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From the Editor
For 2014, we’re taking a slightly different turn with the 
Growth Strategies editorial content. While the majority of 
marketing professionals focus on the Promotion aspect of 
the four P’s of marketing, we thought it would be instructive 
for the readers to delve deeply into each of the four P’s,  
albeit with a bit of a twist:

this issue will take on various aspects of Promotion: how to 
research and develop new solutions and new markets (page 7); 
effective social media policies (page 9); how to optimize your 
advertising or Pr agency relationship (page 12); an article on a 
unique penetration strategy (page 15); and corporate culture 
and its impact on a brand (page 17).

Spring 2014: Product
in traditional marketing vernacular, one of the “Ps” is “Product.” 
But for professional services firms, our professionals are our 
product. the Spring issue will cover the Personality aspect  
of marketing — the firm brand and the personal brand of 
professionals (those who bill their time, and even the mar-
keting professionals within accounting firms). 

Summer 2014: Price 
the notion of “Pricing,” another important marketing ”P,”  
can be a tricky one in professional services. the marketing 
function can and should take an active role in managing  
not only top line growth but bottom line performance. 

Fall 2014: Planning
Since fall is typically the planning season for most firms, we 
thought it appropriate to prepare some food for thought 
about planning options in media, events, social media, and 
other unique evolving opportunities.

We’d appreciate your feedback on this approach and on the 
upcoming topics. And if you’d like to contribute an article  
to one of the upcoming issues, please provide a brief over-
view of your idea and a description of how it aligns with the 
topics above.

Sincerely,

Nancy Coffman
NC Strategic Solutions, LLC

Andrea Contres
Watkins Meegan

Kim Cooley
HHM CPAs

Larry Feld
Hunter Group CPA LLC

Amanda Hopson-Walker
Thomson Reuters

Lindsey Huston
Gilliam Coble & Moser, LLP

Beth Johnson
Schechter Dokken Kanter

Jill Kovalich
Mahoney Sabol  
& Company, LLC

Sarah Milans
Baker Tilly

Laura Sparks
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Sandi Smith Leyva
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How to Create New Solutions in  
a More Competitive Environment
p. 7

many firms talk about new solutions, but like many product 
introductions, they fail. Here are some considerations to 
drive success. Ulrike S Harrison

Social Media
Proven methods that Win Clients and influence People
p. 9

Social media is the rage in B2B marketing, but how can a 
firm manage that process effectively with multiple partners 
and a myriad of online channels? Cheryl Oribabor
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AdvertiSiNg AgeNCy reLAtioNSHiP

How to Hire or Review  
an Advertising Agency
p. 12

the right agency can be an ally and brand builder to the 
marketing professional, but the wrong one can lead to 
costly frustration. Author’s Name Redacted

tHe BuSiNeSS diSCiPLiNe oF PrACtiCe groWtH 

Unlock the “Strategy Safe”  
and Watch Your Firm Grow!
p. 15

the research Call is a process being used by firms as a 
more strategic approach to firm growth. Learn about 
what’s inside your firm’s “strategy safe.” Gale Crosley

Corporate Culture and  
Its Impact on Your Brand
p. 17

Your people are your brand, and your brand is your 
people. in this article, a marketing veteran of multiple 
industries frames the brand values related to firm culture. 
Stephen W. White
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marketers with a documented content strategy report  
that they are more effective and less challenged with  
content marketing, according to “B2B Content marketing: 
2014 Benchmarks, Budgets, and trends — north America,” 
produced by Content marketing institute and marketingProfs.

Cmi’s fourth annual survey of content marketers shows 
that 42% consider their content marketing programs effec-
tive. But there are two factors that drive significantly higher 
effectiveness: a documented content strategy and a content 
marketing champion. Among respondents with a content 
strategy, 66% rate their organization’s content marketing as 
effective compared with 11% of marketers who consider 
their content less effective. Among respondents who said 
that someone oversees content marketing strategy, 86% said 
their programs are effective. 

these strategies aren’t just for big firms with big budgets. in 
fact, small companies (those with 10 to 99 employees) were 
more likely than large companies (1,000+ employees) to 
report having a documented content strategy and to have 
someone who oversees content marketing strategy.

Here are some of the other strategies and tactics of the best 
in class content marketers, according to Cmi:

4   more than three-quarters of the most effective B2B mar-
keters are creating more content than they did one year 
ago, compared with 57% of marketers who rated their 
programs as less effective.

4   While brand awareness is the top goal of content creation 
for most respondents, the most effective B2B content mar-
keters are more likely to cite lead generation as a content 
marketing goal.

4   the most effective content marketers spend a higher 
percentage of their marketing budgets (39%) on content 
marketing than their less-effective peers do (16%).

4   Effective content marketers rate blogs as the most 
effective tactic, whereas the average respondent rated 
in-person events most effective.

For more information, visit contentmarketinginstitute.com and 
click on “research” to access the link: “B2B Content marketing: 
2014 Budgets, Benchmarks and trends — north America.

Laura Sparks, Creative Sparks

News Flash: Strategy Matters,  
According to 2014 Content Marketing Survey

Trends & 
Insights

http://www.contentmarketinginstitute.com
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Differentiation for B2B marketers lies in connecting with buy-
ers’ emotional needs, according to the Promotion to Emotion: 
Connecting B2B Customers to Brands study by the Corporate 
Executive Board Company (CEB) in partnership with Google. 
Personal value (professional, social, emotional and self-image 
benefits) has twice the impact on B2B purchases as business 
value does, CEB’s research shows. 

the research dispels a common misconception that business 
buyers make more rational decisions than consumers do. 
the research shows that B2B buyers across seven categories 
(including the Big Four accounting firms) are even more emo-
tionally attached to brands (including Apple and Bellagio) 
than consumers are.

this higher level of emotional connection, the researchers posit, 
is due to B2B purchasers facing higher personal risk associated 
with a failed purchase: loss of time, credibility and even their 
jobs. many B2B marketers use emotionally based messaging to 
attract buyers, but often switch to logical messages during the 
middle steps of the buying process. According to the study, this 
shift in messaging reduces purchase probability.

to counter this dip in enthusiasm, marketers can use emotional, 
personal-value messaging throughout every stage of the sales 
cycle. As proof, the research showed that clients who engaged 
with video and social media were more likely to purchase at any 
given stage. to read the full report, visit http://www.executive 
board.com/exbd-resources/content/b2b-emotion/index.html.

Laura Sparks, Creative Sparks

To Stand Out, Pull on Buyers’ Heartstrings

Trends & 
Insights

http://www.executiveboard.com/exbd-resources/content/b2b-emotion/index.html
http://www.bizactions-pdiglobal.com
mailto:brenda.sleeper@thomsonreuters.com
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the importance of making sound decisions on the introduc-
tion of new solutions cannot be understated: market pressure 
frequently results in seemingly obvious and costly decisions 
driven by external pressures rather than research. Discipline in 
allowing time to gather data in support of a decision is required 
to protect resources and allow for long-term profitability in the 
face of increasing competitiveness. the wrong decision on the 
introduction of a new solution impacts the ability to introduce 
future — and potentially more appropriate — solutions.

the initial step is to decide what information is needed to 
make a sound decision. this thoughtful process will result in 
concluding what research is needed. And since this may very 
well be an ongoing process — as the market is getting more 
competitive every day, literally — this step is crucial, as it will 
significantly impact service profitability on one hand and 
growth on the other.

the first decision is “if”: if a new solution should be brought to 
the market in the first place. there is no short obvious response 
to this question. the fact that a competitor has brought a solu-
tion to the market does not mean you should. the real query is: 
Have clients have expressed a need for the solution, or will we 
be able to cultivate the need? Client advisory boards and focus 
groups provide great opportunities to research these ques-
tions, as do conversations of professional staff and business 
development professionals. Additionally, if regular client sur-
veys are conducted, questions addressing future and potential 
needs should be added to the client survey, since new service 
introduction is an ongoing endeavor that will be part of the 
planning process for many years to come. 

the development approach is often contingent on the 
decision timeframe, be it self-imposed or based on external 
pressures. And be careful of the foregone conclusion: the fact 
that a competitor has introduced the service does not mean 
it will be a successful offering for the firm. is your client base 
identical to that of the competition? Does your firm strategy 
include the goal to shift to a different and thus less familiar 
client base? Depending on the answers to these questions, 
the research on client needs should be more or less detailed. 
Last, the definition of success within a given time period has 
to be established. it will support decisions later in the process. 

next, the firm should be very clear about the “why”: is the reason 
for the new service introduction a simple “me too,” a defense 
mechanism; does it fit the firm strategy, even if it is not in the 
annual business plan; is it simply the fact that the firm has the 
expertise to deliver the service; or does regulatory compliance 
leave the market no choice? it is important to conduct at least a 
minimum level of internal research to find the answers: talking 
to firm leadership, including service line leaders and those who 
are tasked with business development, will assist in determining 
the answers. to know, understand, communicate and agree on 
the reasons is important, as it will assist in overcoming internal 
obstacles during implementation — including the ones related 
to funding. the aforementioned maxim applies to the “if/if not 
decision” as well. 

the next question to be addressed is “where” the competi-
tion resides. During this phase, one should resolve to remain 
open-minded. Your competition may not be among the 
familiar suspects: it may include small firms with a high level 

How to Create New Solutions in  
a More Competitive Environment
Ulrike S Harrison, Wipfli LLP

If the new  
solution should 
be brought to 

market?

Why is the  
solution  

relevant to the 
market of the 

firm’s strategy?

Where is the 
optimal space 

for the solution?

What function 
does the new 

offering serve?

How should 
the solution be 
introduced to 
the market?

Feature Article
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of specialization and experience in the service the firm wants 
to introduce; very large firms that are able to put seemingly 
unlimited resources behind the introduction; or any type of firm 
in between. Whoever the competition might be, attempt to 
understand their strengths and weaknesses and the availability 
of their resources. Uncovering these facts is more easily accom-
plished with public firms. However, members of your firm that 
came from the competition; clients that were served by other 
firms; websites; and social media resources can provide a high 
level of insight. one caveat: Beware of the source’s subjectivity; 
separate the opinion “chaff” from the fact “wheat.” 

once a decision has been made to introduce the new service, 
identifying “what” the new offering will look like is a significant 
element of its success. is the development of the new solution 
determined solely by regulatory compliance? is it a combina-
tion of existing offerings? Does it have a large consultative 
component? the answers to these questions will have signifi-
cant impact on the go-to-market strategy. A crucial element 
of this research phase is to determine if the opportunity can 
be addressed by the firm’s current capabilities. Finding and 
hiring new resources is both a time-consuming and expen-
sive process. this is why it is recommended that this question 
be addressed in the initial “if” phase. research should include 
practitioners, as they will determine capabilities and elements 
of the solution. once a solution has been developed, it should 
be vetted with trusted and applicable clients for feedback and 
final adjustments.

Another vital decision is the “how” of the process: How will 
the solution be introduced to the market? the phase contains 
both internal and external components. internal account-
ability for the service needs to be clearly identified, not 
only from a delivery but also from a business development 
standpoint; without accountability, market introduction lacks 
leadership. Client/prospect opportunity planning should 
always be included and based on the initial market needs 
research. A tracking mechanism will help identify strengths 

and weaknesses of the service offering and the go-to-market 
process; it will assist in decisions concerning adjustments to 
either, or even a decision to discontinue the offering. 

External market introduction includes segmentation, thoughtful 
positioning and highly focused targeting. the segmentation is 
an outcome of earlier research. the positioning should rely on 
the client needs research as well as additional research on how 
competitors introduce similar services. Websites and discus-
sions with clients and practitioners provide significant insights. if 
funding is available and the roi is prudent, research firms can be 
deployed during this phase (and also during the “where” phase 
that identifies competition). it is important to create differentia-
tion, even if the initial decision was a simple “me too.” Should a 
new niche be created to allow for additional focus? What are the 
most effective distribution channels? time to market, financial 
resources and internal expertise all play an important part in 
the decision. Even in compressed timelines, it is highly recom-
mended that research include a series of “what if” scenarios to 
determine pros and cons, as well as discussions about the prob-
ability of realizing any of the scenarios. remember the definition 
of success established in the “if” phase? it will play an important 
part here as well as throughout the introduction of the service. 

Finally — and for those who remember the approach — the 
“when” in this approach related to the “if” phase: if the decision 
is made to introduce the service, should it be a priority and of 
high urgency, or can it wait? the answer to this question is quite 
subjective and research is, therefore, interpreted accordingly.

in an increasingly competitive environment it is often difficult 
to resist the urge to respond to every new market entry — they 
seem to offer the opportunity for limitless growth. However, 
even with limited resources — or perhaps especially when 
resources are limited — research has to be completed to match 
opportunities with capabilities and to achieve an roi that is 
acceptable to the long-term strategy of the firm. Furthermore, 
it is recommended that funding for such an approach become 
part of the annual budget, since the importance of finding 
not just “a” solution but the right solution cannot be underes-
timated: the right solution will gain impact in the market in a 
timely manner and deploy firm resources effectively to support 
long-term, profitable growth.

About the Author
Rike Harrison is the chief marketing 
officer of Wipfli, where she is responsible 
for sales, marketing, communications, 
and strategic planning. Her background 
includes significant P&L experience and 
responsibility for business development, 
marketing, service delivery and consult-
ing as well as extensive work in strategy 
formulation and implementation. 
Currently Rike is working on her PhD in 
Ethics and Strategy Implementation. She 
can be reached at rharrison@wipfli.com.

Internal accountability ... 
needs to be clearly identified, 

not only from a delivery 
but also from a business 
development standpoint; 

without accountability, market 
introduction lacks leadership.”

“
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Seventy percent of all professional services providers are “met” 
online before the first face-to-face meeting. Yet many account-
ing firms still don’t understand the social media tools available 
to them, their proper use, or how to create a competitive 
advantage before the first handshake. it’s no longer possible 
to live in a state of unawareness as to the potential — and 
value — that social media brings to practice development. in 
an age of permission-based marketing, it’s time to reach out 
to the target audience directly. instead of struggling to collect 
e-mail addresses for target audience decision makers, find 
their virtual “watering holes” through social media. 

A recent survey from Pew and the American Life Project 
(http://bit.ly/oE7oaL) indicates that adults use social media to:

4   Find information using search engines

4   Look for healthcare/medical information

4   Visit local, state or federal government websites

4   Look for jobs

4   Seek information on Wikipedia

4   Post comments to news groups, blogs, etc.

Social Media
Proven Methods That Win Clients and Influence People

Feature Article

Cheryl Oribabor, TIERNEY Coaching & Consulting, Inc.
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Consider these areas and how they relate to the firm and 
team members: where the firm would rank on a search 
engine page; if the firm or certain team members should 
have their own Wikipedia page; if key team members need a 
more active online presence via blogging; increased con-
nections; or simply an engaging professional profile. to 
engage prospective clients in a way that is not obtrusive and 
meets their needs in exactly the right place at the right time 
is essential because, in so doing, the firm, or better yet the 
team members, become thought leaders.

Finding the right Social Media tool
LinkedIn. the professional profiles of senior level management 
should be easily accessible on the firm’s website, collateral 
materials and Linkedin at least. Prospective clients are much 
more interested in real people — not a regurgitated résumé or 
bullet list of services.

Linkedin is clearly the leader in business and continues to be 
the world’s largest professional network. C-Suite executives, 
middle managers, and entry level employees use Linkedin for 

networking, business promotion, staying in 
touch, and job searching.

Aiming for a 100% complete profile, regu-
larly updating the firm’s page, initiating  
and participating in group discussions and 
staying in contact with connections will  
aid in maintaining thought leadership status 
on Linkedin. 

Facebook. Facebook continues to be one 
of the world’s largest social networking 
sites and creating a company profile is fairly 
easy. When setting up the firm’s profile, a 
customized UrL is essential: www.facebook.
com/firmname. And because Facebook is 
about being social, include great images and 
always stay engaged. Don’t let it become a 
one-sided conversation on either side.

it’s likely that prospective team members will 
look for the firm’s Facebook page, so invite 
colleagues, friends and team members to 
“like” the firm’s page. talk to people and share 
what’s going on at your firm. include links to 
interesting articles or blog posts — especially 
those anyone in the firm has written, and 
also appropriate articles/blog posts that are 
simply for fun. Allow guest blogs from referral 
sources such as attorneys and bankers.

include community and networking events 
that the firm is involved in, and always try to 
include images when posting on Facebook, 
as users are more likely to click through on a 
post with an image.

With Facebook the firm can create communi-
ties that are open, closed or secret. therefore, 
if the firm wants to start a community for 
specific clients or even peers, there are many 
options. there’s also an opportunity to show 
visitors the fun side of accounting, such as 
the typical desk during busy season, or team 
members in their finest Halloween regalia. Let 
visitors know there are real people working 
at the firm. team members are connected to 

in Linkedin, Specificity Wins

A study from one forensic accounting firm revealed that target buyers 
were far more likely to review a potential expert’s LinkedIn profile than 
the sanitized CV’s usually presented on the firm site. Wise marketers 
should take that as a clue as to the format and content of their 
professional biographies. 

Let prospective clients know how they will benefit by developing an 
interesting summary profile as opposed to a list of previous tasks. 
(Editor’s Note: Look for an article on Creating the Personal Brand in an 
upcoming issue of Growth Strategies.)

The illustration above shows an example of possible titles a partner 
might use on LinkedIn. The last title stands out more because it provides 
a focused description of what the partner does and who she does it for. 
If a prospective client looking for multistate tax expertise saw each of 
these titles, the final one would be the clear choice. Deliberate changes 
will help attract the right target and/or referral source.

Include interests, hobbies and causes. People are more interested in 
getting to know the person behind the title. 

Engagement on LinkedIn via groups and connections will help the 
firm remain top of mind. Participate in discussions, pose questions 
and regularly schedule discussions of the firm’s original content. 
Creating and managing a formal publishing calendar with rotating 
responsibilities for content allows better administration and doesn’t 
overburden a handful of professionals. If an appropriate group can’t be 
found, create one. We have many success stories from clients who were 
able to create their own LinkedIn groups and land clients as a result.

Good

Partner

Better

Tax Partner

Best

Multistate Tax 
& Compliance 

Expert

Growth Strategies  Vol 3 • Issue 4
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people who could be potential team members, 
clients and referral sources.

Google+. Google+ is gaining momentum, 
with the latest reports indicating that it’s now 
the world’s second largest social media site 
behind Facebook. With Google+, team mem-
bers can engage in video conferences using 
Google+ Hangouts and the firm has an oppor-
tunity for higher page rank in search results.

Hangouts are essentially video conferences — 
up to 10 via audio and video. However, there is 
no maximum number of people who can view 
the video conference. Hangouts can be a viable 
alternative to a teleseminar, or even a webinar 
for a firm wanting to increase visibility for an emerging niche, 
or an established one. imagine how special a target might feel 
to get face time with the thought leader in their area of busi-
ness as well as their peers. Perception is reality — the firm will 
be on the cutting edge, using a fairly advanced technology 
and providing the right information to the right audience.

At this point, Hangouts do not have registration pages and 
the number of interactive attendees is limited. But there are 
third party applications specifically for Hangouts that allow 
users to engage with more than 10 attendees via chat, and 
even collect attendance fees. 

Twitter. twitter is a great opportunity to keep followers 
informed as well as reach prospective clients. 

twitter’s advanced search option provides an opportunity to 
find people locally. For example, if the search term tax accoun-
tant were entered, a list of twitter users who have used the 
phrase tax accountant and are also near the specified physical 
location would result. this function could be useful in develop-
ing a core list of prospective clients, peers and team members.

twitter was one of the first social media sites to use hash tags, 
which are simply phrases followed by the #. if the firm were 
hosting an event or if team members were attending or speak-
ing at a conference, creating a hash tag for the event would be 

useful. many events and conferences create their own hash tags. 
mentioning those in the firm’s tweets allows for more exposure.

Where to Start
Having a social media plan is essential. Jumping in feet first 
on all of the four major platforms isn’t necessary. the illustra-
tion below is a start to developing a social media plan that 
works for the firm.

using the toolbox effectively
Social media is a powerful tool, but it shouldn’t be the only 
tool. integrate it with other marketing initiatives. Sitting 
behind a desk writing great articles, having great online dis-
cussions, posting great comments to social media platforms 
and hoping for more work to appear isn’t an optimal strategy. 
Winning clients is a process. the latest research shows that it 
takes at least seven touches to actually land a client. Deter-
mine what those touches will be.

Perhaps it’s three discussions on Linkedin, two articles, one 
survey or poll, one phone call and one face-to-face meeting. 
there’s still not much that will replace the value of a personal 
relationship; there will always be a need to hear a voice, shake 
a hand, and actually see someone eye to eye. Combine efforts 
by interacting with clients, prospects, referral sources and 
target organizations using social media and in person to woo 
specific targets and help win clients and influence people.

About the Author
Cheryl Oribabor is a Senior Marketing 
Consultant & Life Coach with TIERNEY 
Coaching & Consulting, Inc. She serves 
multipartner CPA firms across the 
country, offering customized marketing 
plans, business development coaching, 
leadership development programs,  
and LinkedIn training. Cheryl can be 
reached at 856-441-0577 or Cheryl@
CPAMarketingConsultant.com.

• is/are the target(s)?
• Will be in charge of social media?Who
• is the objective? 
• topics will be discussed?What
•  Will content be posted? How often?  

How will it be monitored and regulated?When

• Will content be posted?Where
• is the firm doing this?
• Are we reaching out to a particular target?Why

The latest research shows  
that it takes at least seven 
touches to actually land  
a client. Determine what  

those touches will be.”
“

mailto:cheryl@cpamarketingconsultant.com
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For the past two months, i’ve been presented a rare insight 
into the workings of advertising agencies. For one nonprofit 
with whom our firm is deeply committed, i’ve been assist-
ing with the vetting and hiring of a new advertising agency. 
For another noncompetitive professional services “friend of 
the firm,” i’m helping review the current relationship with 
an incumbent agency, the outcome of which might be that 
agency’s postmortem. regardless if your firm has an agency 
relationship, or is contemplating a new one, there are some 
insights and considerations that preserve your time and trea-
sures and foster a more productive relationship.

in the spirit of full disclosure, i spent the first 20-plus years of 
my professional career in the agency business before being 
hired as Cmo of a large regional firm which had been a client 
of my agency. Properly matched, a good agency can provide a 
cogent voice of the consumer, challenge tradition, and inform 
its clients on emerging trends to make the marketing and com-
munication function more effective. When mismatched, rela-
tionships generally end poorly with not much to show except 
the passing of time, the expenditure of precious firm resources, 
and eventual damage to the firm’s marketing team’s credibility.

Hiring a New Agency: Know Before you go
in any new client relationship, the most effective rFP process 
allows each side to gain insight into what an actual working 
relationship will look like, without placing undue pressure on 
either party. Just like accounting firms, ad agencies sell them-
selves by the hour, and wasting their time with a laborious 
process or capricious requests is neither fair nor professional. 
Here are some suggestions for structuring the review process 
and how to manage it once you’ve taken the plunge to seek 
professional help:

Needs analysis. the most important consideration is to 
assess why your firm is hiring a full-service agency in the first 
place (see bullet point below for some other options). Agen-
cies, whether traditional, online, or Pr, can bring certain skill 
sets that most middle market or small firms can’t rationalize 
having in-house: 

4   message strategy — this can be the greatest value of an 
outside firm, but also the biggest challenge to manage 
from a time and cost standpoint. During a recent review 
process, for example, the two finalist firms presented 
their “Brand refresh” process. While most agencies have 

a cleverly worded chart to depict their unique approach, 
when dissected, they are virtually identical across the 
board. this brand exercise may also be very expensive; 
in the case of one agency under review, their proposed 
cost was more than their potential client’s ( a small 
nonprofit) incremental fundraising goal. Firms should ask 
themselves if their brand is off the mark (old, undifferenti-
ated, inconsistent) before launching into a multimonth, 
expensive branding process. And more important, what 
real difference might a rebranding exercise make (or not) 
on growing the firm? 

4   Design — good agencies will have good designers to push 
the envelope in improving the look of marketing and com-
munication materials, usually better than in-house resources. 
Another option is hiring a freelance designer (usually half the 
hourly rate of a full-service agency) to undertake a refresh. 
With the demise of the traditional agency, there are legions 
of excellent former ad agency art directors who might fill the 
bill. And if you don’t need the message strategy element, it’s 
likely that a good art director is all you might need.

4   Copywriting — typically copywriters can write better than 
most accounting firm partners and in-house marketing pro-
fessionals. in the case of the incumbent agency relationship 
under review, the professional services firm spent approxi-
mately 1.5 times the marketing director’s salary for web 
copy written by the agency — which, in this instance, had 
to be rewritten by the firm. Accounting industry content 
requires a good B2B writer, not a repurposed junior writer 
whose next assignment is to write a radio jingle.

CARE AND FEEDING OF AN ADvERTISING AGENCY RELATIONSHIP

How to Hire or Review  
an Advertising Agency
Author’s Name Redacted*

Feature Article
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4   media planning and buying — the average accounting 
firm invests 1% to 1.5% of its revenue in marketing, includ-
ing media. this means that media buys are typically not 
large or difficult to plan. one solution might be to pay the 
agency for the planning if the budget warrants it, and do 
the placement itself, thereby saving the media commission, 
particularly in the case of print, online or, to a lesser degree, 
outdoor. Keep in mind that, in the case of radio or tV, the 
agency should be able to negotiate better rates than a firm.

4   Website development — there’s little debate that the most 
important marketing tool for firms is their website. Due to 
that fact, and the degree of back-end and front-end sophis-
tication, investing in an outside agency is typically worth the 
cost. And while the freelance model might work for design 
or copy projects, it’s not a good model for building a site 
from scratch, for continuity and security reasons. in the case 
of the incumbent agency, the firm has spent 18 months, 
entirely too much money (four times the amount my firm 
recently spent on its new site), and still hasn’t launched its 
new site being built by a very large advertising agency. 

  As with a general market agency selection, the web 
company should be appropriately sized for your firm. 
the larger the agency, the higher the cost. Be thoughtful 
about what you really need. one other consideration is 
the ongoing site maintenance, primarily from a content 
perspective. outsourcing the writing and posting to an 

agency will be more expensive, but it’s more likely to get 
done. Firms might consider an in-house resource as well.

4   Public relations — the decision to hire an outside firm 
should be predicated on partner access and involvement 
in Pr. if your firm doesn’t have partners who are willing 
and able to comment on emerging issues, write (or even 
edit) thought pieces, or be active speakers, you don’t 
need an outside firm. An outside firm is best deployed 
to develop and execute these proactive Pr pitches to 
the media, based on their extensive media connections. 
in-house resources should be able to manage standard 
releases and announcements using affordable online 
services such as PrWeb. 

Branding vs. marketing. the second high-level consideration 
on hiring an agency resides in the space between branding and 
marketing. most agencies and many marketing professionals 
really can’t articulate the difference between a brand (unique 
consumer promise expressed through marketing and communica-
tion vehicles and customer interaction) and marketing (activities to 
create customers and revenue). As an example, during the agency 
review process, while the rFP outlined three very specific busi-
ness objectives of the nonprofit, one agency was completely 
unable to answer the question of how the rebranding would 
directly impact those objectives. Branding is a means to an end, 
not the end. Unless your firm’s team can arrive at that clarity, and 

www.ingenuitymarketing.com/rev
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until you find an agency that actually knows the difference, save 
your money and continue doing what you’ve been doing. 

Assess how the agency markets itself. is their website  
content, news, blog, and Pr up to date? Does the agency 
have its own unique selling proposition? How do they market 
themselves? Do they take too much credit for the success 
of their clients? During the recent review process, one of 
the agencies told the review team that a client’s business 
increased by 30% last year. But when pressed on the claim, 
the agency admitted that they’d only redone the website and 
that the firm merged with another firm to increase its size. 

Savor the sizzle, but inspect the steak. Agency presenta-
tion can be fun. in the words of a former creative director, 
“Advertising is showbiz without the applause.” But your 
review team should get past the opening video with cool 
music, the enthusiastic presentation, and the hipster cre-
atives adorned in black with cool eyewear. once you strip 
away the inevitable glitz, pose aloud the question, “Are these 
the sort of people we can work with?” on a related note, gain 
clarity on who exactly will be working on your account, and 
how much time they will spend. two complaints leveled 
towards agencies are the “pitch and switch” — meaning 
those who present may not be those who actually work on 
your business — and turnover, especially at the lower levels. 
turnover means you’ll have to take time to re-educate the 
new folks on your firm, the strategy, and your working style, 
none of which is productive the second or third time around. 

Be very specific in your RFP. outline your expectations, par-
ticularly time and budget. Share your business or at least your 
specific marketing goals, which ideally should be an extension 
of your business objectives. Ask the agencies (no more than 
three in the final round) to present specific ideas to address a 
particular issue, rather than a complete campaign. Entire cam-
paigns shouldn’t be created in a vacuum, and are expensive 

for an agency to take on for free. (one consideration would be 
to pay them for their ideas, but if you choose to do that, insist 
on owning the ideas). 

Consider a blended model. A full service agency model might 
not be right for every firm. Alternatives range from freelanc-
ers for various elements to some of the approaches described 
above. the need will be contingent on the scope of work 
(needs assessment); the level of experience of your marketing 
team (can the marketing director and partner group write a 
marketing plan and farm out the tactical executions?); and what 
is the realistic budget for the entire marketing program. Agency 
fees and commissions can easily take up 20% to 35% of a bud-
get, leaving less for events, paid media, and marketing salaries. 

A good agency can be a great ally in building professional 
services firms’ business using the powerful tools of marketing 
communications. But without the right expectations, involve-
ment of senior management on both sides, and cost/time con-
trols, they can become a frustrating and unproductive expense. 

While there are a myriad of quotes about the advertising 
industry, the relationship between a firm and their agency 
can best be captured in these:

“It takes good clients to make a good advertising agency. 
Regardless of how much talent an ad agency may have, it is 
ineffective without good products and services to advertise.”

— morris Hite 

“Advertising is a business of words, but advertising agencies are 
infested with men and women who cannot write. They cannot 
write advertisements, and they cannot write plans. They are help-
less as deaf mutes on the stage of the Metropolitan Opera…. 
the relationship between a (client) and his advertising agency is 
almost as intimate as the relationship between a patient and his 
doctor. Make sure that you can live happily with your prospective 
client before you accept his account.”

— David ogilvy 

*Because both the agency reviews are still underway at this 
writing, the author has requested their name be redacted. 
Look for an update in the Spring issue of Growth Strategies. 

About the Author
The article’s author spent the first 20-plus years of their professional 
career in the agency business before being hired as a CMO of a large 
regional firm. For the past two months, the author has been pre-
sented a rare insight into the workings of advertising agencies. For 
one nonprofit client with whom the firm is deeply committed, they 
have been assisting with the vetting and hiring of a new advertising 
agency. For another noncompetitive professional services “friend 
of the firm”, they have been helping review the current relationship 
with an incumbent agency, the outcome of which might be that 
agency’s postmortem.

optimizing the Current relationship 

 4 Scope creep

 4 Senior management involvement on both sides

 4 Sharing business results and marcom trends 

 4 Turnover and team consistency
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While many firms talk about the process of a 
strategic approach to growth, the tendency, 
unfortunately, is to often revert to what’s 
always been done in the past. the strategic 
planning process can become burdened 
by its own weight by the simplest activities 
made unnecessarily complex. 

my counsel to firms is to consider strategic 
growth in a simpler light, which allows part-
ners a better understanding of the process, 
thereby creating greater levels of success. 
it’s called the Strategy Safe.

the three elements of strategic growth — services,  
distribution, and client groups — should be envisioned as 
three concentric circles: combination locks, if you will:

Services. Your firm’s offerings, what you deliver today, but 
also what the market will demand tomorrow. 

Distribution channels. the ways you and your clients find 
one another on a sustainable basis.

Client groups. the targeted industries and types of clients 
who buy from you.

How do firms discover and evolve the strategy to leverage 
the power of these elements? 

the answer is the Research Callsm. it’s the combination that 
unlocks the strategy safe, and it’s your firm’s ticket to growth. 

A research Callsm is a deep dive into a space that you either 
inhabit or are considering. meet with all four categories of 
people — thought leaders, other providers, competitors,  
likely buyers — to learn all you can about what buyers 
think, do and need. the insights you glean from thoughtful 
research Callssm will reveal the strategy, which is the interac-
tion among the three elements.

Beyond visibility
if growth is what you’re after, it’s not enough to attend net-
working events to meet and greet lawyers, bankers and local 
Chamber members. there’s nothing wrong with increasing 
your visibility, but it won’t grow your business. 

For that you need to perfect the research 
Callsm. Done right, it will dictate the direction 
of your services, target buyers and chan-
nels of distribution in response to market 
expectations. 

Conducting a research Callsm is a matter of 
identifying key interviewees in your target 
market and asking them focused questions 
in five categories:

1.  What issues are facing buyers?

2.  Where do people congregate?

3.  What do people read?

4.  Who are the thought leaders?

5.  Whom else should i be interviewing?

How the research CallSM Works
Let’s look at an example of how this works on the ground. 
Say your firm has developed niches in construction and inter-
national manufacturing. through research Callssm you learn 
that construction companies are moving beyond the borders 
of the U.S., especially into third world markets. 

Based on this intelligence, the leader of your construction 
practice huddles with the leader of your international  
practice; and together, they redefine a new potential  
target buyer group — international construction companies 
active in third world markets. that discovery opens vast  
new possibilities. 

it also influences your strategy, forcing you to change your 
channels of distribution to those that will enable you and 
buyers to find each other in this new market segment. 

Another example is the firm that learns through research 
Callssm that a number of potential buyers want to eliminate 
their internal accounting departments. it’s a significant 
discovery because your firm just happens to have a small 
bookkeeping practice that’s ripe for growth. 

the learning from the research Callssm influences your 
strategy, leading you to expand your services to match the 
identified need.

THE BUSINESS DISCIPLINE OF PRACTICE GROWTH

Unlock the “Strategy Safe”  
and Watch Your Firm Grow!

Feature Article

Gale Crosley, Crosley+Company
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it’s tempting to think that, once you “get” the combination to 
your strategy safe, all will be right in the world. But that’s not 
the way it works. Strategy is constantly evolving. As market 
dynamics shift, you need to be ready to respond with appro-
priate changes in your offerings, target groups, and channels 
of distribution. 

these shifts are often subtle and require that you remain 
constantly on the lookout. Just like a combination lock, if 
you fail to make the proper adjustments in the new number 
combination, you’ll be stuck in the present as competitors 
rush to embrace the future.

Question 1: “What issues and challenges are you and  
others in your industry facing?”

A potential buyer’s issues are a reflection of what they are 
grappling with, as well as what they might need. Knowing 
and responding to these issues is your opportunity to show 
deep knowledge and commitment to the buyer group, and 
often an opportunity to innovate your services.

two types of issues
As an accounting professional you can’t be expected to 
respond to all the challenges facing the individual sitting 
across from you in a research Callsm, right?

true. But what will likely emerge from your question is two types 
of issues — those strictly accounting-related, and everything 
else. Listen with an open mind and you’ll be surprised at the 
power of this exercise to reveal information that will lead you to 
new services, buyer groups and channels of distribution. 

Accounting issues are those related to the services and 
counsel CPAs typically provide. For example, the leader of the 
firm’s construction industry learned during several research 
Callssm that sureties wanted something more from the typical 
financial statements, such as bonding scorecards, as well as a 
way to benchmark the business against other providers. 

in response, the CPA and her team came up with a competi-
tively distinctive financial package, which included a bonding 
score card, benchmark data, and other unique enhancements. 
these innovations neatly filled an innovation gap and eventually 
enabled the firm to grab a coveted most-recommended CPA 
firm position with the sureties. Listening to interviewees and 
delivering what they want is powerful stuff.

New territory, New opportunities
many times the issues you glean during a research Callsm 
are focused on non–accounting-related needs. Sometimes 
these lead to new innovations, and sometimes they lead to 
thought leadership. 

one example is a government segment leader who heard, 
through several research Callssm, that the buyers were mostly 
concerned about efficiency and cost reduction. the leader 

and several team members became proficient in Lean/Six 
Sigma, innovating their service line beyond merely providing 
government audits. 

Sponsoring thought leadership around buyers’ non-account-
ing issues, especially by doing so through a mutually moti-
vated distribution channel, puts you squarely in the spotlight. 
A notable example is “technology niche Leader Uses research 
Callsm Approach to Find His Strategy.” it’s the story of how Jim 
Bourke at WithumSmith+Brown uncovered the #1 issue facing 
tech companies — talent acquisition — as a way to develop 
his growth strategy and follow-on success.

the key to success is keeping an open mind and asking 
yourself, “What issues have i heard? How am i helping buyers 
and distinguishing myself/ my firm as a sponsor of thought 
leadership?”

Even when top issues facing a potential client aren’t account-
ing-related, you can still help that client. You just need to find 
people who do have thoughtful knowledge and sponsor their 
thought leadership. 

once you discover thought leadership that specifically 
addresses prospects’ issues, and is co-sponsored with and 
through powerful distribution channels, it will open the door 
to buyers, building momentum within your niche and estab-
lishing you as the expert.

eyes Wide open!
We typically think of “issues” as problems or weaknesses. But 
when the goal is to learn all you can about a prospect and 
respond with value-driven thought leadership and inno-
vations, issues uncovered during a research Callsm are not 
problems at all, but are the source of solutions.

About the Author
Gale Crosley, CPA, was selected one of the Most Recommended Con-
sultants in the inside Public Accounting BEST OF THE BEST Annual 
Survey of Firms for nine consecutive years, and one of the Top 100 
Most Influential People in Accounting by Accounting today for 
seven consecutive years. She is an honors accounting graduate from 
the University of Akron, Ohio, winner of the Simonetti Distinguished 
Business Alumni Award, and an Editorial Advisor for the Journal 
of Accountancy. Gale is founder and 
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revenue growth consulting and coach-
ing to CPA firms. She brings more than 30 
years of experience, featuring a unique 
combination as a practicing CPA in two 
national accounting firms, along with 
significant experience in business develop-
ment in the cutting edge technology envi-
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at gcrosley@crosleycompany.com.
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Browse any human resources publication and you’ll see the 
term “corporate culture” bandied about as an important tool 
for recruiting and retaining employees. How often is corpo-
rate culture mentioned in terms of brand and marketing? 
While one may seem to have little to do with the other, you 
might be surprised at the impact of your corporate culture 
on your company’s brand. 

there’s an urban legend that asserts that, when President 
John F. Kennedy toured nASA’s headquarters for the first time 
in 1961, he stopped and shook hands with one of the janitors 
in the hallway, asking him what he did at nASA. As the story 
goes, the janitor proudly replied, “Sir, i’m helping to put a 
man on the moon!” While the veracity of this story has been 
questioned throughout the years, it illustrates an important 
lesson: if your employees buy into your brand, if they are 
inspired by what your company does and how they do it, 
they are proud to be a brand ambassador.

in a recent Accounting Today article, BBr marketing President 
Bonnie Buol ruszczyk cited an American Express open Forum 
statistic that found that roughly 70% of Americans are either 
“actively disengaged” from their jobs or simply “disengaged.” 
this is a profound statement when you think about its deeper 
implications. When employees aren’t inspired, they typically 
don’t put forth their best quality work and they are poor pub-
lic representatives for your firm.

the rock Stars of Corporate Culture 
there are some companies that are well known for their 
corporate culture. take, for example, Google. the mountain 
View, Calif., company has an employee-friendly corporate cul-
ture that explicitly defines itself as unconventional, offering 
perks such as telecommuting, flex time, tuition reimburse-
ment, free employee lunches, and even onsite services such 
as medical, oil changes, massages, fitness classes, car washes 
and a hair styling. Sounds fantastic, right? it’s no surprise that 
Google’s corporate culture has helped it to consistently earn 
a high ranking on Fortune magazine’s list of “100 Best Compa-
nies to Work For.” Let’s be honest, though; this is an extreme 
example that few small or regional accounting firms could 
live up to and still stay in business. 

Zappos, the online shoe and apparel retailer, is another com-
pany that is able to boast a well-known corporate culture, 
but it’s not necessarily because of the long list of perks they 
offer. it’s because they have worked very hard to ensure 
that their culture is well defined and that each and every 

employee is a good fit within that environment. their inter-
view process has been referred to in the media as more of a 
courtship, and a candidate’s “cultural fit” with the company is 
a full 50% of the weight in hiring decisions. Upon completing 
their customer service-focused orientation program, Zappos 
employees are paid for their time and offered thousands of 
dollars to quit if they have not committed to the goals and 
the culture of the firm. they want to be sure that all of their 
staff are there for the right reasons and that they are passion-
ate about their work, regardless of position. 

does your Firm Have a  
Well-defined Corporate Culture?
During a recent discussion over dinner with several colleagues at 
the Association for Accounting marketing Summit in Las Vegas, 
the topic of Zappos came up and we began to talk about our 
firms’ corporate cultures. interestingly, each of us had our own 
ideas as to the true definition of corporate/firm culture:

4   one didn’t think they had a well-defined corporate culture;

4   one knew that they had a defined corporate culture but 
struggled to convey what it was at the dinner table; and

4   one appeared to have a well-defined corporate cul-
ture and could easily communicate it, but didn’t feel as 
though it was a shared belief across the firm.

Corporate Culture and  
Its Impact on Your Brand

Feature Article

Stephen W. White, Aronson LLC
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Clearly it’s not enough to just say you have a culture. Culture 
is a combination of beliefs and behaviors that guide how a 
company’s employees behave. more often than not, corporate 
culture is implied, not expressly defined, and develops organi-
cally over time from the cumulative traits of the people that 
the company hires. A company’s culture is often reflected in 
its dress code, business hours, office setup, employee benefits, 
turnover, hiring decisions, evaluation process, client service, 
client satisfaction and every other aspect of operations. 

there is no Vice President of Corporate Culture or Director of 
Employee morale at an accounting firm. Corporate culture 
is the responsibility of all employees, but it must start at the 
very top. At the risk of sounding redundant, Zappos is a great 
example of this. their managers have hiring power and they 
are tasked with promoting the company’s culture. they are 
responsible for spending time on team building activities 
and they assess their employees based not only on job per-
formance, but also on cultural fit. they are expected to foster 
a collegial atmosphere that encourages camaraderie and the 
development of strong relationships.

the role of Marketing in Culture development
As a marketing professional, it is part of your job to make sure 
that you are working with upper management to ensure that 
your policies, procedures, programming and perks are effec-
tive in helping you create brand ambassadors for your firm. 
For those who cannot accept a firm’s culture, either the firm 
and/or the employee needs to decide if it is a good fit. Hav-
ing the technical skills to do a job is not enough. Employees 
must buy in to the values and ideals of the company. 

Culture can be taught, but you can’t always expect that 
people will automatically embrace that culture. Find ways to 
help upper management truly hear what their employees 
are saying through surveys and other formal and casual 
anecdotal research. When considering ways to effect positive 
change as it relates to corporate culture, you have the power 
to help management understand that they must weigh the 
cost of not making change as it relates to the company’s 
retention goals and, by extension, its public profile. 

A great first step in documenting your firm’s corporate culture 
is simply a brainstorming session with the management team. 
Start with a small focus group and have a conversation about 
what they think the current culture is, what they want new 
employees or potential employees to know about the com-
pany, and whether or not there is a well-known set of core val-
ues in place. From there, you can expand the conversation to a 
larger group of key partners or managers for an open, honest 
roundtable designed to encourage a flow of ideas for positive 
change. take on the role of facilitator, rather than having a part-
ner do it, so that people feel comfortable in speaking candidly. 
Prioritize the goals that come from these meetings and use the 
information you learned to help create programs and policies 
that support your company’s current or intended corporate 
culture. this may include a culture workshop during new hire 

orientation, a special session during your annual meeting, or 
the creation and dissemination of a formal internal mission 
statement. Use your marketing background to find a creative 
approach to the business of corporate culture. the way you 
deliver culture education and programs can also impact how 
they are adopted by employees. 

You will likely find that instilling passion and excitement is 
easier with new employees than existing employees. For 
your current staff, you might find it necessary to invest more 
in education and the reinforcement of your firm’s culture 
fundamentals. most important, though, firm leadership must 
openly and enthusiastically reflect the values and ideals that 
you are asking the rest of the staff to adopt. Employees will 
follow their leadership.

it is also important to address the impact of succession and 
the importance of transferring a well-defined culture to 
your company’s rising leaders. Understand, however, that a 
change in generational leadership might decide to put their 
own “spin” on a firm’s culture. Senior leadership must learn to 
avoid squelching the ideas and creativity of its future leaders.

the goal of any marketing professional should be to have 
every employee — regardless of age, level or position — be 
a brand ambassador. the value of a strong, well-defined cor-
porate culture is immeasurable, but it will yield great results 
as part of your overall brand strategy. 

About the Author
In his capacity as Partner and Chief 
Administrative Officer for Aronson LLC,  
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marketing, business development, and 
network administration. With more than 
20 years of experience in the creation and 
implementation of successful growth 
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can be reached at swhite@aronsonllc.com.
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