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Introduction 
 
Selecting an accounting software solution is one of the most important decisions you 
will make for your organization.  Understanding your financial status allows you to make 
informed decisions. Leveraging technology allows you to save time and money, reduce 
errors, and respond quickly to key stakeholders and changing market factors. 
 
Popular entry-level solutions such as cloud-based Xero and QuickBooks are the first 
solutions for the vast majority of organizations.  These solutions have served us well and 
often for a good many years.  But if you are growth-oriented, at some point, you will 
outgrow these solutions.   
 
Here are the questions we are routinely asked: 
 

¶ How do Xero, QuickBooks, and Sage Intacct compare?  

¶ When is it time to graduate from Xero and QuickBooks? 

¶ Which solution is the best fit for my organization – today and in the future? 
 
Given the frequency with which we’re asked these questions, we decided an eBook 
would provide value to the beginning stages of your software selection process.   
Our CPA firm uses Xero, Quickbooks, and Sage Intacct.  What is the differences between 
these systems?  When should you use one over the other?  This eBook will try to help 
answer these questions.  This eBook was written by Jeff Unalp, President of Unalp CPA 
Group, who primarily uses Xero and Sage Intacct in his practice with contributions from 
Penny Breslin, who uses both QuickBooks Online (QBO) and Xero in her consultant 
practice. 
 
The next step in your process would be to work with accounting and solution experts to 
review the particular needs of your organization and take a closer look at accounting 
processes and how software and technology can help you leverage greater efficiency 
and effectiveness of operations. 
 
We hope you find value in this document.
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Xero, QuickBooks, Sage Intacct ς Solution Overviews 
 
QuickBooks 
 
Everybody knows QuickBooks.  
Quickbooks owns about 70% of the 
market share.  QuickBooks has been 
around in some form since 1983 and 
at one point commanded up to 94% of 
the small business market.  For that 
reason, many bookkeepers and CPA’s 
are familiar with QuickBooks and do 
not have any reason to learn other 
accounting software for the small 
business market.   
 
Many companies started with QuickBooks Desktop version.  Quickbooks offers a cloud 
version called “Quickbooks Online” (hereafter referred to as QBO).  The online version 
was built from the ground up in 2015.   There are some rumors in the market that 
eventually Intuit will go completely to the Online version.   
 
Overall, our firm prefers the Desktop version loaded on a third party server (we use 
Cloud 9).  This allows us to share Quickbooks with our clients.  However, it is more 
expensive than the Online version as the client has to buy their own Quickbooks and 
then pay $50 per month for access.  QBO has about 1.4 million subscribers in the US and 
1.9 million worldwide. 
 
Xero 
 
Xero is a New Zealand-based software company that developed the accounting software 
Xero and was founded in 2006.  The company was founded by Rod Drury and his 
personal accountant to find a better way to do accounting.   
 
Xero is a direct rival of Quickbooks.  The company has offices in New Zealand, Austraila, 
the United Kingdom, the United States, and Singapore.  It is listed on the New Zealand 
Stock Exchange and the Australian Securities Exchange.  In complete transparency, our 
firm loves Xero as it makes accounting for our clients easy.    As of March 2017, Xero had 
100,000 subscribers in the US and over 1.0 million subscribers worldwide. 
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Sage Intacct 
 
Sage Intacct is an enterprise-class general ledger accounting platform operating on top 
of an Oracle database.  Intacct started in 1999 and was acquired by global software 
leader Sage Group.  Sage Intacct was developed and released long before cloud 
computing became popular – today it is the premier cloud-based accounting solution 
offering. 
 
While Sage Intacct can service the small business market, it is more of a mid-market 
solution.    Intacct is also valuable when there are many points of information that need 
to be tracked (termed “Dimensions” in Sage Intacct) or when special accounting issues 
arise like revenue recognition issues.   
 
Sage Intacct works with “sub-ledgers.”  For instance, Intacct has an AP sub-ledger, an AR 
sub-ledger and other sub-ledgers that feed the main general ledger.  This is the type of 
system that accountants learned about in school.    It is accounting software an 
organization needs if they have 
outgrown Quickbooks or Xero and 
has multiple dimensions that need to 
be tracked, multiple entities need to 
be tracked, an organization has 
foreign currency issues, or if there are 
revenue recognition issues.   
 
Sage Intacct is the only accounting 
system endorsed by the American 
Institute of Certified Public 
Accountants.  
 

hǳǘƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ ·ŜǊƻ ŀƴŘ vǳƛŎƪ.ƻƻƪǎΥ  р {ƛƎƴǎ ¸ƻǳΩǊŜ wŜŀŘȅ ŦƻǊ {ŀƎŜ 
Intacct 
 
You should look at Sage Intacct over Xero and Quickbooks when you find the following: 
 

1) Your staff is placing heavy reliance on excel spreadsheets to track different types 
of information.  Spreadsheets are inherently unreliable and have a high level of 
errors.  By using Excel spreadsheets, you are putting your accounting integrity at 
risk.  You want to minimize the number of spreadsheets you use in the close 
process. 

2) Excessive manual data entry/reentry is a key factor in upgrading.  You should 
only be touching the data once.  If you are having to do excessive manual data 
entry or reentry of data that is already in the system, you should be considering 
upgrading
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3) Drill-down visibility into underlying data behind summary trends - As we 
mentioned above, Xero and Quickbooks are limited in the dimensions that can 
be tracked.  Intacct has many more dimensions that can be tracked and that 
allows you to treat your accounting system as a “business intelligence system.” 

4) How long is your close taking?  If your close takes more than two weeks, you 
should consider changing your software and/or your accounting team.   

5) If you have multiple entities you have to consolidate or you have to report for 
foreign currency, then you should be considering Intacct. 

 
We have placed charts from TechValidate surveys at the end of this eBook to give you a 
sense of what are the biggest time savers and reasons given by software users who have 
graduated to Sage Intacct from Quickbooks.   
 
Companies and organizations should start considering Sage Intacct when they cross the 
$1 Million threshold in revenue.  Unless your organization is very simple, you are 
probably missing business intelligence by not tracking different dimensions in your 
business.  
 
All three accounting systems are web-based and have a monthly subscription. 
 

Users & Permissions, Audit Trails 
 
QBO users and permissions 
 
QBO allows for one, three, or 
five users depending on the 
size of the plan.  You can grant 
access to up to two 
accountants who do not count 
toward you subscription.  
Users have some defined 
access; Company 
Administrators can see all 
aspects of the company, 
Regular users can have some 
limitations placed on their access and Report users that can access reports and 
timesheet users that only enter time, both are free.   
 
Xero users and permissions 
 
Xero has unlimited users no matter what the subscription plan is.  This is helpful for 
clients which may want multiple users internally, and also need our accounting staff to 
have access.  On our staff, we may have an AP person managing their AP, an AR person 
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managing AR, and a general ledger accountant working on the books.  Xero also allows 
you to have custom roles for users.  This is a big advantage for restricting certain roles.    
 
Sage Intacct users and permissions 
 
Sage Intacct also allows for unlimited users, but you will pay a price per user depending 
on the user role.  For instance, administrative users and business users are more 
monthly than employee users who are only inputting the information.    
 
When pricing these systems out, one must remember that Sage Intacct is a higher level 
accounting system for more sophisticated accounting and, therefore, it is expected that 
the subscription price will be higher than the other two lower level accounting systems.   
 
Audit trail 
 
One of the nicest features of Xero is the ability to view the audit trail in any transaction.  
Our firm (as “advisors”) has used this quite a bit when there are multiple people 
entering information in the system.  In Xero, you cannot see the exact changes.  In QBO, 
all users can access the Audit Log option.  One can view the changes made to the 
particular transaction.  QBO is a bit better in this comparison than Xero. 
 
All three products allow for the attachment of files to transactions.  This function should 
be used extensively as it avoids the need to store paper and have to look for it when 
someone questions the transaction.   
 

Pricing 
 
QBO pricing 
 
QBO subscription pricing per month is $15 for Simple Start (1 user), $23 for Essentials (3 
users), and $31 for Plus (5 users).  For payroll, each employee you pay is $2 for every 
pay period and $12 per month for each additional state.   
 
Xero Pricing 
 
Xero subscription pricing per month is $9 for the Starter Plan (you get 5 invoices, 5 bills 
and 20 bank transactions); $30 per month for the Standard plan (which is the most used 
plan) and allows for payroll for up to 5 employees at no additional costs; and the 
Premium plan which is $70 per month and payroll for up to 10 people.   
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Sage Intacct Pricing 
 
The prices annually could be anywhere from $3000 for a small organization to $30000 
and up for a large organization or an enterprise company.  This depends on the business 
issues you are trying to solve and the additional applications needed to solve those 
issues (As an example, if a company wanted to hook up Salesforce to Sage Intacct, that 
would be an additional monthly cost for that connector).   
 
Subscriptions to Sage Intacct can be handled independently through Sage Intacct or 
through many of their partners.   
 
VAR - One partner type is a VAR (Value Added Reseller) who implements the product for 
your company and charges you the subscription to continue helping your company run 
on the Intacct platform.   
 
IAP - One other partner type is an IAP (Intacct Accountants Program), which not only 
helps you run the system, but to which you also outsource your company’s accounting.   
 
Unalp CPA is a member of the IAP program.  If a company is interested in having a best 
in class accounting operation with the top rated software (Sage Intacct) then they will 
outsource their accounting to Unalp CPA and we also run the Sage Intacct accounting 
program.  Unalp CPA receives a discount to Sage Intacct’s regular prices and we receive 
remuneration for our services on a monthly basis.  

 
Ease of Use 
 
Xero is simply laid out better than QBO in my opinion.  It is a simpler and cleaner layout 
than QBO.   It uses less accounting jargon and is clearer.    
 
The two main tabs for Xero are “DASHBOARD” and “ACCOUNTS.”   Reports is another 
important tab.  The Dashboard tab shows you all the banking accounts at a glance and 
alerts you to what needs to be done.   Through the Accounts tab you can get to 
sales/receivables or bills.   
 
While QBO is not laid out as simple, it is still intuitive and not much more difficult to use.   
QBO has 5 important tabs.  These are “DASHBOARD”, “SALES”, “EXPENSES”, “BANKING” 
and “Reports.”  Neither software is perfect and both have their idiosyncracies, but  I 
believe that Xero has a slight advantage here.   
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Here is the QBO Dashboard: 
 

 
 
Here is the Xero Dashboard: 
 

 
 
When it comes to ease of use, for a do-it-yourself nonprofit executive or business 
owner, Sage Intacct is much more difficult to use than Xero or QBO.  Though compared 
to other mid-sized accounting solutions (Abila MIP Fund Accounting, MS GP, NetSuite, 
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etc.) TechValidate survey data indicates end users find Sage Intacct is much easier to 
use.  
 
As mentioned above, it is a full-service accounting system with many sub-ledgers.  The 
system setup of any organization involve multiple decisions during the initialization of 
the general ledger and subledger.  The system setup should not be done by anyone that 
has not been trained on Sage Intacct system implementation.  Enlisting Unalp CPA 
Group as your professional partner gives you access to our 20-plus years of accounting 
experience, our extensive Sage Intacct training, and experience in the field.   
 
Here is a Sage Intacct Dashboard: 
 

 
 
  

Product Features 
 
One of the first things you have to ask yourself is how many business variables you will 
be tracking. Examples of business variables might include locations, regions, funds, 
departments, product lines, other sources of income, etc.  Sage Intacct can track more 
than 13 variables.  Xero has two “tracking categories” – their terminology for business 
variables and Quickbooks Online has two tracking categories named “class” and 
“location.”  If you have to track many variables in your business, including reporting out 
on multiple locations or multiple funding sources then you should be looking seriously 
into Sage Intacct.     
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Reconciling Bank Transactions 
 
Xero 
 
One of my favorite product features is that Xero has the ability to write rules for both 
“spend money” transactions and “receive money” transactions.  This allows you to write 
a rule (guided by a Xero template) that will recognize wording in the transaction and 
Xero will code the transaction based on the rule you write.  This is a giant time saver in 
classifying transaction.  For clients that have many transactions from bank accounts or 
credit cards, this takes up 60%-70% of work in a file.    
 
QBO 
 
QBO simply makes suggestions that you need to check.  QBO also has rules for incoming 
transactions, however it’s lack of granular rules can sometimes cause issues, leading to 
having internal rules on how to establish the QBO rules. Though QBO may work with 
more banks, Xero has a big advantage in making this product feature easy to use.    
 
Xero vs. QBO 
 
In the same area as “Reconciling Bank Transactions” is data imports.  Importing into 
Xero is more versatile than QBO.  Xero can import CSV files.  This is a typical file that 
many other programs export at a transaction level.  This means that fewer connectors 
or steps are required to convert.   
 
Both the ability to write granular rules and the ability to import CSV files make Xero a 
clear winner here.   
 
Here is the QBO Bank area: 
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Here is the bank account reconciliation view of Xero: 
 

 
 
Intacct Bank Transactions - Intacct does not have a bank feed.  Usually those using 
Intacct download the bank transactions from the bank website, code them in the 
spreadsheet and then upload them in the appropriate format (csv) to the Intacct cash 
management system.  Once this is setup correctly it is usually painless and goes quickly. 
 

Invoicing 
 
Xero and QBO 
 
Invoices are easy to produce in both Xero and in QBO.    If you have loaded in your 
contacts and keep them updated, either system allows you to easily generate an 
invoice.   Both allow customization so you can generate a nice looking, professional 
invoice.   
 
QBO is a bit easier in offering a way, within the system, to get paid.  It sends a link and 
the customer can click on the link and pay the invoice through the Intuit Merchant 
system.   
 
Xero offers the same integration with third-party vendors.  These third party vendors 
offer a bit lower rates, but the convenience factor here favors QBO.  The drawback is 
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that you are linked to the Intuit Merchant system.  (There is a new integrated system, 
but we have not had the opportunity to review this system.) 
 
Here is the view of QBO Invoicing and an Invoice Template: 
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Here is the view of Xero Invoicing and an Invoice Template: 

 

 
If you must keep time in order to bill, QBO has an integrated timer, where to keep time 
for Xero you must use a third-party app like T-Sheets or Basecamp (T-Sheets and 
Basecamp work with QBO).  While these third-party apps may have their own benefits, 
it is still another app that you need to add on.  
 
Based on the convenience of getting paid through QBO and the integrated timer, QBO 
has a slight advantage even though it is a bit more expensive and limited on the time-
keeping. 
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Sage Intacct 
 
As with other subledgers in Sage Intacct, it is more complicated to set up than Xero or 
QBO, but once the billing is set up, it is easy to use.   
 
Sage Intacct has an employee time and expense module as part of the basic product 
that can streamline the billing process for the most difficult billing.   
 
If your organization must comply with the new FASB guidelines on revenue recognition 
or deferred revenue, with the correct setup, Sage Intacct can do complicated billing very 
quickly.   No spreadsheet tracking or third party applications are needed as would be 
required with Xero and Quickbooks.    
 
Analysts have warned about using spreadsheets to comply with new FASB guidelines – 
it’s simply too complicated of a process.  They urge implementing software designed to 
specifically address revenue recognition, such as Sage Intacct.  
 
Sage Intacct also has a seamless integration with Salesforce.  For companies that use 
Salesforce, this can eliminate embarrassing billing issues and double entry in two 
systems between sales and accounting. 
 
One additional point, Sage Intacct is especially strong when it comes to project 
management companies.   With Intacct Projects, all your time, expense, and project 
data—financial and non-financial—is tracked and visible in one place. Automate exactly 
the processes you need: from tracking costs, time, and expenses to managing resources, 
billing, and revenue recognition.   
 
QBO has new project tracker for QBO plus users, which works very well and contractors 
can use it with Budgeting. 
 

Accounts Payable 
 
When paying bills, all three systems do a very good job.   
 
It is pretty easy to enter information into Xero and QBO and get a check printed out.  
Both Xero and QBO integrate well with Bill.com (a bill pay system endorsed by the 
AICPA). I would call this a tie.   
 
However, one advantage that QBO has is if you use the QB payments option in QBO.   
The QBO payments option provides ease of use, low cost, and a number of Artificial 
Intelligence steps to make AP easy and while providing good details.  If you wanted this 
in Xero, you would need to get a third party app.   
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Sage Intacct also allows an approval hierarchy.  An invoice can be approved in the 
system before the check is printed.   
 
Bill.com integrates well with Sage Intacct.  If the float time in Bill.com frustrates you, you 
can look into the sync between Sage Intacct and American Express.  This is a good 
alternative if you do not have someone else managing your payables.   
 
Finally, Sage Intacct can add purchasing management on top of the bills process.  This 
would include generating and managing purchase orders, three-way matching and other 
unique processes around the purchasing module.   Sage Intacct also provides formatting 
so that banks can read a file and send an ACH or other payment forms. 
 

Payroll 
 
If you have payroll and choose to operate your payroll through either software, then 
you need to take a look at the payroll system.   
 
While Xero payroll functionality is, in my opinion, better than QBO, it is only in about 30 
states (see https://www.xero.com/us/features-and-tools/accounting-software/payroll/ 
to see if your states are included.)  .  If you are in one of those states, then Xero would 
be a better choice.  If not, then QBO would be the better choice.   Both have the same 
3rd party add-ons for payroll that integrate very well. 
 
Sage Intacct does not offer integrated payroll system, therefore a payroll service that 
integrates into Intacct is needed.   
 

Inventory 
 
For inventory Xero has a slightly better overview and allows you better interaction with 
the program.  If you can use the inventory tracking system that Xero offers, you then 
you can avoid an expensive upgrade as with QBO.    
 
Sage Intacct inventory is more sophisticated than either Xero or QBO.   As with other 
subledgers, you need it set up properly.   This includes setting up a proper workflow and 
creating the appropriate documents you will use in this workflow.  Sage Intacct has been 
upgrading their inventory and it is much more powerful than it was just 2 years ago.  
Tracking by location or by bin is available without an add-on integration.   
 

Sales Tax 
 
Xero allows for managing US Sales Tax, GST, or VAT issues in the same application.  With 
QBO, you would need to have separate country focused versions.  Xero works with 
Avalara (a sales tax software) in the background to get proper calculations for sales tax.  
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For both of these programs, I wish they had an efile option built in.   I would give a slight 
advantage to Xero here. 
 
In using Intacct, we have integrated Avalara for clients that have sales tax obligations.  
This makes tracking the sales tax rates and filing the returns much easier.  Intacct also 
has no efile option.   
 

Fixed Assets 
 
Xero has an integrated Fixed Asset module.  QBO does not have an integrated Fixed 
Asset module.  Advantage is to Xero for this category. 
 
Sage Intacct has a separate add on for Fixed Assets available to organizations who 
require sophisticated asset management. 
 

Manual Journal Entries and Reclassifications 
 
Manual journal entries are easier to make 
in QBO than in Xero.  Xero does not allow 
you to make manual journal entries into 
checking, AR or AP like QBO allows.   
 
However, this is a bit of a double-edge 
sword.  Unless you really know what you 
are doing, you do not want to make 
manual journal entries into those 
aforementioned accounts as it could 
cause you trouble in your reconciliations.   
 
Sage Intacct allows manual journal entries – and because of the multiple dimensions 
Sage Intacct offers, there are more areas where manual entries are possible.  The 
dimensional capabilities is what makes Sage Intacct such a strong and powerful solution. 
Sage Intacct has the capability to bring in data from a completely different system 
through journal entries, which allows for tracking of non-financial data (which can help 
you track KPIs). 
 
 
Both QBO and Xero allow a huge number of transactions within a few minutes.  QBO has 
a “Reclassify Transaction” tool and Xero has a “Find and Recode.”  These are both 
powerful tools that can save you time should you find out that some transactions were 
classified in the wrong spot.   
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Reporting 
 
QBO provides a bit more versatility and detail levels compared to Xero.  Xero came out 
recently with report templates which allows mapping of a client’s chart of accounts to 
managerial reports (you can see more here 
https://www.xero.com/content/xero/us/features-and-tools/practice-
tools/reporting.html ).  While this is a powerful tool, I would give a slight advantage to 
QBO.  
 
One other area worth mentioning in Xero is Xero files.  You can see that here:  
https://www.xero.com/us/features-and-tools/accounting-software/files/ .  It allows you 
to keep the files with your related transactions. 
 
Sage Intacct’s reporting is much more extravagant than both Xero and QBO.  Intacct’s 
experience in reporting can be customized and role based to fit the need of the client.  
Statistical entries that can measure everything from patient’s served to the number of 
rainy days last year, add to the incredible reporting diversity at the disposal of the 
business owner or executive director. 
 
A report can be written for reporting on almost any dimension being measured within 
Sage Intacct.  There is no limit to the Business Intelligence this can offer.  Board 
members can also have different views than the CFO and the CFO can have a different 
view than the CEO.   
 

Other Sage Intacct Product Features to Consider 
 
If you have multiple entities, then Intacct is the system for you.  With Xero or QBO, 
multiple entities have to be consolidated on an excel spreadsheet.  In Intacct, multiple 
entities with different foreign currencies can be consolidated in seconds.  This is an 
incredibly efficient application.   
 
Intacct allows communications over a transaction to be recorded and captured in the 
system.    Intacct calls the system “Collaborate.”  This system is extremely powerful, but 
as of yet underused.  It allows questions and answers surrounding a transaction to be 
tracked and stored.   
 

Security 
 
All three systems offer over 99.5% in up time and have world class security.   
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Integrations 
 
Xero has 500+ applications in its’ ecosystem while Quickbooks Online has over 400 
applications in its’ ecosystem.  I have found Xero is easier to do integrations with as a 
result of its’ open API.    The engineers at these third-party apps are more likely to help 
you since they understand the links to the Xero system better than the Quickbooks 
Online system.   
 
Sage Intacct has over 200 partners in the marketplace.  Intacct does not need as many 
partners as Xero and Quickbooks Online as it is a more comprehensive solution than 
Xero and Quickbooks Online.   
 

Customer Service 
 
Quickbooks Online offers 24/7 phone support as well as chat and email while Xero 
offers 24/7 email/chat support.  If the problem is too difficult to do over email/chat, 
then a phone call can be arranged easily.   In my experience, Xero is a bit more flexible 
and tries to do what is right for the customer where Intuit is a larger organization that is 
a bit more inflexible. 
 
When you work with Unalp CPA Group, we are your point of contact for Sage Intacct 
support.  If you work with a Sage Intacct VAR or an IAP – those firms will be your 
support resource.  That’s why it is so important to select a firm that can provide you 
with the level of support you prefer. 
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Survey Data 
 
Sage Intacct has been steadily gaining significant market share and is a logical next step 
for organizations and companies that have outgrown QuickBooks and Xero.   
 
Here is some survey data from TechValidate: 
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About Penny Breslin  
www.moneypennyllc.com 

Penny Breslin is the founder of MoneyPenny LLC, a consulting firm specializing in 

helping accounting firms and other businesses embrace the power of technology to 

simplify their operations and increase their profit margins. 

Before establishing MoneyPenny LLC, Penny held senior consultant and directorial 

positions at several leading companies, including Xpitax, Indevia, Primacea Inc., and 

Coaxis International.  

Penny co-authored the book, ñCFO Services for the Accounting Firm: How to Start.ò A 

firm believer in being able to work from anywhere, you'll often find Penny running her 

business on the beach after a morning surf session. She's also an avid supporter of Meals 

on Wheels and Oxfam.  

 
 
 
 

About Unalp CPA Group  
www.unalpcpa.com 
 
Unalp CPA Group provides a VIP level of outsourced accounting services that relieve 
business owners and nonprofit excutives of the burden of accounting duties.   
 
Armed with accurate and reliable accounting information produced by Unalp CPA 
Group, businesses can grow and profit  and nonprofits can better serve their 
constituents and our communities.   
 
The mission of Unalp CPA Group Inc. is to provide financial leadership and financial 
technology expertise allowing organization leaders to have visibility into their financial 
health and organizational performance. 
 
If you’d like to learn more about Unalp CPA Group you may email Jeff Unalp at 
jrunlap@unalpcpa.com or call us at 925-256-6321.  Unalp CPA Group is based in Walnut 
Creek, California. 
 

http://www.unalpcpa.com/
mailto:jrunalp@unalpcpa.com

