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Donna Niesen
Making the World a Little Less ‘Taxing’

VOLUNTEER OF THE YEAR

Donna Niesen describes herself as a “nerd.” Her 
clients at Katz, Sapper & Miller, as well as Indiana 
Chamber members, are among the beneficiaries of 
her scholastic approach.

“That’s just how it is,” offers Niesen, selected as one 
of the Chamber’s Volunteers of the Year for her work 
on state and local tax issues. “Even in high school … 
when you had those free periods, I took an 
accounting class. Most kids are taking study halls 
and whatever. I took the accounting class and I liked it.”

That interest led her to make the relatively short move from 
Cincinnati to Indianapolis to attend Marion College (now Marion 
University) to study to become a certified public accountant.

Career journey
“I was always a math-oriented person,” Niesen declares. “But the 

joke is on me, because the further you get up in your career, the less 
it’s about the science and math. It is really about reading and writing 
and building relationships.”

She started her career in private practice for a few years, but says 
she wasn’t enjoying that approach. She decided to make a change and 
went to work with Ernst & Young (now EY), one of the Big Four 
accounting firms. 

“When I went over to Ernst & Young, I went straight into state 
and local, which is sort of unusual. I specialized right away.”

As a young CPA, she felt the pull to experience something new 
and left the Midwest for Arizona, where she stayed with the company. 

“Moving across the country gave me that background for what I 
do,” explains Niesen, referring to her multi-state expertise.

Hoosier businesses will often work across state lines into 
Kentucky, Ohio, Michigan and Illinois. Going to Arizona gave Niesen 
experience dealing with states on the West Coast.

“I saw a lot of California, a lot of Oregon. It was a good base for 
me, sort of driving that big multi-state picture and seeing everything I 
needed to see. It was a good growth moment for me professionally 
and personally. I enjoyed it a lot.”

Finding a mentor
In her early days at Ernst & Young in Indianapolis, Niesen met 

Tim Cook.
“He’s our leader in the state and local tax world (here in Indiana). 

He’s a super smart guy. And he’s someone you want to emulate from 
an intelligence perspective, a moral perspective,” she shares. “Through 
the years, I’ve always kept in touch with him, even when I moved to 
Arizona. You find people in your career and in your life that you like, 
and you want to hang onto.”

She was practicing with Deloitte in Arizona when both of her 
parents had some health issues. Niesen said it was hard getting a phone 
call and realizing you are at least six hours away – and that’s if you can 
immediately get a flight back home. 

“Tim was coming here (Katz, Sapper & Miller; KSM) to start the 
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SALT (state and local tax) group. We had 
stayed in contact and he said, ‘Why don’t you 
just come over and let’s see where we can 
take this thing.’ So that’s how I landed here.”

She moved back to Indiana for family 
and work. Niesen recently celebrated her 
14-year anniversary at KSM. 

Love of small business
Niesen comes from a family of 

entrepreneurs. Her great-great-grandfather 
started a plumbing business in 1884. It has 
been passed down through the generations, 
with her three brothers now running the 
show. She says it’s been very interesting to 
watch them evolve the family business. 

Maybe as part of that upbringing, she 
also notes that her favorite part of the CPA 
practice is helping small- to medium-size 
clients with their tax issues.

“We have clients of all sizes. We like to 
take you from a small entrepreneurial 
company and help you build up and become 
the juggernaut that everyone wants to 
become. And there are a lot of state and local 
issues that come along with that,” she adds.

When an entrepreneur comes up with a 
great idea for a business, he or she is serving 
in multiple roles.

“You’re the president, you’re the 
salesperson, you’re the ‘it’ person. The HR 
person. And the very last thing you are in all 
of that is the tax person,” Niesen 
contends. “With the wide variety of 
state and local laws that are out 
there, a lot of times I'm the 
educator.”

When clients come to KSM for 
the first time, they’ve typically 
advanced beyond the start-up stages. 
They may have customers in 10 
different states, and it can be a shock 
when they realize what their tax 
responsibilities are. 

Niesen often hears clients say 
things like:

“I cannot believe I have to comply 
with all these complex laws.” 

“… all these states’ laws are so different.” 
Or, “So why can’t Indiana be the same as 

Ohio and the same as Kentucky and the same as 
Illinois?”

“And so then begins all the learning,” she 
explains. “We're (states) all so different because 
we're led by different people and we have 
different objectives. Each state has things they 
want to push and not push. And that’s 
wonderful stuff.”

Giving back
Niesen is a “go-to” member of the Indiana 

Chamber Tax Policy Committee. She also 

serves on the Commissioner’s Tax Advisory 
Council, established in 2017 by the Indiana 
Department of Revenue. 

“I rely on the help, and volunteered 
time, of a lot of people in developing tax 
policy and analyzing the impact of proposed 
tax legislation,” offers Bill Waltz, Chamber 
vice president of public finance. “Donna 
possesses a valuable combination of in-depth 
knowledge and practical experience. 

“She can effectively communicate what 

are complicated and technical issues in a way 
that makes them clear and easy to understand. 
Sharing her time and talent in explaining how 
and why these ‘taxing’ matters matter to 
businesses makes her a very valuable and 
much appreciated volunteer.” 

In her experience, Niesen saw that there 
was little representation for small, family 
businesses at the “legislative” table.

“What I saw was a voice that was 
missing, in talking about legislation, in talking 
about how tax laws impact people. Those big 
corporations are always going to have a voice 
in the room. I feel like the next tier down, 

the closely held S corporations, sometimes 
that voice is missing.”

Niesen says her knowledge of state and 
local taxes gives her a perspective that can 
help those businesses gain representation.

“I'm more of the practical application 
voice in the room. I’m not an attorney; I'm a 
CPA,” she continues. “When we think about 
legislation, I'm also thinking about, ‘How is 
this going to work in an audit situation? Or 
how are we going to practically apply this? 

Or how do I get this onto a tax 
return?’ ”

Niesen gets a feeling of 
accomplishment when she can help a 
person who may be the controller of a 
company but also has 17 other hats to 
wear on any given day.

“If I can be that voice and try to 
help people understand, that’s the 
fulfilling part for me.”

On the road
When Niesen isn’t busy with tax 

season, reviewing legislation or other 
responsibilities, she’s traveling with her 
husband.

“I keep saying that my only reason for 
putting money away in my retirement plan is 
so that eventually I can hit every country in 
the world. I think I'm only up to like 28 
countries right now,” she asserts. “That's my 
favorite thing to do – travel places and 
experience different cultures.”

Her favorite part of traveling is discovering 
cuisines around the world. During each trip, 
they plan activities around where they will be 
enjoying their next meal. 

The planning part comes as no surprise 
for a CPA, a tax professional and a person 
who assists so many through her work.

Niesen’s great-great-grandfather (center) founded Frank Niesen 
Plumbing in 1884 in downtown Cincinnati.

Close working relationships with colleagues are part of the allure for Niesen at Katz Sapper & Miller.




