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From the Editor
Help. Every once in a while we all need it. It doesn’t matter 
if we represent a one-man marketing band or a Top 100 
firm with a dozen staff reporting up to us. Occasionally we 
all need assistance and guidance to determine whether the 
actions we are taking, or are considering taking, are truly the 
best ones for us and the unique circumstances facing our 
firms. Hopefully each article in this issue will “help” you and 
leave you in a slightly better place than where you started. 

At Growth Strategies, we strive to gain as many perspectives 
from our marketing colleagues as possible. This issue is par-
ticularly rich with diverse opinions from our peers across the 
continent. While some marketers may just be embarking on 
projects others have gone through months or even years 
ago, yet a third cohort may be innovating in ways no one 
ever thought possible. Take the time to read what they have 
to say; you may just learn something.

One final note on “help”: We need yours. AAM just launched 
a new website, www.accountingmarketing.org, and we 
would love your feedback. Please feel free to share any 
thoughts or opinions on the new site, including features 
you really like and potential areas of improvement, so we 
can continue to build upon the association we’re all proud 
to call our own.
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What Is Marketing’s Responsibility  
with Respect to ROI?
A snapshot into how several  
firms are handling this challenge
p. 6

Partners love to measure. The problem is that what  
they measure is not always the same as what marketing 
measures. This article shows examples of how focusing 
on the right ROI can move marketers closer than ever  
to becoming a prime factor in driving firm revenue.  
Jim Arnost and Lesley Hatfield

CuLtiVAtiNg A groWtH CuLturE 

Assessing How to Improve  
Your Firm’s Sales Culture
p. 9

This article is more of an assessment tool, or one of those 
consumer magazine quizzes on steroids. It provides a 
Growth and Sales Culture Rating Sheet to score your firm 
on each of 10 variables. At the conclusion of the process, 
you’ll be able to tabulate the rating and get a better 
understanding of where your firm is today and what 
adjustments it may need to improve its sales and business 
development capacity and culture. Mitchell Reno

Eight Ways to Guarantee Your  
CRM Implementation Project Fails
p. 12

Doesn’t the name say it all? For years, firms have been 
complaining about this very topic and most problems 
stem from poor user adoption and commitment. Hear 
about some real-life scenarios gone awry and learn how 
to avoid making the same mistakes. Ed Marciniak
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Trends & 
Insights

Our world is changing and quickly. Technology is play-
ing a major role, but so is the changing workforce and the 
globalization of the world’s markets. CPA.com, a subsidiary 
of the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants, 
sponsored a research study entitled The CPA of the Future to 
determine how our fast-paced environment will impact the 
accounting profession. 

More than 400 AICPA member firms participated in the study, 
which focused on four primary future-readiness metrics:

1. Disruptive technology and innovation

2. Talent and the changing workforce

3. Globalization and the marketplace

4. The changing role of the CPA.

The study determined that CPAs have a lot of work to do to be 
ready for the future. Only eight percent of the survey partici-
pants think that the profession is future ready today. CPAs have 
to invest more time in learning about marketplace challenges 
from increased competition, disruptive technologies, a diverse 
workforce and globalization to remain relevant to their clients.

CPAs must also understand and embrace technology to keep 
up with their clients as they deal with a competitive global 
economy. Only 10 percent of the firms surveyed viewed 
themselves as innovative and 82 percent recognized that 
they need to have a better understanding of innovation. CPAs 
should learn about new technologies like 3D manufacturing, 
digital money, smart machines/artificial intelligence and digi-
tal distribution to recommend best practices to their clients.

Furthermore, 80 percent of the CPAs surveyed indicated a need 
to fully understand emerging technology trends such as cloud 
computing, social media, ecommerce, mobile platforms, trans-
action processing and sales, as well as predictive analytics or the 
process of monetizing data into useful and powerful insights to 
help organizations solve problems and develop solutions.

Fifty-eight percent of the survey participants agree that the CPA 
of the Future must develop a culture of innovation and learning. 
Firms need to invest in leadership and talent management to 

recruit and retain top talent, increase employee engagement 
and create a solution-focused environment. In addition, firms 
need to embrace and prepare for a more diverse workforce 
where women outnumber men, Generation X and Millennials 
replace Baby Boomers as they retire and the largest growth seg-
ment in the United States is Hispanic. Firms need to understand 
how to engage the changing workforce and be prepared for 
the cultural and gender changes that are on the horizon. 

Other areas the CPA of the Future should consider include 
using the Internet to deliver digital business processes such 
as risk analysis, tax and accountancy services; preparing their 
clients for the global marketplace and increased competi-
tion from fast-growing economies such as India and China; 
understanding the changing workforce; change manage-
ment and innovation; and the importance of social account-
ability and sustainability. 

CPAs have to embrace business environment changes to 
help clients navigate future challenges. This will require CPAs 
to be more proactive and less reactive. As a trusted advisor, 
the CPA of the Future will have to work harder to bring solu-
tions to their clients. More consultative services to help cli-
ents grow their business and manage risk will be in demand. 
CPAs should prepare now to meet their clients’ future needs.

Obtain the report at cpa.com by clicking on “Download Now” 
for “The CPA of the Future Study.”

The CPA of the Future 



6

The terms “marketing” and “return on investment” (ROI) have 
been tied long before Mad Men hit the air. However, the 
ability to quantify the impact of marketing efforts on a firm’s 
growth has been wildly elusive. Only in recent years have the 
technological advances in online marketing made this con-
cept a reality. Marketers now have the measurable means to 
move their craft from a tactical brochure factory to a strategic 
lead-generation machine, which moves them closer than 
ever to becoming a prime factor in driving firm revenue.

However, firms acquire and implement these tools at their own 
pace with respect to cost and cultural constraints. To kick-start 
the marketing measurement engine and keep it going, there 
are organizational, infrastructure, investment and technol-
ogy considerations that need to become part of your firm’s 
strategic plan and budget. Clearly, this level of 
organization doesn’t happen overnight. So what 
does it take to get there?

Members of AAM’s Growth Strategies Commit-
tee, Jim Arnost and Lesley Hatfield, talked with 
several professionals on the evolution of ROI 
within their firms: Stephanie Darwish, Owner, 
8848 Mkt and former Marketing and Commu-
nications Manager for Fuller Landau, Montreal 
(1 office, 13 partners, 120 employees); Amy 
Jemison, Marketing Director, Warren Averett, 
LLC, Alabama, Florida and Georgia (15 offices, 
132 partners, 800 employees); and Jessica Sloan, 
Marketing Coordinator, William Vaughan Com-
pany, Ohio (1 office, 8 partners, 55 employees). 
The following discussion explores how firms 
of different sizes and markets are working to 
effectively connect ROI with marketing.

Growth Strategies: Philosophically, where is 
your firm currently and where are they going 
with connecting marketing and ROI? 

Darwish: The partners here are very much 
about ROI. Any initiative I have proposed or 
undertaken has always needed to be justified 
with the actual ROI or the potential ROI. For 
branding initiatives, that doesn’t necessarily 

have to be a dollar amount. For example, our major sponsor-
ship’s ROI is measured in media mentions.

Jemison: Culturally, our firm focuses on results vs. activities. 
We value successfully executed activities, but we celebrate in 
the results. We utilize data from existing systems to support 
our marketing programs. ROI drives what programs are con-
tinued or discontinued, but sometimes it is the marketplace 
that drives the need for new marketing activities, so we also 
have to keep our eyes open beyond the data. 

Sloan: In the past, our firm had a difficult time understanding 
how to measure ROI in connection with marketing. We have 
not had solid metrics to measure the success of given cam-
paigns and projects. We recently established a firm pipeline, 

What Is Marketing’s Responsibility 
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A snapshot into how several firms are handling this challenge
Jim Arnost, Lurie Besikof Lapidus & Company LLP, and Lesley Hatfield, Warren Averett  
Pender Newkirk interview Stephanie Darwish, 8848 Mkt; Amy Jemison, Warren Averett, LLC;  
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Want More on roi? Join the Conversation!

Visit the LinkedIn AAM Group Discussion Board and search the term 
“ROI” for more conversations like these:

What is the role of the marketing professional in assuring ROI and 
universal partner participation in the practice development process? 

“When I first started in marketing at an accounting firm over a decade 
ago, ROI was difficult to track. Sure, I could point to the number of media 
mentions or articles published, but a lot of the work marketers did back then 
wasn’t quantifiable. You couldn’t tie back a client appreciation event to new 
business earned from that client (although the managing partner tried). 

“With the rise of social media, CRM systems and other technology, however, 
ROI is a marketer’s best friend. Each week I send management an updated 
report on our sales campaigns and proposals. I also compile regular reports 
on who has subscribed to our SALT blog, what Web pages are most popular, 
how many people viewed the articles we posted on LinkedIn and which 
prospects and clients are reading which articles in our e-newsletter. 

“This is the kind of concrete data and actionable information that helps 
the firm in its business development efforts — and by extension, shows 
how valuable the Marketing Department is to the firm.” 

 —  Tracey Degarra, Director of Marketing  
at Margolin, Winer and Evens LLP
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and tracking our successes has become more transparent. 
We have a long way to go, but through baby steps I have 
been able to get the partner group to recognize the success 
with numbers.

GS: What is the current relationship between marketing and 
ROI in your firm?

Jemison: We measure results against annual plans and budgets. 
We measure practice groups, individual offices and the firm as 
a whole. The processes are in place to develop strategic plans 
at each level and we are then held accountable for their results. 

Sloan: Our partners are slowly recognizing that doing “what we 
did last year” is not the answer and that there are ways to spend 
less and get better ROI. Before, the expectations of measurable 
results did not exist. Partners are now realizing these measure-
ments are available and making decisions with the data.

GS: Has ROI for the firm’s marketing activity been discussed 
and agreed upon by your leadership?

Darwish: Yes. The ROI metric is generally established before 
the initiative starts.

Jemison: Yes. In fact, our firm’s executive team now has a Chief 
Growth Officer and within his role is the evaluation of results 

related to marketing and business development activities. Our 
entire marketing department is well versed in tracking activity 
and keeping accountable to the firm’s plan and budget.

Sloan: No, we have not yet arrived at agreement with ROI for 
our marketing activities. 

GS: Do you have agreed-upon metrics to measure marketing 
and/or business development? How does your marketing lead-
ership present their progress against these metrics? How often?

Darwish: If the ROI is deemed satisfactory, the initiative  
continues. If it is deemed unsatisfactory, we discontinue. 

Jemison: At a minimum, marketing leadership is meeting 
quarterly with practice groups firmwide and local office 
leadership to review metrics that help them make marketing 
decisions. Annually, we look at firmwide metrics to better 
budget and forecast for the next year.

Sloan: We present the number of proposals won, clicks and 
site traffic as well as attendance at events. These are presented 
at monthly marketing and business development meetings.

GS: Beyond the number of won proposals, what do you  
consider your firm’s top key performance indicators (KPIs) 
related to marketing?



Darwish: We consider leads more than won proposals. It’s 
not up to marketing to close the client; it’s up to marketing 
to get potential clients. 

Jemison: We measure the firm’s sales to new clients; expanded 
services to existing clients; and recurring vs. nonrecurring 
services, as well as traditional (audit/tax/accounting) services 
vs. nontraditional (affiliate/consulting) services. We also track 
revenue goal coverage ratios (pipeline dollars needed to 
achieve annual growth goals).

GS: How are individuals within the firm held accountable for 
their own personal marketing efforts?

Darwish: For business development activities done by the 
partners and managers, I track invitees, etc. Let’s use the 
simple example of hockey tickets. I track who brings which 
clients or referral sources. If, at the end of the year, I notice 
that Manager A spent $1,000 on tickets for clients, but the 
billing of each client brought was lower than the average, I 
will mention to them that there are perhaps better clients to 
bring to these games.

Jemison: We have member development sessions where mem-
bers (partners) are held accountable for business development 
efforts. Our industry and service line teams are held account-
able by a leadership committee within the firm. The marketing 
division is held accountable on ROI by the Chief Growth Officer.

Sloan: Our firm focuses not only on the business develop-
ment skills and efforts of the partners, but also of senior 
managers and managers. We have implemented a program 
to promote these skills early on in the careers of our accoun-
tants. Those who show interest in serving as a business 
developer for the firm will participate in a consulting pro-
gram geared at building and enhancing their skills to gain 
business. Each month these individuals have meetings and 
calls with our consultant to keep track of their success. In 
addition, this group has been included in the monthly pipe-
line meeting to monitor their progress and offer suggestions 
related to their business development activities.

GS: Have you discussed investments into new technology 
(CRM, content development, paid search)?

Darwish: We have a CRM. I’ve used it to extensively track lead 
sources of all new clients since my employment at the firm. 
We tried paid search, and the only leads were for personal 
income tax returns, so it wasn’t worth it for us. The Quebec 
market is probably different from other markets in that regard.

Jemison: We are heavily focused on CRM utilization. We have 
invested in paid content and SEO, and will be implementing 
a marketing automation tool soon. We have not explored 
paid lead generation at this point.

Sloan: I would like to have some form of a CRM. The issue comes 
back to accountability. As the marketing coordinator, I would be 
responsible for the setup and maintenance of the system. Each 
partner would have difficulty in taking care of their portion of 
the system, which defeats the purpose to some extent. We are 
still considering the CRM system in a smaller scale.

GS: Does your firm implement other tracking tools and 
resources for these metrics?

Darwish: I track media mentions for each press release sent 
out (in coordination with our PR firm). Anything sent elec-
tronically has tracking codes generated from our CRM.

Jemison: We use our CRM (Microsoft Dynamics), time & 
billing system (Practice Engine) and firm intranet (Microsoft 
SharePoint) to capture and report our marketing and sales 
information. We’ve worked closely with our firm’s technology 
experts to develop proprietary reporting systems that sit on 
top of these platforms to present the data we need.

Sloan: We utilize pipeline reports and proposal reports.

It’s clear that measurement of ROI is in a state of evolution, 
and firms are functioning all along the spectrum. Marketing 
professionals find themselves struggling against the combined 
obstacles of leadership, technology and budgetary resources. 
While demonstrating the direct impact of marketing on firm 
growth may not necessarily be a job requirement, it certainly has 
the potential to maximize the value of your role within the firm. 
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Every firm needs to assess its growth culture 
from time to time. While much commentary 
on this topic examines the foundation of a 
good sales and business development culture 
from a somewhat esoteric or theoretical 
perspective, accountants need practical tools 
to help them evaluate the current, “real world” 
status of their firm’s growth culture. This article 
intends to do just that.

It outlines 10 variables that will provide an 
opportunity to evaluate and rate your firm’s 
sales and business development capacity and 
culture. A Growth and Sales Culture Rating 
Sheet is provided to allow you to score your 
firm on each variable. At the conclusion of the 
process, you’ll be able to tabulate the rating 
and get a better understanding of where your 
firm is today and where it may need to focus 
in the future to improve the growth culture.

1. Competitive Quality  
and “Service Distinction”
Long-term success comes from consistently delivering qual-
ity and value to clients that is distinctive and differentiated. 
Commoditization of many CPA deliverables has mandated 
that firms find ways to create best-in-class client experiences 
provided by teams of trusted advisors with expertise and 
involvement in their clients’ industries. Firms with a strong 
sales culture are consistently focused on driving client loyalty 
and satisfaction. 

Rating considerations: Uniqueness of services in marketplace; 
clients’ clear understanding of your distinctive deliverables;  
consistent execution of flawless delivery; perceived value of 
your firm’s services; ongoing enhancement and improvements 
in services provided; acknowledgment in the market as provid-
ing more value than your competition; ongoing measurement 
of client satisfaction, loyalty and retention; high degree of brand 
awareness in your target markets.

2. growth Strategy and a Documented Plan
Clarity of vision is critical for future success. Owners and 
associates of high-performing firms must have a common 
understanding of where the firm wants to be in the future 

and have a clear path of how to get there. The plan must  
provide direction and specific goals that will be achieved 
on the path to success. Leaders and staff members must 
be united in executing the plan in a manner that minimizes 
waste through misguided resource allocations and maxi-
mizes focus on doing things that accomplish key objectives. 

Rating considerations: Clearly stated vision for the future; 
a documented plan that outlines the strategies for growth; 
goals and objectives with identified milestones of success; 
tactics for implementation that identify who is responsible 
for achieving the goals and by when.

3. understanding the Client and industry
Firms that compete most effectively have developed a commit-
ment to and have processes designed to continuously under-
stand their clients’ comprehensive business needs. These firms 
have a high regard for understanding the in-depth industry 
issues that impact a client’s likelihood of success or failure. 

Rating considerations: Formalized industry or business 
segmentation within business units or the firm’s organiza-
tional structure; tools and resources that provide industry 
data, trends and benchmarking data; advisor involvement in 
industry organizations.

CulTIvATInG A GROWTH CulTuRE 

Assessing How to Improve  
Your Firm’s Sales Culture
Mitchell Reno, Rehmann

Feature Article
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4. Sales Systems and Processes
Policies, procedures and best practices for how qual-
ity technical deliverables are developed are common 
in accounting firms. Even so, many firms have not 
taken the time to develop best practices, systems 
and tools that are leveraged consistently across the 
firm. Firms with a strong sales culture demand that 
advisors follow a common business development 
model that drives a successful pursuit process. Com-
mon use of these tools and systems leads to a more 
targeted focus on ideal prospects and clients, and 
ultimately leads to higher close ratios and a higher 
share-of-wallet with existing clients.

Rating considerations: A common sales model that 
advisors use to manage the pipeline; a documented 
sales process that guides a professional approach to 
selling; pursuit tools that support prospect research, 
interviewing, strategic evaluation of the opportunity, 
proposal development and objection resolution; 
reporting systems that keep advisors well informed 
of progress and drive accountability.

5. Leadership Commitment
A fierce culture committed to growth and client 
success begins at the top of the organization. Firms 
that have a successful growth culture experience a 
cascading impact of accountable growth behaviors 
that reach down through the ranks to staff. Leader-
ship is committed to growth and regularly assesses 
each advisor’s ability to bring in new business and 
cross-sell to existing clients. Growth metrics are as 
important as billable metrics. Leaders ensure that 
all associates are receiving messages about growth 
and are working to expand services to clients on a 
regular basis. 

Rating considerations: Business advisor and owner 
metrics for success include sales and growth goals; 
leadership messages regarding growth and busi-
ness development initiatives that are regular and 
planned; leaders who make investments in continu-
ously improving the sales and growth culture; a 
commitment to recognizing and rewarding associ-
ates who drive growth efforts.

6. trained Business Advisors  
and Professional Sales Staff
To sustain a sales and growth culture, successful 
firms must train their business advisors on how  
to sell and serve clients effectively. The highest-
performing firms recognize the value of rainmakers, 
and also understand the need to spread growth 
responsibilities across more of the firm’s personnel. 
Similarly, firms that demonstrate a strong growth 
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Growth and Sales Culture Rating Sheet
Evaluate each criterion on a 10-point scale and record your rating 
at the right. At the bottom, summarize your scores. This will serve 
as your overall rating. 

1. Competitive Quality and “Service Distinction” 

2. Growth Strategy and a Documented Plan 

3. Understanding the Client and Industry 

4. Sales Systems and Processes 

5. Leadership Commitment 

6.  Trained Business Advisors  
and Professional Sales Staff 

7. Goal Setting and Accountability 

8. Savvy Technological Support 

9. Professional Sales and Presentation Tools 

10. Extra Credit Bonus Criteria 

Total Score:  

Rating Analysis:

85-100  Your firm has created a consistent implementation 
of the core components of a strong, viable sales and 
growth culture. Congratulations. Focus on maintenance 
and continuous improvement to further develop your 
culture and increase your win and growth rate.

75-84  Your firm has made excellent progress toward building 
a sound growth culture. Identify one or two areas of 
improvement and focus on them in the next 18 months 
to improve growth outcomes. 

60-74  Your firm is making good progress, but is likely struggling 
with a few areas that have kept your growth culture out 
of balance. Work with leaders to determine where the 
firm’s greatest gaps in the sales culture are and gain 
commitment from leaders that change must occur. 

45-59  Your firm is lacking in a number of the key areas  
that need to be the foundation of success in building  
a solid growth culture. Leadership must take the time 
to evaluate and understand where and why these  
gaps exist before selecting any areas of focus and 
improvement. Build understanding and buy-in before 
determining next steps.

Under 45  If your firm scored under 45, you are likely an auditor. 
Go ask some of your partners in tax and consulting 
to take the survey and average the results. Next, it 
would be advantageous to seek outside support from 
a consultant who specializes in helping firms build and 
establish a strong growth culture. 



11accountingmarketing.org

culture are investing in sales professionals to support both 
lead generation and sales management. Sales staff members 
are integrated into pursuit teams and maximize the profes-
sionalized approach to pursuing new business.

Rating considerations: Formalized sales and relationship 
management training for business advisors; advisor adher-
ence to the use and implementation of firm sales systems; 
exposure to untrained staff of the sales systems by trained 
advisors; regular advisor evaluations based on their sales  
and business development capabilities; professional sales 
teams that support growth initiatives and are integral in 
pursuit efforts.

7. goal Setting and Accountability
A growth culture thrives when accountability is high. Sales 
and business development is a numbers business. Each  
stage of the business development process can be measured 
with clear metrics. Successful firms set clear and achievable 
goals and monitor progress toward attaining them. Individ-
ual advisors are held accountable for growth and it is a metric 
for their professional success in the organization.

Rating considerations: Well-known, clear and concise 
metrics of growth; measurement of lead-generation efforts 
and tracking of success rates; monitoring and management 
of all stages of the pipeline; well-attended and active pipeline 
meetings; regular rewards and recognition; communication 
and reporting of sales metrics to the firm; aggressive moni-
toring and analysis of wins and losses.

8. Savvy technological Support
Managing partners and IT directors have one thing in 
common: They desperately want their client relationship 
management (CRM) systems to deliver on the high cost of 
their investments. While some firms and their professionals 
continue to rely on Excel for lead and pipeline manage-
ment, sophisticated firms leverage CRM systems to manage 
complex relationships with prospects, clients and referral 
sources. Successful, growth-oriented firms of the future are 

harnessing this technology to beat the competition to the 
next client and serving the clients they have more effectively. 

Rating considerations: Implementation of a CRM system; 
database accuracy and cleanliness; active and monitored 
use of the system; reports and metrics exported to monitor 
campaigns, pipelines and revenue; active use of the tool by 
advisors to manage client relationships.

9. Professional Sales and Presentation tools
Marketing departments have successfully begun to develop 
better “selling” brochures and literature during the past 
decade. Additionally, top-notch growth firms have state-
of-the-art sales presentation tools and proposals that 
consistently stand out from the competition. The power of 
these tools resides not only in the professionally branded 
messages, but, more importantly, in their ability to present 
information key to decision makers. 

Rating considerations: Literature and systems that provide 
support at all stages of the sales process; messaging in market-
ing materials that provides clear evidence of differentiation and 
value; unique sales tools that help the pursuit team present 
strategic advantages more effectively than the competition; 
enhanced proposal management software and systems.

10. Extra Credit Bonus Criteria
If you’ve gotten to this point of the evaluation of your firm’s 
growth culture, you may conclude that your evaluation 
needs to include an additional variable that is not listed 
above. Feel free to enhance this evaluation with your good 
thinking. You may determine that another critical variable is 
more important for your firm.

Rating considerations: Lead generation ability; brand  
recognition; historic rates of growth.

About the Author
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Eight Ways to Guarantee Your 
CRM Implementation Project Fails
“Customer Relationship Management (CRM) systems don’t 
belong in accounting firms.” It’s a pretty good bet that some 
readers of this article are thinking it, even if they never speak 
the words. If CRM systems really belong in CPA firms, why 
would there be so many tales of weak user adoption and lack 
of confidence in CRM data? 

In my role as a publisher of CRM software for the profes-
sional services industry, I’ve seen most of the plays from the 
CRM saboteur handbook. These top eight are fairly simple to 
implement and often represent the path of least resistance. 
Names have been withheld and tactics have been tweaked 
to protect the guilty, but all of these strategies have shown 
up in varying degrees in our CRM implementation projects. 
So if your CRM project has been approved and you have 
visions of perfect sales pipelines, be on the lookout and 
follow the countermeasures outlined below to help ensure 
CRM success at your firm. 

1. Allowing Sacred Cows to graze Peacefully
Sacred cows. Every firm has them. It’s the partner who will be 
up for retirement in six years who still dictates letters to his 
assistant. It’s the client onboarding/risk management system 
developed by the managing partner’s nephew for a college 
project back in 2006 that has never quite worked right since 
2009. It’s the industry and service lines and their individual, 
time-tested Excel- or Outlook-based marketing lists that can’t 
be found or touched. And it’s the partners who guard their 
Outlook contacts like they are state secrets.

You will find that CRM skeptics and saboteurs nurture and 
encourage sacred cows. They will tell the retiring partner 
he can dictate everything CRM-related to his administrative 
assistant and still get all the benefits of an integrated CRM — 
no problem. They will tout the virtues of that isolated client 
onboarding and risk management system by saying that it 
was free and it’s secure, because it doesn’t communicate 
with any other system. 

Your move? Start making steak out of your sacred cows. 
Show the retiring partner that the system you selected is so 
easy to use that you can type up your notes on the meeting 
and associate it with the client’s CRM record in two mouse 
clicks. Explain how everyone in the firm can now be up to 
date before the next meeting with the client and those 
back-to-back meetings at the same prospect a week apart 
by different partners without each other knowing about the 
other’s meeting will become a thing of the past. 

That onboarding system? Replace it by building it into the 
CRM sales opportunity process so the information can be 
captured over time during the sales or client update cycle so 
you don’t need to double enter it into another system. Dupli-
cate data entry, a very potent CRM toxin, is discussed below.

2. Forcing Entry of the Same  
Data into Multiple Systems
CRM saboteurs stand by the belief that CRM is for marketing 
and sales and practice management is for service delivery. 
They can’t or won’t see the value of an integrated client 
acceptance, CRM and practice management system. In tax 
and audit season, when the firm is super busy, people don’t 
have the time to enter information into both the CRM system 
and the stand-alone client onboarding and risk management 
system. The CRM information becomes out of date, not used, 
and will die on the vine. 

Your tactic? Build your client and engagement process into 
your CRM opportunity sales process so that the information 
is captured and entered in one place. Look for integrated 
CRM and practice management systems or build interfaces 
between them. Acknowledge the absolute importance of 
accurate address and billing contract data in the practice 
management system, but stress that the CRM needs to own 
the client record because CRM is more than addresses and 
contacts; it is about client-centered service, managing rela-
tionships, communication and information access.

Ed Marciniak, Templeton Solutions LLC

Feature Article
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3. treating the CrM Like the  
Departmental System that it is
CRM skeptics say that CRMs belong to marketing and busi-
ness development. CRMs don’t belong firmwide. Sales and 
marketing people deal with words like “suspects” and “cus-
tomers.” Service delivery people are much more comfortable 
with “referral sources,” “prospects” and “clients.” They want sales 
and marketing to own and operate the CRM because finance 
and accounting own and update the real client record in the 
practice management system. 

Your strategy? Stress that everyone should be able to access 
up-to-date information or know what meetings and topics 
are being discussed with clients before they do a meeting 
with them. Encourage client service teams to review client 
activity in CRM together prior to going onsite. Reinforce the 
benefits of sales and marketing knowing as much as possible 
about a prospect or client’s interests to increase the effective-
ness of the marketing campaigns. But be aware that access 
to comprehensive marketing, sales and networking activity 
requires that everyone use the CRM system regularly, which 
is the next tactic discussed.

Mini Case Study 

gBQ Partners LLC Builds Platform for growth with CrM

GBQ Partners LLC, a CPA and advisory firm with more than 140 personnel, is based in Columbus, Ohio, and has offices 
in Indiana, New York and Pennsylvania.  

Situation:

4  GBQ’s growth was putting a strain on their legacy CRM/contact management and document management system

4  Paper-based client engagement acceptance process was slowing engagement setup and service delivery

4  Sales processes across practice groups were not consistent, making pipeline forecasting difficult

4  Client- and prospect-related communication hindered by lack of tools for staff to document network and  
client interactions

4  Desire to actively cross-sell services into existing clients

4  Ready to move from blast email service to online marketing platform fed by prospect and client intelligence

4  Having multiple systems for CRM, marketing and document management was hindering overall system usage  
and compliance

4  Future desire to enable mobile access to prospect and client information

Process and Solution:

4  Performed selection process to review major CRM and document management packages and implementation firms

4  Selected CRM for Professionals™, built on Microsoft Dynamics CRM integrated with Microsoft SharePoint® document 
management and Act-On online marketing

4  Formed team of marketing, finance, IT and practice area stakeholders to drive decision making

4  Performed system and process design work during 2014 tax season. Converted and migrated active prospect, 
client, contact records and marketing lists along with nearly two million documents. Incorporated client 
engagement acceptance process into CRM opportunity process.

Results:

4  Single, compliance-friendly database accessible across the organization, by all staff at all levels

4  Better data and information: elimination of data silos, improved consistency of data entry and integrated access to data 
across multiple departments

4  Standardization on an integrated common Microsoft platform with CRM and SharePoint and client documents that 
are accessible from within CRM or SharePoint

4  CRM accessed from within Outlook is increasing adoption and usage

4  Enhanced reporting capabilities leading to increased cross-sell opportunities
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4. giving CrM Access to Leadership and 
Administrators only Because Staff really  
Aren’t Part of the Client relationship
CRM nonbelievers say the real relationships are between the 
firm leadership and client executives, not with staff. Even 
though staff and seniors pick up on conversations, client orga-
nizational issues, or client service issues while on site full time, 
CRM training and activity tracking consumes up billable time 
and isn’t worth the investment. 

Your strategy? Use your CRM initiative to reinforce a client-
centric culture and involve young staff in the process. Younger 
staff may not have the C-level contacts with decision-making 
authority, but encouraging them to listen, observe and network 
and requiring them to document their networking activities in 
CRM sets good habits early. Reward staff with recognition for 
networking through incentives and performance appraisal goals 
to keep them motivated and interacting with the system. By the 
time they are ready to sell work, CRM will be second nature to 
them and user adoption problems will be a thing of the past.

5. Keeping the CrM System  
generic, out of the Box and “Flexible”
The CRM saboteur will tell the CRM selection team and 
leadership that all CRMs are pretty much the same and they 
are really just expensive contact managers. They will often 
resist customizations on the basis of cost and complexity and 
advocate for a mostly vanilla system. They will try to gloss 
over the fact that the opportunity screen looks like you could 
sell widgets instead of services and that it is hard to docu-
ment relationships and interaction between accounts, staff 
and contacts in a meaningful way in vanilla CRM systems. 

Your approach? Stress that off-the-shelf CRM systems don’t 
document and highlight the complex relationships between 
our firm, prospects, clients, referral sources and advisors. Know-
ing and understanding these relationships is one of the most 
important aspects of long-term clients and service. Highlight 
that each practice area “sells” a little differently, and forcing every-
one into the same generic sales process will hurt user adoption. 
Just watch out for overengineering or trying to do everything 
you want in CRM all at once, because packing everything into 
one project is another favorite tactic of the CRM saboteur.

6. Phase one and Done 
Once the CRM system is live, CRM doubters will advocate for a 
stabilization period. That’s great, but you are thinking stabiliza-
tion in terms of months and the doubters are thinking in years. 
Wait too long and project sponsors and stakeholders will work 
on other initiatives and lose focus of the ongoing needs and 
improvements of the CRM. Unfortunately, once people realize 
that the decision makers are busy and the CRM system won’t 
be changed to meet their upcoming needs, users will drop like 
flies. No more CRM!

Your defense? Long-term planning. CMOs and sales leaders 
should break the CRM initiative up into manageable phases 
and actively talk about CRM in the current and future tense. 
These smaller project phases are generally shorter in time and 
less risky. Progressively learn and build on your successes over 
time. Set expectations with leadership that, when Phase One 
is done, we will have just what we need to start with — but 
just as the firm changes over time, so will the CRM needs or 
it will become out of date and irrelevant, and usage will drop. 
Promote the long-term perspective.

7. Approaching Your CrM Data Like  
it is a one-time Conversion Project
You have prospect and client information in the pipeline 
spreadsheets, Excel marketing lists and the practice manage-
ment system. You have form letters and proposal templates. 
They are all on the network drive and individual PCs and 
they are no doubt kept up to date with firm logo and font 
standards. All the contacts are in Outlook, as well as the mar-
keting lists. The CRM cynics will skimp on data cleanup and 
prep work before the go-live, saying it’s just too much effort 
and they don’t have the time. They have faith that users will 
be swarming the system to keep account and contact data 
up to date. Bad data is poison for CRM systems and will cause 
usage to plummet.

Your parry? Gain leadership’s commitment to establish  
and enforce data standards as part of the CRM initiative. 
Appoint data stewards for marketing and service lines who 
have responsibility and authority to monitor and correct 
data and enforce standards. Implement personal incentives 
(recognition, contests) for data entry, stewardship and qual-
ity. This is one of the most important things you can do to 
counter the CRM cynic.

8. Put information technology  
Exclusively in Charge and responsible  
for the Success of the CrM Project
The IT department does a terrific job securing our network, 
provisioning desktops and laptops, and supporting our 
document management system and practice management 
system. And given their budget, training, staff and tools that 
they buy, the CRM skeptic believes they must have the time 
and know-how to implement a CRM system. 

Your block? IT definitely needs to be part of project steering 
committee and team, but a CRM system is a business system 
and business stakeholders need to take responsibility and 
ownership of project success. Lean on IT for their technology 
expertise and guidance on technology standards and make 
sure they are included in all decisions, but insist that practice 
group and marketing representatives drive the process and 
data decisions. If they don’t, they will not take ownership and 
system adoption will suffer.
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The truth is that Customer Relationship Management sys-
tems, or Client Relationship Management systems, do belong 
in accounting firms. It’s more than semantics. Our industry, 
despite the changes and challenges, will remain relationship-
based far into the future. In the age of mobile devices, social 
media and “always connected,” clients expect you to stay 
current with them. They expect staff to be experts and know 
their unique circumstances. Establishing an integrated CRM 
as the center of your client service model will drive benefits 
throughout the firm by promoting a “one firm” concept, client 
focus, reduced redundant data entry, data accuracy, standard-
ization, revenue/pipeline planning, more communication and 
increased information access.

CRMs in CPA firms are challenging for many reasons, including 
all the sabotage “strategies” listed above, which unfortunately 
are deployed quite frequently (intentionally or not). But firms 
that are investing in enterprise CRM see the payoff and keep 
working at it. CRM is a journey, not a destination, and firms 
need to take the long view. 

About the Author
Ed Marciniak is CEO of Templeton Solutions LLC, the publisher 
of the integrated CRM for Professionals™ and Practice Manage-
ment for Professionals™ built on the Microsoft Dynamics® CRM 
platform and implemented in accounting and professional 
service firms nationwide. He is a certified Project Management 
Professional (PMP), a Certified Profes-
sional in Health Information Manage-
ment and Systems (CPHIMS), and BBA 
in Accounting. He has led numerous 
systems strategy and implementation 
projects for large and small clients  
in his nine years with global system 
integrator Accenture and eleven years 
as VP of Enterprise Applications for  
a regional technology/ERP/CRM  
consulting firm. He can be reached  
at EMarciniak@templetonco.com.

When Should a CPA Firm  
Consider investing in CrM?

4  Establishment of a formal marketing function 

4  Use of dedicated business development personnel

4  New service lines beyond traditional assurance 
and tax

4  Multiple offices

4  Expansion or acquisition
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Meahgan Pear, Beene Garter LLP

Everybody Writes: Your Go-To Guide to Creating  
Ridiculously Good Content, by Ann Handley

Book 
Review

Content marketing is one of the hot 
phrases in today’s marketing landscape. 
And with firms looking for new ways to 
reach potential clients and create thought 
leadership, it has become an essential tool 
in the accounting marketer’s toolbox. 

But even with processes, teams, and 
budgets in place to produce a variety of 
content, the challenge of creating truly 
engaging content still remains. 

Seventy percent (70%) of B2B marketers are creating more 
content than they did one year ago, and “creating engaging 
content” remains a persistent challenge, according to the 
B2B Content Marketing: 2015 Benchmarks, Budgets and Trends 
report produced by the Content Marketing Institute and 
MarketingProfs.

In her book, Everybody Writes, Ann Handley brings a fresh 
perspective to content marketing, highlighting a series of 
writing rules that can help marketers  
as well as partners and others in the  
firm create captivating content. With 
short, digestible chapters, Handley  
offers readers practical tips as well as  
big-picture insights that are broken  
out into six key sections: 

1.  How to Write Better (and How to 
Hate Writing Less) 

2. Grammar and Usage

3. Story Rules

4. Publishing Rules 

5. 13 Things Marketers Write

6. Content Tools. 

By following Handley’s recommended 
writing rules, accounting marketers 

can position their firms as content superstars and thought 
leaders. Some of the rules include: 

regard Publishing as a Privilege
“The best companies don’t just churn out regular blog posts 
with the heavy-handedness of an orphanage doling out gruel. 
Rather, they put the needs of their audiences first; they regard 
the ability to create content as something of a privilege.” 

Key takeaway: When it comes to content 
creation, marketers report to the readers. 
Good content addresses the reader’s needs 
in an exciting, engaging and useful way. 
As the author puts it, we need to “develop 
pathological empathy for the reader.” 

Wait. What’s Brand Journalism?
“Such content creators convey your com-
pany’s true story in a compelling way…They 
narrate those stories in a human, accessible 
way, and they spark conversation about 
your company, customers, and employees.” 

Key takeaway: Whether you actually hire a 
brand journalist or just adopt that mindset, 
looking at content production with a new 
lens can be beneficial. “Brand journalists 

Meahgan Pear

Good content addresses the 
reader’s needs in an exciting, 

engaging and useful way.”
“



bring a reporter’s sensibility to your content — an editorial 
approach to building a brand.” 

Approach Content with “Mind Like Water”
“The mind-like-water content creator finds the crevices that 
the stories flow into and reside in.” 

Key takeaway: Every company has a story to share. Some-
times it just takes some out-of-the-box thinking to find it. 
With some good content-creation prompts included, this 
rule will help marketers, partners and staff find their firm’s 
“content moments.” 

With other rules such as Embrace The Ugly First Draft and  
Keep it Simple — but not Simplistic, plus an entire section 
devoted to writing for platforms such as social media, Web, 
email, blogs and landing pages — Everybody Writes is a nice 
desktop companion for the accounting marketer. 

After all, as the author puts it: “For businesses, good writing 
isn’t merely a tool. It’s the power tool they should be able to 
wield expertly…” 

Everybody Writes can be purchased online at annhandley.com/ 
everybodywrites or on Amazon.

About the reviewer
Meahgan Pear is the Director of Marketing at Beene Garter LLP. 
She has extensive knowledge in brand development, content mar-
keting and inbound marketing, personal branding, digital and 
social marketing, brand storytelling, and business development.
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Ann Handley’s Formula to Capture  
the Sweet Spot of Quality Content

Utility x Inspiration x Empathy = Quality Content 

Utility: What matters to your audience? Genuinely 
help them.  
Inspiration: Innovate and be unique. Stand out.    
Empathy: Walk in your customers’ shoes.



Editor’s Note: This issue’s edition of “View 
From Up Here” features guest columnist 
Mark Koziel, VP of Firm Services & Global 
Alliances for the AICPA.

When I look back at the infrastructure of a 
CPA firm from when I started in this profes-
sion more than 20 years ago, it’s amazing to 
see the transformation. I’m not even that old!

The ecosystem of the firm has changed signif-
icantly. My first firm, for example, in 1991 did not have a market-
ing director, HR director, technology director or firm administra-
tor. Today, they have all of these key positions; the firm has more 
than doubled the size. It’s not that these positions were created 
to handle the growth of the firm. The firm grew because it was 
strategic in hiring and empowering these positions.

As I travel the country, I am inspired to see firms developing 
their strategic teams around the entire ecosystem of the firm. 
Partners’ meetings increasingly include room at the table 
for operations experts, HR professionals and yes, marketing 
professionals. The CPA firm marketing profession has seen 
some notable trailblazers, with the likes of AAM members 
Karen Love at PKF Texas, Sally Glick at Sobel & Co, and Jamie 
Thomas at The LBA Group. These three have partner-level 
status and participate in planning the strategic directions 
of their firms. I mention these women because they are my 
Facebook friends, so I get to follow their lives and witness all 
the great work they’re doing. I know there are more market-
ing professionals out there doing the same thing. Here’s why 
I think AAM professionals are becoming strategic leaders in 
their firms: They possess critical leadership characteristics. 
In my view, marketers who share the key leadership traits of 
honesty, courage, inspiration and passionate tenacity make 
strong leaders within a firm.

Honesty. As your firm considers strategically expanding its 
marketing function, you need to be honest with yourself 
first and foremost. Do you really want to be a leader in the 
firm, or are you comfortable doing what you do in your cur-
rent role? Not everyone wants to advance and that’s OK. Be 
honest with yourself and forthright with your firm, because 
as it grows, the firm will need a marketing leader. If you feel 

you’re ready, be honest with yourself on how you see that 
role developing and straightforward with the partner group 
on how you want to fill it. Finally, sincerely explore what your 
expectations will be when the firm gets there.

Courage. Courage goes with honesty. Courage means initiat-
ing the difficult conversations with the leaders of the firm so 
that they understand the marketing role and your needs as the 
marketing lead; forming a plan to hold yourself and anyone on 
your marketing team accountable for results; and developing 
others who may not know they need development.

Inspiration. The ability to inspire others to action isn’t easy, espe-
cially in CPA firms where it’s easier for client-facing professionals 
to do “what the business does,” and leave the marketing efforts 
to others. We all know that the success of marketing the firm 
requires everyone in the firm to participate, and effective mar-
keting leaders take the time to share the results of their efforts, 
make recommendations for other staff members to take part in 
marketing and ask for input on how best to market to clients.

Passionate Tenacity. Demonstrating that you believe in your  
vision and persistently influencing others to follow is passion-
ate tenacity. I truly enjoy talking to marketing professionals who 
have a twinkle in their eye and inspiration in their voice when 
they’re telling me about their firm’s marketing vision. These are 
the marketing professionals whose connection with the office 
is based on their passionate tenacity to get everyone involved. 

Of course, this isn’t a complete list and these characteristics 
aren’t exclusive to firm marketing professionals. To work most 
effectively, firms need all of their leaders — from client-facing 
partners and firm administrators to HR and IT professionals —  
to demonstrate strong leadership characteristics. There isn’t 
any one department or silo in that environment that can be 
exclusive. They have to be inclusive to drive the firm’s strategy. 

This year, we will celebrate the joint conference between the 
AICPA, AAM and the Association for Accounting Administra-
tion (AAA). Our vision all along was to bring the appropriate 
firm leaders together from practice management, technology, 
general firm administration and marketing. There are more 
similarities than there are differences between all of the groups 
and we all have much to learn from one another.
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Four Characteristics of Firm Marketing leaders

The view 
From  
up Here

Mark Koziel, AICPA
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