possible that 
disclosures of the existence of trade secrets are 
not associated with increased propensity for 
hacker attacks. Although this ‘deterrence’ argu-
ment is plausible, we believe that the argument 
for a positive association [between such disclo-
sures and subsequent breaches] is stronger.”

Information for this article was provided by the 
American Accounting Association. Learn more at 
aaahq.org.

Firms that Refer to Trade Secrets in Annual Reports 
Increase Risk of Cyber Attacks

The American Institute of CPAs (AICPA) 
earlier this month announced the winners 
of the 2018 Effective Learning Strategies 

(ELS) Awards, given each year to college and 
university educators who develop unique and 
effective teaching tools for introductory, upper 
division, and graduate courses.

“The accounting profession relies on 
innovative educators to cultivate its next 
generation of leaders and problem-solvers,” 
said Yvonne Hinson, CPA, CGMA, academic 
in residence, Association of International 
Certified Professional Accountants. “These 
awards recognize professors for finding new and 
creative ways to teach and inspire students.”

The AICPA Pre-Certification Education 
Executive Committee’s Teaching Innovation 
Task Force selected the winners and honorable 
mentions at the American Accounting 
Association’s Effective Learning Strategies 
poster sessions in August 2018 in National 
Harbor, MD.

BEA SANDERS/AICPA TEACHING 
INNOVATION AWARD

The 2018 Bea Sanders/AICPA Teaching 
Innovation Award for innovative teaching 
practices in the first accounting sequence (1st 
and 2nd year studies) was given to Markus 
Ahrens of St. Louis Community College and 
Cathy J. Scott of Navarro College, who is 
currently teaching at University of North Texas 
- Dallas.

The team’s submission, “The Teaching and 
Learning Toolbox,” is a website they developed 
in 2015 for sharing technological resources, 
including hardware, software, and apps, as well 
as pedagogical strategies, amongst accounting 
educators. “Markus and Cathy believe that 
technology used in courses without a purpose, is 
just entertainment,” Ahrens and Scott wrote in 
their submission. The toolbox is a free resource.

Honorable mention for this award went 
to Wendy Tietz of Kent State University and 
Tracie Miller Nobles of Austin Community 
College for their submission, “Data Analytics in 
Introductory Accounting.”

GEORGE KRULL/GRANT THORNTON 
TEACHING INNOVATION AWARD

The winners of the 2018 George Krull/
Grant Thornton Teaching Innovation Award 
for innovative teaching in junior- and senior-
level accounting courses are Lynnan Mocek 
and Veronica Paz of Indiana University of 
Pennsylvania, for “Show & Tell: Infographics 
to Keep and Sustain Engagement.” This 
project involves the creation of infographics 
and infographic templates, which are then 
shared online with other educators at www.
AccountingTeachingTools.com.

MARK CHAIN/FEDERATION OF 
SCHOOLS OF ACCOUNTANCY 
TEACHING INNOVATION AWARD

The 2018 Mark Chain/FSA Teaching 

Innovation Award for innovative graduate-
level accounting teaching practices went to 
Brigitte W. Muehlmann, Virginia E. Soybel, 
and Robert M. Turner of Babson College. Their 
submission was, “Sustainability at Interface, 
Inc.: Applying the qualitative characteristics of 
useful financial information to environmental, 
social and governance (ESG) factor data.” 

Students engaged in this project consider a 
company called “Interface, Inc.” with $250 
million in debt to refinance, and work to 
answer the question, “Should the company’s 
executive team refinance using a debt 
instrument with an interest rate that is linked 
to nine environmental, social and corporate 
governance (ESG) factors?”

Each winner or team will have an 
opportunity to share their work at next year’s 
American Accounting Association annual 
meeting to be held in San Francisco.

“The AICPA appreciates the AAA granting 

these educators a platform for presenting 
their exciting ideas. The FSA and Grant 
Thornton also continue to help support the 
dissemination of innovative ideas about how 
to teach accounting students,” said Steve 
Matzke, Association of International Certified 
Professional Accountants director of faculty 
and university initiatives.

In addition, winners will receive $5,000 
and a plaque (honorable mentions will receive 
$500). The materials from the submissions will 
be posted to the AICPA Accounting Professors’ 
Curriculum Tool, alongside past winners. 
The Curriculum Resource offers accounting 
curricula for people engaged in teaching or 
learning about the profession. Access to the 
tool is limited to AICPA members.

More information about the AICPA educator 
awards, including submission criteria, can be found 
at AICPA.org

AICPA Recognizes Innovative Accounting Educators

‘The accounting profession relies on innovative 
educators to cultivate its next generation of 

leaders and problem-solvers.’
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