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From the Editor
Thanks to evolving technology and deeply 
networked databases, the B2B world 
now has access to massive amounts 
and myriad sources of quantitative data. 
Qualitative data can also be harnessed 
and leveraged in exciting new ways for 
the professional services industry. 

However, there is a cost associated with 
the pursuit of market research that is both accurate and 
actionable. Most often this cost is the double-whammy com-
bination of time and money, two resources that accounting 
marketers typically have in short supply. As stated by one of 
our Take 5 guests in this issue, Ross Fishman, many CPA firms 
“can afford to either do something or measure something, but 
not both.” 

Accounting marketers find themselves with limited ability to 
interpret the metrics as well as understand what their audi-
ence feels about the brand. This is where we must become 
selective and savvy about the market research techniques that 
deliver the best results. 

In this issue, our featured authors explore the following 
aspects of effective market research:

-  A step-by-step process for executing successful focus 
   groups and personal interviews;

-  Understanding your firm’s internal audience and the keys to 
   enhancing employee engagement;

-  How to choose the best story-telling format to deliver your  
   target message;

-  Using the latest benchmark research to fine-tune your firm’s  
   marketing budget for high-growth results; and

-  Leveraging market research in ways that demonstrate your  
   passion to serve your top prospects.

The superpower of market research is that it reveals what is 
most important to your audience. In turn this allows you to 
prioritize and maximize your precious resources most effec-
tively. Armed with market research, you can pursue the high-
est potential opportunities with confidence and clarity.

Lesley Hatfield,  
Executive Editor
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In the early 1990s, I served as the Ohio prac-
tice marketing director at one of the largest 
accounting firms in the world. At that time, 
research involved asking the firm’s librar-
ian to run a D&B list of companies in the 
market. Reading business publications, 
gathering word of mouth from partners 
and compiling insight from various sources 
created our view of the market. In those 

days actionable marketing research – where you build an 
understanding of your customers, their challenges and identify 
new market opportunities – seemed exclusive to consumer 
products companies. My how times have changed.

Research 101

My goal is to give you just enough information about mar-
keting research to be dangerous. Marketing research can be 
broken into two broad categories. 

Secondary research involves taking currently available informa-
tion and compiling it into a comprehensive understanding of 
what is known about a category. For old timers, think library 
research, buying industry studies or using compiled lists. Today, 
much of this work starts and ends with Google searches. Good 
secondary research can be a powerful way to support decision 
making, but it doesn’t provide critical insights that come from 
the voice of the customer.

Primary research is information that is created where only 
conjecture or theories exist. Primary research relies on direct 
feedback from an audience and can be broken down into two 
broad approaches.

4   Quantitative research: For those in the accounting 
profession, these methodologies are easy to connect with 
and understand. Surveys and polls create reams of data 
for analytic number crunching. Questions like, “How many 
people…,” or “What should this product cost…,” or even 
“What product would you buy?” are common. You want to 
define, measure or determine something when conducting 
quantitative research. 

4   Qualitative research: A more nuanced side of the mar-
keting research industry, qualitative techniques rely on 
a researcher’s ability to ask non-leading questions while 
listening to a research participant (respondent) discuss a 
topic. The researcher, typically a skilled moderator, will have 
training in various techniques to interpret what is said – or 
unsaid – to help clients understand the thinking behind 
decisions people make.

There are many different qualitative research techniques that a 
moderator can use to understand market dynamics or gather 
insight into decision making processes. From ethnographic 
research, where you interact with people in their environment 
(home or office) to large, creative development sessions, an 
experienced researcher will match the design to the objectives. 

While there are many qualitative research techniques to 
consider, I’m going to focus on two in particular that are often 
applicable in professional services. 

Focus groups leverage group dynamics

A popular technique used in a variety of consumer and busi-
ness-to-business settings involves bringing a group of individu-
als into a room for a discussion on a given topic. This discussion 

is led by a moderator and typically lasts anywhere from 
one to two hours. 

As an example, let’s say an accounting firm and its mar-
keting agency had developed a series of potential ads 
they want to run in the local business publication as part 
of an image-building campaign. There are three con-
cepts, each positioning the firm in a different way. Which 
approach resonates best with the target audience? What 
phrases or images have the most impact? Are there 
improvements that can be made?

Feature Article

Kurt Steigerwald, MarketVision Research

Uncover Client Needs with 
Qualitative Research
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In this case, a series of mini-focus groups is a perfect fit. The 
research design might be as follows:

4   Three 60-minute focus groups. 

4   One group with tax directors, one group with CFOs and 
one with small business owners.

4   Respondents would be paid $150-200 to participate, with 
the research conducted in a focus group facility that allows 
the client and its agency to watch the discussion unfold 
behind a two-way mirror.

The six participants in each group will discuss their business, 
how they make decisions about choosing an accounting firm 
and provide some images/impressions of a few firms – includ-
ing the research sponsor. They would then be shown copies of 
one of the ad campaigns and taken through a discovery pro-
cess to understand their impressions of the campaign’s theme 
and various creative elements including headlines, words, 
phrases or images.

Respondents would be taken through the same 
process with all three campaigns, evaluating 
each independently. At the end of the session, 
they would identify their favorite campaign and 
explain why it was their first choice. Each individ-
ual group would follow a similar process. 

Focus groups are a great fit for this type of explor-
atory research because you can gather individual 
insight while allowing group dynamics to drive 
deeper discussion and reaction to others’ view-
points. It is an effective technique for establishing 
a baseline understanding of the target market’s 
needs, impressions and preferences. Costs for 
focus groups can range from $4,000 to $8,000 per 
session depending on a variety of factors, includ-
ing who is recruited and how much respondents 
are paid.

One-on-one in-depth interviews

A more familiar technique that has wide applicability in the 
professional services arena is personal in-depth interviews. 
These discussions can be conducted in person or over the 
phone. Typically they last approximately 45-60 minutes and are 
always conducted by a very experienced moderator. 

Only certain moderators have experience in business-to-busi-
ness interviewing because most marketing research happens 
in the consumer products industry. As a result, many modera-

tors are more comfortable talking to consum-
ers about their shopping habits and may lack 
the level of business process understanding or 
industry-specific knowledge that is key to a suc-
cessful B2B interview.

To understand the applicability of this technique, 
imagine an accounting firm that keeps hear-
ing clients say they need ongoing accounting 
support, but can’t afford a full-time staff member. 
The firm wants to expand its service offering to 
include outsourced bookkeeping, but making an 
investment would be a big commitment for the 
firm.

In this scenario, conducting a series of in-depth 
interviews with small business owners, both 
current clients and non-clients, about their 
accounting support needs would help frame 

their requirements, identify the desired scope of services, and 
uncover their willingness to pay for managing an outsourced 
department. Conducting 15 of these interviews, including 
recruiting, design, moderating and analysis, might cost $8,000 - 
$12,000 depending on the factors discussed above.
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How to succeed with qualitative research

A key part of any qualitative research project is working closely 
with the client to ensure the right people are recruited to 
participate. Another critical element is developing a detailed 
discussion guide. More than a series of questions, a discussion 
guide serves as both an outline for the conversation and a 
strategic roadmap for ensuring all the key issues are discussed 
with participants.

While anyone can conduct marketing research, just like anyone 
can create a balance sheet or fill out a tax return, not everyone 
should. Anyone with a Google email can program and launch 
a survey for free. Anyone can ask someone questions and they 
will likely get answers. Before you go down the do-it-yourself 
path, ask yourself two questions:

4   Am I the best person to conduct this research?

4   Is this the best use of my time?

Identifying the right methodology, knowing what questions to 
ask, and ensuring an unbiased interpretation of the informa-
tion is a researcher’s job. Being an informed participant in the 
process is often the best approach to getting the most from 
your marketing research efforts.

About the Author
Kurt Steigerwald is a Vice President with MarketVision Research, a 
large primary research firm with offices throughout the US and in 
Dubai and London. Kurt designs and executes research projects 
for a number of accounts ranging in size from large corporations 
to start-up entities. His broad base of experience includes serving 
as Managing Director of a mid-sized research organization and 
Ohio Practice Marketing Director with a multi-national account-
ing and consulting firm. Kurt has an MBA with a marketing 
concentration from The Cleveland State University, where he also 
completed his undergraduate studies.
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What makes a CPA firm stand out in the 
market? If you look for the commonalities 
on CPA firm websites, you will read many 
open-ended declarations like “our people 
are the firm’s number one asset.” State-
ments like this have marketers showing 
their hand in engaging employee partici-
pation through branding communication 
initiatives.   

We can probably all agree that strong employee engagement 
usually equates to increased productivity. According to Heather 
Sunderlin, PAFM, MSHRD, SHRM-CP, Chief Operating Officer 
at DesRoches and Company, CPAs, in Virginia Beach, Virginia, 
“Highly-engaged staff result in higher retention and stronger 
employee engagement; employees become your biggest 
brand ambassadors. As a result, employees are more eager to 
help promote and help grow the firm.” 

Throughout Sunderlin’s career, she has worked in human 
resource and firm administrator roles in conjunction with mar-
keting directors to enhance employee engagement. She has 
witnessed firsthand the benefits of the collaborative efforts on 
both the clients and the employees.  

Marketers’ role in employee engagement 
has evolved

“Engaged employees are enthusiastic about 
their work and become positive firm advocates,” 
notes Sunderlin. While employee engagement 
tactics have evolved over the years, some best 
practices remain in place. Timely and open 
communications, including frequent displays of 
appreciation by leadership, are time-honored 
cornerstones for many employee engagement 
initiatives.     

Internal employee newsletters have also been 
a primal way to make employees feel informed 
and valued. However, newsletters continue 
to be cumbersome and costly to produce. As 
accounting marketing efforts have become more 

savvy, many firms are shifting their time and energy to external 
marketing programs. 

For example, Cheryl Bascomb, Director of Marketing with Berry-
Dunn, an IPA Top 100 firm with multiple offices in New Eng-
land, notes “We gave up our internal newsletter about 12 years 
ago because of limited marketing resources for addressing 
the more outward-facing firm marketing efforts. The internal 
newsletter was a nice-to-have, but it took more time than we 
could afford to spend on it. Now we focus our communication 
efforts on engaging employees to repost content to specific 
audiences. By making them aware of who wrote it and how to 
best broadcast it, we create even more interest and awareness 
in our content.”

BerryDunn engages employees in marketing campaigns by 
clearly communicating how the messaging is developed. For 
instance, when six principals were featured in a private video 
on the firm’s YouTube channel, Marketing took the time to 
explain to employees why they produced the campaign. “In 
addition to sending out the video, we made desk calendars 
that incorporated the new ads and images so that every 
employee connected with the campaign,” Bascomb explains. 

Most CPA firms belong to a peer membership association that 
shares training, leadership and marketing ideas among each 
other. These associations are another excellent source for mar-
keters to find useful employee engagement ideas. 

Feature Article

Growth Strategies  Vol 7 • Issue 3

Going Beyond the Internal 
Newsletter       
An inside look at how accounting marketers can increase employee 
engagement
Katie Farrow, Teal, Becker & Chiaramonte, CPAs, P.C.
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“Employee engagement is a popular topic at our conferences, 
on our email discussion lists, webinars and sharing calls,” says 
Sarah Coulson, the Marketing Programs Manager for CPAmerica 
International. “In 2016, CPAmerica created a complimentary 
career development and mentorship program called the 
RISE Inclusion Initiative due to our members’ demand of this 
resource.”

The RISE Inclusion Initiative, Coulson says, “Is designed to build 
bench strength, recognize diversity and engage staff so that 
firm members enjoy transparent expectations, equal access to 
leadership and consistent communication.”  

What drives new employee engagement 
programs?

Shelley Lazarescu, Marketing Director for Wiss & Co., a 180-per-
son CPA firm with three offices in New Jersey and New York 
City, says the firm’s desire to increase employee engagement 
cannot exist without marketing efforts. “Taking a page out of 
the Delivering Happiness playbook, (written by Tony Hsieh, 
CEO of Zappos) our leaders needed to align our core values by 
developing an internal ambassador program.”

Starting at the leadership level, a group of visionary partners 
focused on five core values that improve   employees’ work life 
as well as client service. The marketing department in tandem 
with HR created experiential workshops and enlisted select 
influencers to form a “culture team.” Lazarescu jokes that these 
individuals, while not the culture police, have a pulse on the 
company and are not afraid to candidly speak up for the sake 
of the group. “Culture ambassadors meet as a team to gather 
concerns, squash any gossip, and discuss glitches that leaders 
need to address.”

“Issues range from ‘what kind of lunches do people like during 
tax season’ to ‘why did that person get fired?’ or more serious 
concerns that can lead to a larger issue,” she says. A crucial 
component for the culture team is meeting regularly to ensure 
that the employee engagement is positive, reactive, and up to 
date with personnel concerns. “We are not always perfect but 
the critics now have an outlet instead of feeling ignored.”

Do engaged employees develop stronger 
client relationships?

“Involving employees in client interactions from day one 
of their employment is extremely beneficial to developing 
‘client-ready’ skills they will need throughout their career,” says 
Sunderlin. “When it comes to sending new employees out to 
client events, there is no better way for them to learn than to 
see a more senior accountant in action and have a role model 
to emulate.” 

continued on page 14

Here are a few more suggestions for getting 
employees to become more engaged in 
your firm’s growth efforts. 

Rethinking Internal Newsletter Content

4   Consider giving staff members an avenue to be 
involved: 

 -  Have them provide feedback on business  
     development meetings 

 -  Have them share ideas of future events to fuel  
     marketing initiatives 

4   Don’t forget to announce marketing and business 
development success stories 

4   Share new client wins and highlight team members 
who participated (especially employees who are not 
normally seen as rainmakers)

Give Shout Outs 

4   Give a firm-wide “Kudos” for teamwork

4   Recognize people who organize educational events, 
or attend conferences that bring new thought lead-
ership to the firm

4   Promote individuals who shy away from the network-
ing scene

4   Share with the team those outwardly-facing blog 
posts that staff write

 -  Recognize (thank) them for their contributions 

4   Give special thanks to those who take the lead in 
networking

4   Seek out photo opportunities of employees involved 
in positive networking, for example:

   -  Associates who take clients to a golf outing,  
       dinner, or basketball game 

 -  Staff who attend important chamber events or  
     volunteer to help a non-profit fundraiser

Don’t Lock Up the Marketing Plan

4   Increase employee engagement by sharing the firm’s 
marketing and business development visions with 
the entire staff

4   Don’t forget to share news clips internally on a regu-
lar basis to create a well-informed, more connected 
team  
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We are living in a world of content 
overload. At any given moment you are 
flooded with an abundance of pieces 
relating to just about any topic known 
to man. As a marketer, you have mere 
seconds for the reader to decide if they’re 
going to read your piece or move on to 
the next. 

So, how do you create content that people want to read? 
It starts with understanding the way your audience thinks 
and then slating the right content for not only your story, 
but theirs. Your “story” is your soul; it’s what makes your firm 
different. Great content intertwines your story with that of 
your audience, forging a connection between you and the 
reader through the power of content. Once you have a topic 
that you know your readers will relate to, the story planning 
begins. 

Decipher your audience and goal

4   What is the reader feeling? 

Are they worried? Are they confused? Are they curious? This 
will determine if you should be providing guidance, clarifica-
tion, or just offering readers a new and thought-provoking 
idea. Set your tone accordingly. If your reader is nervous, 
you don’t want to heighten that emotion with ambiguous 
language or make light of a serious topic. If your reader is 
curious, you might have room for some playful banter.

4   What do you want the reader to think? 

Do you want them to think it was an interesting take on 
something, gain understanding of a complicated issue, or 
decide that they need to change the way they do some-
thing? That will determine if you should be light and playful 
with your tone, be more succinct with very clear language, or 
emphasize urgency and action. 

4   Lastly, what do you want the reader to do when 
they’re done reading?

Do you want them to follow your content and keep your firm 
top-of-mind for future information, do you want them to call 
you for assistance with a complicated matter, or do you want 
them to make a change or take action?

Keep these factors in mind as you craft your story and pres-
ent your content. You don’t want to be light and uplifting 
when you want the reader to realize the severity of a situa-
tion. Nor do you want to be concise and rigid when you are 
trying to present an idea and persuade them. Pick a tone that 
matches your target audience and avoid words or phrases 
that readers will need to look up, unless they are well versed 
in the subject. 

Selecting the right format

Article The most common and traditional avenue of 
delivering information. Articles work well when there 
is a specific topic to be discussed at length. Articles 

should range from 600-1200 words and aim to bring light 
to new ideas, discuss issues, or showcase an argument. Each 
article should have a major theme or thesis that is consistent 
throughout the entire piece and end with a distinct call to 
action (contact us, read more, join our newsletter, etc.). 

List A quick and casual way to share information. Lists 
work well for younger audiences (under 40) looking for 
quick and informative content. They will likely deter-

mine their interest within the first two bullets, so make sure 
that you keep your information light, interesting, and even a 
little humorous. Lists work well for topics where your goal is 
to build a relationship and trust, not necessarily to sell your 
service. 

Podcast/Webcast A somewhat new form of commu-
nication, yet an extremely relevant one. If you have a 
topic that would be best delivered in a conversational 

manner, perhaps something that could use a question and 
answer format, a podcast or webcast may be the route to 
go. This type of content can allow for viewer questions and a 
more interactive platform. Podcasts and webcasts are useful 
for covering topics with multiple points of view or angles, or 
covering topics that require more than an article’s worth of 
content.

FAQ A helpful collection of answers to common ques-
tions and concerns. Frequently asked questions (FAQs) 
will resonate well for those learning about a new  

topic or seeking an update. You will want to include basic 
information as well as more advanced or detailed ques-
tions and order them in a cascading fashion from basic to 

Feature Article

Creating the Right Content for 
your Story
Rebecca Robson, Sensiba San Filippo LLP
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complex. FAQs are great when you have a broad topic with 
various points and random tidbits you want to touch on 
without going into great detail. Make the questions clear, rel-
evant and targeted to multiple kinds of readers so that your 
entire audience will find something of interest. 

Infographic A visual tool for delivering complex 
information that includes multiple data points. Info-
graphics are perfect for complicated topics with LOTS 

of data – numbers, percentages, ratios, etc. They resonate 
well with any crowd and aim to simplify a complex topic. 
Infographics serve as a nice teaser to a more in-depth article 
or whitepaper and help showcase lots of data without being 
too technical. Again, the viewer will determine their level of 
interest within seconds, so be sure to design your piece with 
your target in mind (color schemes, imagery, fonts). Aim for 
simple images with limited text.

Whitepaper Longer, more formal articles that delve 
deeply into a subject. Topics with hefty technical con-
tent are perfect for a whitepaper (accountants rejoice!). 

Whitepapers are often lengthy and go into great depth and 
analysis. They will likely be read by folks who already have 
a good understanding of the topic at hand, so this format 

represents a good opportunity to unleash that technical talk. 
Whitepapers can also provide a good opportunity to gather 
leads and reader information by requiring a download. That 
way you can capture email addresses and have your experts 
follow up with prospects later.

The right story told in the right way has the ability to turn 
your content into something powerful. Don’t be afraid to try 
new things and see what resonates best with your audience. 

About the Author
Rebecca is the Marketing Coordinator at Sensiba San Filippo 
LLP — a tax, audit and business consulting firm based in the San 
Francisco Bay Area. She specializes in content creation and strat-
egy for the firm, as well as content for regional and international 
non-profits. Contact Rebecca at rrobson@ssfllp.com. 
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It is common knowledge that some firms 
are better at marketing than others. But 
“better” does not refer to the firm having 
a slick ad, a visually appealing website, 
or an active e-mail marketing campaign. 
Instead, “better” means that the firm real-
izes a higher return on their investment 
in marketing. These “high growth” firms 
are converting prospects into clients and 

are therefore growing at a higher rate than their counterparts. 
High-growth (HG) firms have an average annual organic 
growth rate of nearly 21%. Low-growth (LG) firms, on the other 
hand, experience far less impressive results. Sadly, these firms 
are not growing at all – their average growth rate is a dismal 
-2.4%.

One might assume that high-growth firms do better because 
they spend more money on marketing and have larger market-
ing teams. While it is reasonable to jump to this conclusion, it 
is not exactly true when you look at firm activities based on 
size (revenue, not people). In fact, less than half-a-percentage 
point difference exists in the marketing spend (HG firms spend 
2.43% of revenue vs. 2.21% at LG firms including compensation, 
or 1.95% vs. 1.82% respectively without), as well as the size of a 
firm’s marketing team in relation to the number of people each 
marketer supports (HG firms have 1.4 marketers – 1 marketer 
per 47 people vs. 1 marketer per 43 people at LG firms). 

To put this into perspective, these HG and LG firms are not 
mega-national firms. Instead, they average 2.8 offices, 14 
partners and fewer than 100 full-time employees. Close to half 
of them generate less than $10 million in revenue. A little more 
than 40% earn $10 - $30 million, and close to 11% earn more 
than $30 million. This is the profile of the participating firms in 
the 2017 Marketing Budget Benchmark study by the Asso-
ciation for Accounting Marketing (AAM) in conjunction with 
the Hinge Research Institute, a division of Hinge, one of the 
leading branding and marketing firms for professional service 
providers.

The AAM/Hinge study shows that HG firms take a more strate-
gic approach to marketing than LG firms. HG firms invest more 
money in online advertising, networking events, trade shows, 
and conferences; content creation, educational events, outside 
consultants, agencies, or freelancers; marketing automation; 
and internal education and training. HG spent less on sponsor-
ships, marketing materials, memberships, and dues; and inter-
nal events and parties. LG firms spent more money on internal 
events and parties – nearly 19% of their marketing budget, 
than any other “marketing” tactic. HG firms, in comparison, 
spent less than 4%. LG firms also spent more than twice the 
amount of money on memberships and dues (11.3% vs. 5.8%). 

The research reveals that marketing techniques with the great-
est return on effort (the difference between the effort invested 
and impact received) are: 

1.  Outside consultants, agencies, or freelancers

2.  Website expenses and search engine optimization (SEO)

3.  Email marketing

4.  Marketing automation, client relationship management 
(CRM) and other software

Techniques with a negative return on effort include:

1.  Charitable giving

2.  Internal events and parties

3.  Direct mail

4.  Sponsorships

These techniques accounted for 25% of the participating firms’ 
marketing expenses. This compares to the less than 15% spent 
on activities that produced far better results. Not only were 
these marketing techniques impactful, but they cost 40% less.

Growth Strategies  Vol 7 • Issue 312

Eileen Monesson, PRCounts, llc
Trends & 
Insights

High Growth Firms Focus on High Gain Marketing 
Strategies



Another interesting finding of the 2017 Marketing Budget 
Benchmark study is that HG firms invested more than 50% of 
their advertising budget on digital advertising (pay per click 
(PPC), banner ads, etc.). LG firms spent less than 18%. It is note-
worthy that HG firms had a higher advertising spend in 2016 
compared to the prior year.

Lee Frederiksen, PH.D. and managing partner of Hinge, pro-
vided valuable insight on why HG firms achieve better results 
than LG firms. According to Frederiksen, HG firms:

4   Are focused and specialize in industry niches or high-level 
consulting services.

4   Are highly regarded as experts in their field.

4   Understand what is important to clients.

4   Communicate clearly the value they bring to a relationship.

4   Educate prospects and clients on timely topics of impor-
tance to them.

4   Promote thought leadership through content in blogs, 
articles, whitepapers, case studies, and seminars.

4   Use the power of the internet to disseminate information of 
value on their website, social media channels, and in videos.

4   Stay in constant contact with their stakeholders (prospects, 
clients, centers of influence, and the community at large).

4   Have an authentic brand that stakeholders trust.

4   Know how to make the “invisible” visible.

The executive summary of the 2017 Marketing Budget Bench-
mark study is available on AAM’s website (link: http://www.
accountingmarketing.org/publications/surveys/cpa-marketing-
budgets) and Hinge’s site (link: https://hingemarketing.com/
library/format/research_studies). 

AAM members can purchase the full 2017 Marketing Budget 
Benchmark report at a discounted rate of $300 and non-mem-
bers for $600. Firms who purchase and use the materials to 
guide their decision making will learn how to market strategi-
cally. Included in the survey is data about which strategies 
produce the best results, as well as information on participants’ 
financial performance, growth rate, and profitability. 

About the Author
Eileen Monesson, CPC, principal with PRCounts, is a strategic 
marketer and coach who creates market dominating  
brands. She can be contacted at 848-459-3130 or  
emonesson@PRCounts.com. 
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“Sometimes rainmakers forget to include other people in their 
normal client activities,” Sunderlin adds. “Marketers should 
design an action plan collaboratively with their rainmakers and 
act as coordinator of the plan to immerse employees in client-
interfacing activities.”

Encouraging networking is another way to develop soft skills 
and help increase employee engagement   outside of normal 
audit or tax work. 

At Teal, Becker & Chiaramonte, CPAs, P.C. (TBC) in Albany, 
NY, networking opportunities are communicated through 
a monthly event calendar distributed to all employees. The 
calendar includes the event’s host, any sponsors or honorees 
listed (especially if they are a client) and in particular if the 
firm is a sponsor. Postings also include the names of any other 
colleagues who are previously signed up. When known, the 
marketing department includes the attendees list so the team 
can target specific people once they arrive.

Why is it important for a marketer to be a 
team player for employee engagement?

According to Cheryl Bascomb, many firms use the market-
ing department as the default “go to” for internal initiatives—
whether they are marketing-focused or not.  

“Leadership must define external growth goals so that Market-
ing can be used selectively to lead employee engagement ini-
tiatives,” Bascomb says. “This ensures we have the right people 
involved (in growth initiatives) and the right leaders. While Mar-
keting plays a part, senior leadership and HR are more appropri-
ate players for shaping external engagement initiatives.”

When it comes to employee engagement around philan-
thropic initiatives, CPA firms have a great opportunity to 
capitalize on these practices to engage employee camaraderie 
through community volunteerism. At DZH Phillips, a mid-sized 
firm with multiple offices in the San Francisco Bay area, they 
created a “Give Back Committee” which consists of 15 or more 
employees who brainstorm ideas to help the local community. 

DZH Phillips Marketing Manager Danielle Parker says, “We 
encourage anyone and everyone to join the committee and 
there is no cap on the size.” She says that since the inception 
of the committee, employee engagement and marketing 
initiatives have come full circle. Committee members present 
ideas for fundraiser participation, financial contributions, and 
volunteer days. From this, the firm promotes their philanthropic 
initiatives through client newsletters, blog posts, and social 
media. 

“When a committee member feels particularly vested in a walk 
or event that supports a certain not-for-profit, they will engage 
more employees in a face-to-face conversation to encourage 

them to participate,” says Parker. “The community activities 
have given us a way to get employees together outside of just 
happy hours.” 

Leveraging social media for employee 
engagement 

Using social media for promotion of employee activities is a 
powerful communication tool. According to Danielle Parker, 
“Employees get invaluable positive feedback from their clients 
when they see them doing good in the community. For a firm 
with multiple audiences on its social media channels, dem-
onstrating collaboration is a great message to reinforce their 
differentiators to potential clients and business partners as well.” 

Shelly Lazarescu of Wiss & Company offers one caveat on social 
media: Avoid only emphasizing fun times through firm-driven 
campaigns on social media. “Although you may receive more 
likes, shares, or comments, marketing must also add a subtle 
nod that the staff works hard too. As firm communicators, we 
need to ensure that the message is a fair representation of 
all angles of the professional culture we thrive in,” Lazarescu 
concludes.

About the Author
Hired seven years ago as the firm’s first marketing manager, Katie 
was promoted in 2017 to Director of Marketing at Teal, Becker & 
Chiaramonte, CPAs, P.C., a mid-sized accounting and advisory 
services firm in upstate New York. She serves on the Marketing 
Executive Committee for CPAmerica International and has been 
as an active AAM member since 2011.  
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Terri A. Ellis
Partner, Growth and Market Development
Collins Barrow Toronto
“We swing well above our weight when it 
comes to collecting market data by marrying 
our data into one single location within our 
CRM through a tool called InsideView. The 
program aggregates information from more 
than 40,000 digital sources, all aligning specif-
ically to our database. By leveraging our CRM 

in this way, we centralize market research with 
our client feedback, relationship scoring and content engage-
ment. This allows us to better understand pending changes in the 
marketplace, specific issues our clients are dealing with and their 
relationship with our advisors so that we can proactively address 
their particular issues, broaden the conversation and strengthen 
our ability to become their trusted advisor.”

Sue-Ella Prodonovich 
Principal, Prodonovich Advisory
“We use transactional feedback related 
to particular jobs. We also use relation-
ship feedback with Client Satisfaction, Net 
Promoter and Client Effort Score. We’ll also 
speak with sources 30 days after a referral to 
ask if their contact is happy with our work. 
For watching the market we subscribe to 
third party research from resources such as 
IBIS World, Thomson Reuters or the PwC CEO 

survey. Finally, observational research helps us 
spot opportunities for new business and improves our processes. 
Watching reactions to pricing and interactions with our people, 
processes and products can tell us where or how we need to 
tweak or radically reinvent a part of our business.”

Julie James 
Marketing Director,  
Stern Cohen Accountants
“As a sole marketer our market research 
efforts follow low-cost, high-gain practices 
that add tremendous value to our firm. Lost 
proposal follow-up interviews are a powerful 
example. I schedule conversations with the 
decision makers of former prospects about 
their deciding factors, the fee range, how 

we placed among others, and what we could have done better 
through the proposal process. Only one organization has ever 
failed to speak with me and share their candid perspective. The 
feedback is valuable and often surprising. Perhaps because I am 
not the “face” of the deal, the decision maker is frank and honest 
in providing insights that can help Stern Cohen with our next 
opportunity. ” 

Ross Fishman
CEO, Fishman Marketing
“The biggest challenge in conducting valid, 
objective market research is the high cost 
of doing it right. Most of our CPA clients can 
afford to either do something or measure 
something, but not both. Most of the time 
we simply choose to reallocate any research 
dollars toward doing more marketing. This 
means that we must ensure that we under-
stand our audience intimately, which comes 

through years of experience, while also ratcheting up the creativity 
and visual impact. When we have had a sufficient budget, we’ve 
conducted eye-track research on ads and websites and found the 
results helped us tweak the designs to increase the impact of our 
designs and the click-through rates. ”

Bonnie Buol Ruszczyk 
Marketing Strategist, bbr consults
“I have found for truly enlightening and 
actionable information, nothing beats select-
ing a cross section of clients for phone inter-
views. Find an external resource to conduct 
the interview so clients can be open and 
honest and the interviewer can ask probing 
questions to get to the bottom of any issues 
that arise. The information goes well beyond 
simple satisfaction level. By asking the right 

questions, you get input on demand for current or new services, 
the best way to reach existing and potential clients, how to get 
more referrals, even the content of your firm’s messaging. Clients 
are usually more than happy to participate and appreciate that 
your firm cares about and respects their opinions. “

Take 5
What types of market research help you better  
understand your audience?
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You’ve scored the prospect meeting - 
now it’s time to show the prospect you’re 
worth the time.  That means doing your 
homework. 

“I would feel terribly unprepared if I went 
into a meeting not knowing anything 
about the prospect or what makes them 
tick,” says Chris Zach, marketing and busi-

ness development at BKD.

Doing research ahead of a prospect meeting helps to con-
nect with the prospect on a personal level and understand the 
organization’s business issues and opportunities. It also com-
municates how seriously you take the prospect’s time and the 
opportunity they have given you, says Zach.

Bill Penczak, managing director at Briggs & Veselka Co. CPA, 
agrees. “I don’t know how you can have an intelligent ques-
tion, or coach a firm team on having one, without at least two 
levels of insight: the prospect and the company. I always like 
to walk in with three insightful questions to let the prospect 
know we care enough – and know enough – to have done our 
homework.”

For Andrew Harding, business development director at Bernard 
Robinson & Co., researching a prospect is about uncovering the 
company’s story. “You will find yourself asking questions about 
the information you have researched. You are really looking for 
the story of the corporation, family or individual. This helps you 
put the sales visit in perspective and in context.”

Find Connections

In many accounting firms, an overwhelming amount of leads 
come from referrals. 

“Quality sales intelligence can come from outside sources,” says 
Harding. “A phone call to someone that you have built a rela-
tionship with can really give insight and sometimes can yield a 
prospect that flies completely under the radar. A referral source 
alerted us that a local business’ firm was not serving their client 
well and had signs of poor accounting and poor communi-
cation with them. We used these findings to put together a 
pursuit team and landed a new client.” 

Be mindful of referral relationships, provide reciprocity and 
ask for an introduction to a potential client for which you can 
provide real value, says Penczak. Through Google or LinkedIn 
searches, Penczak looks for commonalities (i.e. connections 
who can be a reference, common interests, alma maters, 
geography, etc.), which are always good conversation starters. 
In addition to mutual connections, Zach also pays attention to 
areas of involvement and work history.

Terri Ellis, partner of growth and market development at Col-
lins Barrow Toronto, uses InsideView marketing intelligence 
embedded within the firm’s CRM in her research. The tool 
aggregates online information into one platform, pulling infor-
mation from Google, Thompson Reuters, Twitter, Equifax and 
Hoover’s. The tool also connects with LinkedIn to give an idea 
of who is in the company. 

Other research tools include ERISApedia, the SEC’s EDGAR 
database, Pitchbook, Lexis-Nexis and Data.com.

Understand Business Issues Beyond 
Compliance

Researching the dynamics of the prospect’s industry and 
company is just as important as getting to know the prospect 
individually. This puts you in a better position to ask questions 
about their business concerns rather than just compliance 
issues. 

“Few CEOs of middle market companies woke up this morn-
ing worrying about the impact of revenue recognition,” says 
Penczak. “They are thinking about innovation, growth, retain-
ing and rewarding their people, or how they’re going to turn 
the company over to the next generation. Understanding the 
business issues from the C-suite standpoint empowers us to be 
better consultants.”

For public companies, much of the useful information can 
be found in their filings. For private companies, their website 
and press releases can point out recent expansions, new key 
hires, acquisitions and more. It can also give a sense of the 
company’s culture, which can be another key avenue to make 
connections.  

“But in order to be successful, you have to use some tangential 
thinking,” says Penczak. “A privately held company owned by 

Feature Article

Research is Vital in Prospect 
Meeting Prep
Valeria T. Klamm, Brown Smith Wallace
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a 60-year-old could be a candidate for succession planning or 
developing an exit strategy, for example.”

Industry websites, publications and trade organizations also 
provide insights into the dynamics of the industry and business 
issues that may not be reported by general business publica-
tions. For instance, Penczak recently came across an article 
about a new chain restaurant that is using robots in new U.S. 
stores. “We serve the restaurant industry, so what a great way to 
start a conversation about innovation and evolution.” 

Don’t forget the industry specialists within your firm. If it doesn’t 
make sense for them to attend the prospect meeting, talk to 
them about the industry’s trending topics and hot-button 
issues so you can, says Zach. 

If the prospect is a smaller organization or private “mom-and-
pop shop” with little to no digital presence, your intel could be 
limited, says Zach. “You have to come in ready with the ques-
tions you’ll ask to procure the same information you would 
have pulled from their website. That’s your starting point.”

Being Prepared Pays Off

At BKD, Zach, a tax partner and a managing director recently 
met with a local prospect in a unique sub-niche. To compen-
sate for having little local experience in that sub-niche, Zach 
reached out to others in the firm with that experience. By 
learning what is important to companies in that niche, Zach 
became aware of value-added tax planning, processing and 
structuring the firm was doing with similar clients. What began 
as a not very receptive prospect that granted a 30-minute 
meeting developed into an hour meeting due to an under-
standing of the industry and relevant ideas. 

“We also identified a couple of shared clients and charitable 
missions we support, which made us more human and relat-
able to the prospect,” says Zach. 

Be Prepared – But Be Nimble

Is there such a thing as being too prepared? Maybe not, but 
don’t let your research preclude changing directions. 

Penczak gives the example of having an introductory meet-
ing with a CFO of a prospect company that had spun off of 
another public company. Through research, Penczak and his 
team learned that the company’s audit was being performed 
by a Big Four firm where the original company’s former CFO 
had previously worked. They assumed the external audit was 
untouchable and instead focused the conversation on tax, 
internal audit and consulting work. However, the prospect was 
actually looking to reduce audit fees by changing to a smaller 
firm. “My lesson learned was to be armed with research, make 
no assumptions and know enough to be nimble.”

Being nimble also means thinking on your feet if you find your-
self unprepared for a meeting. “I would frame the discussion to 
rationalize that I didn’t want to come to the meeting with any 
preconceived notions about who they are and what they do, 
including what their challenges might look like,” says Ellis.

From Prospecting to Proposing

While the request for proposal process can be impersonal, it is 
a great opportunity. To have a leg up, Penczak suggests having 
enough insight about the company’s business and financial 
state that you can point out their issues and the firm’s solutions 
in the proposal. To bring the personal element into the process, 
research who you know at the company or referral sources that 
know the company and ask for an endorsement. 

At BKD, when working on a proposal for organizations and 
opportunities of a certain size (generally above $50k in annual 
fees), the firm utilizes a Strategic Win Account Plan (SWAP) to 
“drive the information-gathering process toward an informed, 
prepared and organized prospect pursuit,” says Zach. 

This plan collects answers regarding size, ownership structure, 
decision makers, goals and challenges, industry, recent M&A 
activity, community involvement and existing firm relation-
ships, among others. 

“Ultimately, the idea of the SWAP is creating a concrete, central-
ized gathering place that revolves around accountability and 
connectivity of the pursuit team,” says Zach.

Whether it’s a phone call, a meeting or a proposal, researching 
a prospective new client on the front end helps you to orga-
nize your thoughts, build an informed and tailored frame-
work for your discussion and be prepared to listen and react 
constructively.

About the Author
Valeria Klamm is the Marketing Supervisor at Brown Smith Wal-
lace, a nationally ranked top 100 full-service CPA and business 
advisory firm based in St. Louis, MO. She focuses on planning, 
major initiatives, thought leadership and content creation for the 
firm and its practices and niches. With a background in journal-
ism, Valeria enjoys working with subject matter experts to relay 
compelling business insights to clients and prospects. She can be 
contacted at 314.983.1353 or vklamm@bswllc.com.
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Rolling out a Customer Relationship Man-
agement system isn’t a quick or easy pro-
cess, but many marketing professionals are 
finding it to be the right decision as their 
firms continue to grow. Two marketing 
directors, Courtney Kiss of Johnson Lam-
bert (8 offices, 19 partners) and Stephanie 
Gandsey of DHJJ (2 offices, 18 partners) 
discuss their experiences with CRM and 
offer their recommendations for others.

GS: How did you know it was 
time to look for a CRM?

Courtney: I felt fortunate that upon joining 
the firm a CRM was already in place, but 
having not participated in the selection 
and design process presented challenges 

too. After a customization project that I took on about eight 
months on the job, however, I did orchestrate a relaunch. I 
assessed the CRM situation with our Chief Information Officer 
and our Marketing Partner, and we decided to engage a con-
sultant to help us clean up our data, data fields, record types 
and processes. It was a huge undertaking, but I think it made 
the CRM so much more effective for what we need it to do.

Stephanie: Our firm had grown to about 80 people in two 
offices and it was difficult to know what touchpoints we had 
with clients, where our opportunities stood, or who in our firm 
had connections with external contacts. We knew we needed 
a centralized location for the data with a growing number of 
employees, so we started evaluating CRM systems. 

GS: How did you evaluate your options?

Courtney: A lot of time and money had been invested into the 
system we had. We believed it was capable of doing virtually 
anything we wanted, so we decided to keep our current sys-
tem. The “out of the box” solution was not taking us where we 
needed to be, so we discussed this concern with our vendor. 

They were able to recommend a great consultant who had 
specific experience working with accounting and other profes-
sional services firms that had similar needs and expectations 
from their systems as we had for ours. 

Stephanie: Marketing took the lead at our firm with the help 
of Inovautus Consulting. We did have an internal committee 
that included other partners and our CIO. It is important to 
include your IT staff in making sure the software fits with other 
technology plans, as well as helping you through any technical 
issues. Our consultant did a needs assessment and helped us 
narrow down our choices, then the committee viewed several 
demos before ultimately deciding on the right system for our 
needs.

GS: How did you decide the number of 
licenses to purchase?

Courtney: CRMs aren’t cheap and most have pricing plans 
based on the number of users. We’ve taken a few positions on 
this as we’ve figured out what made the most sense for our 
firm – first we kept the licenses minimal (to our marketing lead, 
IT lead, a few partners, and a few admins), but over time the 
need evolved for all of our partners and all of marketing to have 
full access.

Stephanie: We started out by purchasing licenses only for 
people who were active in business development as well as 
our IT and marketing staff. We are still working on shifting the 
workflow to encourage those with licenses to use the system, 
but we do have a process in place so that anyone can enter 
information into the system. We wanted to start small while we 
were learning the system, but our goal is to have more people 
licensed in the future.

GS: What recommendations do you have for 
firms looking to implement a CRM system?

Courtney: One of our biggest lessons learned was the impor-
tance of customization. For example, initially we could not 

Courtney Kiss , Lambert & Co. LLP and Stephanie Gandsey, DHJJ
Technology 
Spotlight

I Want My CRM: Two Marketing Directors Give Their 
Insights on Rolling Out a New System
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house the entire RFP/proposal data gathering and pipeline 
monitoring process in CRM. We also didn’t customize record 
types (a contact, an account/entity, an opportunity) to be 
unique for the industries we serve. As a result, we had an over-
whelming number of data fields for every record type. Another 
example requiring a customization strategy involved the setup 
of related entities (a parent, its subsidiaries, etc.) to show where 
the relationships exist are and which entities are truly our cur-
rent clients. 

Stephanie: Coming from a large firm and knowing how hard 
it was to keep the information current, I recommended we cre-
ate the role of a “Data Administrator” who could continuously 
update the system. Our data administrator, an internal admin-
istration employee, played a significant part in the success of 
our rollout. She dedicates about half her time to marketing and 
ensuring the CRM is up to date—from general account infor-
mation to what opportunities are going into the pipeline. 

GS: Tell us a little bit about the rollout 
process?

Courtney: For our “re-rollout” following the customization proj-
ect, I led hour-long training sessions over teleconference that 
we offered at three different times, in an effort to be flexible 
and to keep the groups of partners smaller for better Q&A. We 
also recorded the session, made a few one-page cheat sheets, 
and posted these to the application the firm uses to store our 
firmwide resource documents. 

Stephanie: Marketing worked with partners to “scrub” the data 
before importing it into the CRM system. Our vendor con-
ducted several training sessions with our data administrator 
and myself, making us expert on the system before we offered 
in-person training session with the other licensed users. Our 
recorded training sessions are available on-demand and we 
also offer tips and tricks during our pipeline meetings. We do 
see a need for continual training and support.

GS: What type of reports are you pulling 
from the system?

Courtney: One of my favorite things about CRM is the report-
ing capabilities. We pull pipeline reports, sliced and diced in a 
few different ways. We also track our partners’ contributions to 
new business through CRM with detailed custom reports. Our 
pipeline reports begin when we receive an RFP or are asked to 
submit an engagement letter, so we also pull activity reports 
looking at partners’ interactions with contacts prior to the initia-
tion of a sales opportunity in the system. These activity reports 
show who made contact with whom and what follow-ups 
are scheduled in the system. Our system also sends reminder 
emails, and this has proven to be a valuable feature! Lastly, we 
pull usage reports to see who is logging into the system and 
how often. 

Stephanie: We pull our Opportunities (Won, Lost, or In-
Process) before our firm’s monthly pipeline meetings. It gives 
us the data so we can have meaningful conversations during 
the pipeline meetings on selling technique success stories and 
how we can improve our business development process. It has 
been eye-opening to track where our business comes from, 
whether internal or external referrals or marketing initiatives. I 
also love how easy it is to create segmented marketing lists. 

GS: Have you integrated other systems with 
your CRM, or what are you considering? 
How else can your CRM give you more “bang 
for your buck”?

Courtney: I feel strongly that your CRM is a living, breathing 
thing that needs constant attention and can grow to be so 
much more than just your pipeline monitoring tool. We’re 
already integrating our CRM with marketing automation. Now 
we are determining how to share information between our 
CRM with our time and billing application. 

Stephanie: Now that we are comfortable using our system, I 
am looking into marketing automation platforms so we can 
have a complete view of how often and to what degree we are 
touching our clients, influencers and prospects. I’d also like to 
add some dashboard customizations so licensed users can see 
where their accounts stand at a glance.

GS: Any other words of wisdom?

Courtney: Get buy-in. Like any other initiative we take on at 
our firms, we need buy-in for making CRM work. I was very 
fortunate that a large number of my partners recognized the 
importance of having the system. The challenge lies in getting 
the whole partner group to see the benefits of their personal 
interaction with the system on a frequent basis. This isn’t just a 
Rolodex for the admin team to populate. I have had good luck 
getting a smaller group of partners to subscribe to this idea, 
and they become my best spokespeople for everything that’s 
great about CRM.

Stephanie: Get your process in writing and put it in a place 
people can reference. Our consultant at Inovautus was instru-
mental in helping design and review this process so we had a 
road map for how we would use our CRM.

Courtney Kiss is the Marketing Director for Johnson Lambert & 
Co. LLP, based in their Arlington Heights, IL office. Contact Court-
ney at ckiss@johnsonlambert.com or 847.230.4678. 

Stephanie Gandsey is the Marketing Director for DHJJ and is 
based in their Naperville, IL office. Contact Stephanie at  
sgandsey@dhjj.com or 630.420.1360. 
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