
Gr  wthStrategiesStrategies
The Journal of Accounting Marketing and SalesSummer 2017 • Volume 7 • Issue 2

Consistency in Creating a 
Growth Culture

Nurturing the Leaders of 
Tomorrow

Handling Resignations: When 
Good People Quit

Succession Planning: Who Will 
Start the Rain?

Succesion Planning Issue



From the Editor
Because of their sensitive nature, many 
elements of a firm’s succession plan (retire-
ment dates, managing partner transitions, 
departmental promotions and office 
transfers) may be communicated to the 
marketing department well after they 
have been discussed and settled on by 
ownership. As a communications profes-
sional, you may be involved in formulating 

the announcement before the news becomes public - but in 
some cases you may learn of important succession news at 
the same moment everyone else does. 

However, not all succession planning matters require you 
to work in reactive mode. There are many opportunities to 
contribute your talents to a firm’s succession plan that do not 
require early access to partner-only succession decisions. You 
can enjoy a front row seat for the evolution of next-generation 
leadership within your firm by helping the right team mem-
bers tap into your marketing tools, training, coaching and 
ability to track success.

In this issue, we explore the techniques of identifying future 
leaders and rainmakers within your firm. You’ll see examples of 
proven strategies for enhancing a culture of growth. Leading 
industry experts explain why you should step into your firm’s 
recruiting and human resource initiatives. We’ll also discuss 
exit-branding and your ability to influence your firm’s reputa-
tion among alumni, as well as the metrics behind happiness 
and its role in a purpose-driven business culture.   

As our industry advances through this challenging time of 
generational shifts, the search for purpose and heated compe-
tition for talent, you have the ability to help shape your firm’s 
legacy. The voices on these pages and the full membership of 
AAM are here to help you along that path. 

Lesley Hatfield,  
Executive Editor
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Accounting firm leadership continues to 
struggle with effective succession plan-
ning execution. There are many reasons 
for this, but the top two may be: (1) the 
number of retiring partners is far greater 
than the number of managers who are 
ready to assume a partnership role, and (2) 
many firms have not incorporated a growth 
culture into their day-to-day operations. To 

put it simply, many founding partners who are ready to retire 
didn’t give enough thought or attention to how the firm would 
continue to thrive after they left.  

There were times over the last 20-plus years when firm leader-
ship ramped up the development of their people. There also 
were times when work was so abundant due to regulatory 
changes and/or shifting economic conditions that training, 
business development and marketing took a back seat to fulfill-
ing client work in a timely manner. The result is an inconsistent 
level of staff development across firms. 

Consequently, many firm leaders are neither confident in the 
business development skills in their firms nor sure what to do 
about succession. Many wonder how they will replace the retir-
ing partners who are their biggest rainmakers and handle most 
of the firm’s top client relationships. Time is a factor for many of 
these firms. 

What Does It Mean to Have a Growth 
Culture?

The answer lies in having a robust growth culture. Let’s begin 
with what it means to build a growth culture. Merriam Webster 
defines culture as “the integrated pattern of human knowledge, 
belief and behavior that depends upon the capacity for learn-
ing and transmitting knowledge to succeeding generations.” 

The last part of the definition is key. Nothing changes until 
firm leaders get serious about building a growth culture. The 
Rainmaker Companies recently conducted a survey on growth 
culture, and the results supported this premise. Of the nearly 
250 firms that participated, three out of four are among the 
largest 300 firms in the nation. For the 69 percent of firms that 
grew more than 10 percent year-over-year, the growth was 

entirely organic. Many of these firms perceive that their strong 
growth culture helps them attract and retain talent as well as 
sustain the firm over the long term. Firms that invest in devel-
oping their people tend to continue to grow.  

Some business development and marketing professionals have 
been preaching about the importance of having a growth cul-
ture for years, but firm leaders only start paying attention when 
they experience the anxiety and pain associated with being 
ill-equipped for succession execution. 

Purposefully Building a Growth Culture 

Most firms consistently selected three factors as having the 
highest impact on their firm’s growth culture:

4   Recruiting, retaining and developing the right people

4   Setting clear direction and strategy for the firm

4   Holding people accountable for expected behaviors and 
results.

Clearly setting and articulating expectations at every level, 
providing the right training, and supporting and remaining 
consistent with accountability and follow through will pay off 
immediately, as well as in the future when it comes to succes-
sion and sustainability. 

Purposefully building a growth culture means committing to 
regularly and consistently training staff at all levels in business 
development and client service, regardless of level of client 
demands. Business development skills are imperative for all 
staff, from first-year associates to seasoned partners looking to 
retire. In order for a growth culture to be successful, the firm 
needs to make building a team of rainmakers a priority. 

Rainmaking at Every Level

Even if you take succession out of the equation, today’s CPA 
firm professionals need to have the right business develop-
ment and communication skills for developing new business 
and super-serving clients.  This is not to say that every partner 
has to be able to bring in $500,000 of business per year or even 
$200,000; it is more about every partner having the desire (and 
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ability) to expand relationships and uncover new opportunities 
for the firm. 

High-growth firms are more likely to back up their missions and 
visions with clear marketing, sales and client expansion plans, 
the Rainmaker survey found. What better way to do this than 
to set expectations for professionals at every level and begin to 
involve them in growth strategies?

It is a mistake to only focus on technical training for a period of 
time before investing in soft skills training. While technical abil-
ity is a non-negotiable in most positions, communication skills 
are equally critical. First-year staff should be taught how to posi-
tion themselves internally as trusted advisors so they can begin 
setting themselves up for direct client contact. They should be 
focusing on building their brand and expertise from the begin-
ning. Waiting to invest in this level of employee is nonsense. 
Start earlier and never stop investing in your people.

Managers and senior managers should be ramping up their 
activities around building a network of centers of influence 
and referral sources. They should be attending client meetings, 
learning how to target firm prospects and understanding how 
to ask the right questions. They should be seeing results that 
will catapult them into partnership. 

New partners should have already built these activities into the 
rhythm of their days and weeks. Partners should not be off the 
hook when it comes to developing their skills. They should be 

consistently raising the bar in their rainmaking abilities. They 
should also be required to help develop younger professionals.

Firms that have been consistent in the development of rain-
makers at all levels are the ones who are growing faster, win-
ning the work and developing stars at every level in the firm. 

Firms that are committed to encouraging a growth culture 
are the ones that are the most attractive to work with and to 
work for. Growth leaders, marketing professionals, managing 
partners and firm leaders should be working together to make 
this a reality. A high growth firm respondent to the survey 
said it best: “Everyone in our firm is encouraged to be a part of 
growing the firm. It is not just the responsibility of the owners.” 
This could be your firm. Start now. 

Succession becomes much easier and more rewarding when 
everyone is working together to serve clients and bring in 
business.

About the Author
Angie Grissom serves as president of The Rainmaker Companies, a 
leading provider of alliance, consulting and training services exclu-
sively for the accounting profession. She is passionate about cur-
rent and future leadership in the accounting industry and pushes 
firm leaders to build firms that empower people and have strong 
future leaders and unmatched client service. She can be reached at 
angie@therainmakercompanies.com.
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What’s the secret to a long-lasting, sustain-
able firm? In the accounting world, creat-
ing a clear, structured and deliberate path 
for growth is a key ingredient to having a 
thriving workforce and an inherent succes-
sion plan. All too often, partners unilater-
ally manage their clients until retirement, 
leaving behind a scramble to train a 
replacement, or for smaller firms, to find a 

larger firm who will acquire the pieces. But what if there was a 
seamless handoff between positions? A thoughtful process for 
passing the torch to the next level of management and creat-
ing an entire pool of industry leaders ready to take the firm to 
the next level? 

Nurturing the future leaders of your firm requires commitment 
and hands-on effort. It needs to happen at every level and 
should leverage the help of multiple departments. Here are 
some ways your firm can build a culture for nurturing growth, 
sustainability, and success.  

Learning and Development

Whether or not your firm has a department dedicated to learn-
ing and development, it’s important to give your employees 
a clear career path and plan for personal growth. They should 
have concise expectations for their role, know exactly what is 
needed to move to the next level, and have access to resources 
along the way. Support mechanisms like continued learning 
opportunities, material for CPA exams, and access to mentors 
will provide support and encouragement as they grow. 

Encouraging staff to pursue a specialty or niche will help 
cultivate a highly skilled and passion-driven workforce. While 
younger associates may not have a specialty from the get-go, 
allowing them to explore fields and work on engagements that 
interest them will keep them engaged and wanting to learn. 
Creating personalized career paths according to those passions 
and strengths will not only maximize their quality of work, but 
also prove invaluable for staff retention firmwide. 

Marketing 

As marketers, we understand the importance of a strong firm 
brand. But what about the brand for each individual staff 
member? More often than not, a firm’s brand is representative 
of its leadership. For this reason, it’s critical for managers, senior 
managers, and partners to develop a personal brand both 
within the firm and in the industry. This is where learning and 
development and marketing start to cross paths. 

Once managers, and even advanced senior associates, estab-
lish their specialty and solidify their expertise, they are ready 
to be branded as industry leaders. This is your opportunity to 
make them shine. This is the time to seek speaking engage-
ments, find article placements in industry publications, and 
guide them toward networking events and sponsorships in 
the space. Help them create targeted LinkedIn pages to reflect 
their knowledge. Teach them the value of prospect research 
and building referral relationships. The goal is to brand them 
as leaders in the industry and make their names top of mind 
within that industry. 

Partners 

Partners have an irreplaceable role when it comes to nurturing 
future leaders. Learning and development and marketing can 
help develop and brand every employee, but it’s ultimately 
up to the partners to give them fruitful experiences. While not 
every partner makes the best mentor or nurturing teacher, 
every partner has the ability to start training the next genera-
tion of leaders immediately.

Accountants and their clients have a very strong bond, and a 
sudden change in leadership can rock the ship. Having your 
partners include younger staff on engagements early and con-
sistently solidifies client bonds with the team, rather than with 
a single partner. This helps establish familiarity and a foundation 
of trust between your next level of management and the client. 
As associates progress to manager, they will have the benefit of 
an established relationship with the client and will therefore be 
prepared to take over when the partner needs to start handing 
off engagements. Additionally, when the whole engagement 
team is included in client meetings and events, younger staff 
members get exposed to behavior and skills imperative for 
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This practice makes sense when a threat exists. But without 
evaluating that threat on a case-by-case basis, walking valued 
team members to the door has a strong downside. Consider 
the cases of Sasha and Ben - who will have the more positive 
perspective to share about the firm when asked by future 
recruits or clients?

Another category of off-boarders, those we might classify as 
“welcome departures,” were not specifically asked about for this 
article. In some ways, the exit of an employee who has fallen 
short of expectations, or is a bad fit, is easier to handle than 
when your top A-player drops his or her two-week notice the 
Friday before a holiday break. For tips on handling resignations 
of the employees you hoped to keep forever, read on.

Best practices for receiving employee         
resignations  
 
In the moment

1. Triage your emotions. You may feel betrayed, disap-
pointed or disapproving, and often all three. Identifying your 
feelings can help you manage them in the moment. This is one 
situation where it is hard to take a break, but you can fit in a few 
deep breaths as the conversation continues.

2. Listen. Find out the basics first: where are they going and 
when? Then, with your emotions in check, listen with an open 
mind to understand more about why they are leaving. Ask key 
questions to get a few layers deep, such as “What attracted 
you to this new position or company?” and “What are we not 
providing that is important to you?”

3. Assess

4   Your interest in “saving” the employee. While it often doesn’t 
work out, or at least not for long, there may be some cases 
when someone’s resignation is a request for something you 
can and want to honor. Use this tactic sparingly, but if you 
want to go there, quickly rally the appropriate team at your 
firm to discuss options.

4   Any potential threats to your business along with how 
much the individual may or may not contribute during 
their notice period and act accordingly. Reassess in a few 
days, as the situation may change. Take necessary steps to 
protect your firm. But keep in mind that walking employees 
out the door same-day can damage your brand and reduce 
other employees’ likelihood to plan for a notice period. Use 
this tactic sparingly too when a threat is truly present. 

4. Set expectations. Let your near-alumni know what’s 
acceptable and not acceptable during their notice period. After 
all, it’s likely this is the first time they’ve resigned from your 
company.  Include a discussion around contractual obligations, 
professional ethics and common courtesies. 

Of course, these steps are easier to take if you develop a plan 
of attack with fellow firm leaders. Anyone who may receive 
a resignation (managers and above) should be aware of the 
firm’s practices. Ideally they should be given training in how to 
handle the trickier and more sensitive parts of a resignation.

8

When good employees leave, relation-
ships change. CPA firms face the challenge 
of balancing a positive relationship with 
future alumni; protecting their intellectual 
property and confidential information; and 
processing the emotions that come with 
losing a trusted team member.

Consider these scenarios:

Feeling both excited and nervous, Sasha met with her man-
ager to give notice that she accepted a job at another CPA 
firm. Afterwards, she met with HR and was informed that she 
needed to turn in her computer and leave the office. Sasha 
didn’t see this coming and felt ashamed, embarrassed and 
confused. The situation felt a little bit like being fired, which was 
in sharp contrast to the praise she received from a client the 
day before.

On the same day, Ben, from a different firm, gave notice that 
he accepted a job at another CPA firm. After telling his partner, 
and having a heart-to-heart conversation about the types of 
experiences he was seeking that his current firm didn’t offer, 
Ben went back to his desk to finish his work for the day. As the 
next two weeks progressed, he transitioned his work to col-
leagues, transferred his knowledge on an internal project and 
celebrated at a lunch with his closest team members on his last 
day. 

Exit-branding practices - how you care for your employees 
when they initiate a departure - impact reputation, goodwill 
and recruitment, but are often overlooked. 

To explore this topic, I asked firms of varying sizes to share the 
actions they engage in when employees resign.

Specific exit-branding practices

Fourteen accounting firms responded with the actions they 
take:

4   86% conduct exit interviews

4   57% give verbal or written recognition of service from lead-
ership to the firm, department or team

4   25% or less give departure gifts, have alumni-focused 
emails or events, or invite alumni to firm events

The exit-interview data here is good news for our profession 
and the firms that take the time to conduct them. 

Recognition of service at 57% was lower than I anticipated. 
Being relatively “easy and free” this seems like an obvious place 
to bolster a firm’s exit experience for employees. Another 
opportunity exists in the least-practiced categories of gifts and 
inviting alumni to events. 

These practices, when used consistently, can set your firm up to 
shift future alumni from ordinary former employees to external 
brand ambassadors, assuming you’ve treated them well along 
the way, of course.

The subtler side of employee departures

The vast majority of respondents believe their firm treats 
departing employees well. Only 15% of respondents rated their 
firms as neutral or negative in this area. 

In contrast, 57% of respondents rated their firms as neutral 
or negative when asked if “firm leadership is well prepared to 
handle departure notifications from staff and respond in a posi-
tive way.”

The difference in these numbers highlights an opportunity 
to grow as a profession in how we handle resignations from 
employees who have a positive history at an organization. 

Leaving for the competition?

More specifically, I asked about differences in treatment of 
employees who leave for competitors versus industry or leav-
ing the profession. Here are some of the comments I received: 

“Employees who leave to work for a client are celebrated. We 
view it as a compliment when a client loves our team so much 
that they want to hire them.”

“Employees leaving to a competitor can at times be ignored.”

“Behind-the-back or closed-door comments are often made 
about an employee’s decision to leave for a competitor.”

Understandably, there are heightened emotions that show 
up when employees leave one CPA firm for another. Several 
respondents also shared that they ask employees leaving for 
a competitor to depart immediately, without working out any 
transition or honoring a notice period. 

Feature Article
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Step 3:  Creating a Systemic Approach and 
Accountability

When considering a more deliberate approach to creating rain, 
firms often choose between two distinct strategies. The first 
strategy should be to focus only on those you’d categorize as 
“High Potential” (the naturals and core-enhanced group) to 
enhance their performance. The thinking is that it may be a 
waste to bother with those who will never be mist-makers or 
rainmakers, and that definitely has some validity. This approach 
targets resources only toward the highest-potentials in your 
firm, so it still leaves a wide swath of your firm behind, which 
may only exacerbate your growth and succession problem in 
the coming years.  

The second approach teaches the concepts of marketing and 
business development to everyone in the firm, giving each 
person a role and responsibility. The benefit of the second 
approach is that you leave nobody behind and engrain 
rainmaking into the culture at every level. While some of 
your pupils may in fact be technically unable to participate in 
traditional rainmaking, everyone can play a role in delivering 
great client service worthy of referrals; knowing the services the 
firm offers and when they are needed; and building meaning-
ful relationships with clients that create longevity and client 
retention.

Of course the strategy chosen usually depends on the people 
in the firm. Every firm is different and that should play a role in 
the path you choose to follow. If your firm lacks a bench, has 
limited future partners in its ranks, and has an abundance of 
grinders, you may choose to focus on your small-sub set of “Hi-
Po’s”.  However, if your firm has an abundance of high potential 
leaders at the staff/senior/supervisor level, it might be best to 
go with the second strategy and take an all-inclusive approach.

Firms choosing to pursue the first strategy will usually create 
individual business development plans for each participant. 
These will include specific goals in several key areas of per-
sonal business development like client development, referral 
source development, personal brand building, and prospect 
development. This plan will include a revenue goal for generat-
ing cross-serving revenue and new clients.  These participants 
will also be required to attend a monthly pipeline meeting to 
discuss their results and explore opportunities.  They will usually 
receive specialized training and coaching, including deliberate 
programs to shadow rainmakers and “ride-along” opportuni-
ties. And they will be held accountable for results.  If any of 
these criteria seem to be excessive, you may simply wish to 
prune your list of participants. Ultimately, you’re trying to invest 
heavily in a small population of the firm who can drive more 
revenue.  If they can’t be held to these standards, they may not 
yet be ready.

For those firms choosing to pursue the second strategy, they 
will take a slightly less aggressive approach. It’s usually neces-
sary to avoid igniting fear and concern amongst your associ-
ates. The first thing the firm will do is outline roles and respon-
sibilities for everyone at every level. That’s right – even first year 
staff have marketing responsibilities.  As an example, the list 
may include getting to know all of the firm services and the 
go-to people for these services.  It may include a responsibility 
to complete a LinkedIn profile and connect with clients, former 
classmates, and family who are in the business world.  It may 
suggest that you bring some snacks to an audit client a few 
times a year. As one gains more experience within the firm, the 
responsibilities elevate. A first-year manager may be respon-
sible for bringing in four clients to the firm and cross-serving 
$10,000 worth of services. The point with this strategy is to 
develop your people from day one so they are ready to hit the 
ground running when they have the right maturity to contrib-
ute to business development and rain making.

In addition to roles and responsibilities, the firms will usually 
provide a level of marketing and business development train-
ing on a wide variety of topics including developing meaning-
ful relationships with clients, cross-serving, building a strong 
personal brand, finding great referral sources, and asking better 
questions in the sales process. The firm may also form a market-
ing club, which gets together to talk about their successes and 
struggles as they move down the path that includes more 
marketing and business development.  The list of tactics can 
vary significantly, and again, depends on the people within the 
firm and the speed at which the firm wants or needs to move.

In conclusion, someone will need to make rain for your firm as 
your rainmakers begin to retire. When Abacus and Axcel real-
ized they had a problem, they sprang into action and began 
developing their next generation of rainmakers.  This action 
solidified their succession plan for another generation of their 
firm.  The only question left to ask is, will you?

About the Authors
Art Kuesel is the President of Kuesel Consulting, Inc.  He helps 
accounting firms address their most pressing growth challenges 
through sales, marketing, and practice growth strategies that 
drive revenue and results.  He was recently named one of the top 
100 Most Influential People in Public Accounting by Accounting 
Today.  Contact Art at art@kueselconsulting.com  

Bill Penczak is a Managing Director of Briggs & Veselka, an 
Accounting Today Top Firms to Watch firm based in Houston.  
He has held senior sales and marketing positions in Big Four, 
regional, and local firms, both globally and nationally.  He likes 
to remind his partners that he too, was chargeable for the first 20 
years of his career. Contact Bill at bpenczak@bvccpa.com  

Abacus & Axcel had a problem (fake name, 
real story). In their inaugural talent man-
agement assessment, the data around 
the principal and senior manager groups 
in audit and tax was troubling – while 
the groups scored high in technical and 
people skills, they were far below accept-
able for practice development skills. “This 
will cause a world of hurt for the firm’s 
ability to continue to grow in five to seven 
years, especially given the average age 
of our current partner group,” the head of 
talent management shared with one of 
the authors. “We’re great when it comes to 
client service, but unless we change some 
things drastically we’ll run out of clients to 
serve,” he added, with a wry smile. 

This conundrum common in firms of all sizes, but particularly 
with local firms who rely on a few (or even just one) rainmaker. 
The promotion track for individuals during the formative years 
(below senior manager) is based on technical skills, billable 
hours, and realization. At the upper levels below senior man-
ager, it’s based on client service and intrapersonal skills. But 
the origination metric for most firms usually doesn’t become 
significant until the senior manager or principal/partner level. 
By then it could be too late for some firms and undeniably 
leave them with limited succession choices. 

Step 1: Recognizing that Not 
Everyone is Created Equally  

The skills for being a rainmaker or even a mist-
maker don’t come naturally to most individuals 
in business and, it could be argued, even less 
so in public accounting as the chart (right) 
depicts.

Having a market-facing mindset is natural for 
only a small subset of CPAs. In the firm above, 
for example, more than 60% of the new origi-
nation in the audit group came from only four 
of the 17 audit partners. But practice develop-
ment skills can be taught to those who are 
willing and even only partially able.

Step 2:  Assessment by Natural Selection

The observant managing partner, department head, HR, or 
marketing professional should already know from experience 
and observation which professionals fall into the groups rep-
resented on the aforementioned chart. We’re also seeing more 
firms, especially smaller ones, take a whole firm approach when 
it comes to teaching practice development skills because they 
realize that the process must start earlier in a professional’s 
career because it takes a few years to become adept, and 
because smaller firms have fewer partners and principals who 
are natural rainmakers.

The KPIs and curriculum will vary by level, as shown in the 
next section, but a one-firm approach fosters greater gravity 
and momentum around sustained, long-term growth. The 
exception might be the Recalcitrant/Unable group. Changing 
the stripes of those who are chronically “too busy” to market 
the firm is a fool’s task. Firms intent on building a successful 
succession plan are more likely to utilize a “big tent” approach 
– orchestrating different professionals with disparate skills, and 
being okay with the fact that every professional is not created 
equally.    

Feature Article
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According to a national study of CPA firm 
statistics compiled by The Growth Partner-
ship and published in the 2016 Rosenberg 
MAP Survey, the shortage of qualified staff 
and challenges of retaining, developing 
and mentoring staff are the top issues 
keeping managing partners up at night. 
And rightfully so. On average, the staff 
turnover ratio at the accounting firms that 

participated in the survey was 20.5 percent in 2015, up from 
17.7 percent in 2014. While employees leave firms for many rea-
sons, there is a growing concern that the industry’s outdated 
operational model of is a major contributor.

The Impact of Employee Engagement on 
Staff Turnover

Gallup Inc. found in its 2017 State of the American Work-
place study that 51 percent of employees in America are not 
engaged in their jobs and 16 percent are actively disengaged. 
Gallup estimates that actively disengaged employees cost the 
U.S. $483 billion to $605 billion each year in lost productivity. 

Only one-in-five of the participants in Gallup’s study said their 
performance is managed in a way that motivates them to 
do outstanding work. Forty-seven percent believe that now 
is a good time to find a new job, and 51 percent are actively 
searching for a new job or watching for openings. 

When asked about the importance of certain attributes when 
considering whether to take a job with a different organization, 
Gallup discovered that employees place the greatest emphasis 
on a role and organization that offered:

1. The ability to do what they do best,

2. Greater work-life balance and better personal well-being,

3. Greater stability and job security,

4. A significant increase in income, and

5. The opportunity to work for a company with a great brand 
or reputation. 

Because employees are willing to look and keep looking for 
a company that has a mission and culture that reflects and 
reinforces their values, Gallup’s chairman and CEO, Jim Clifton 
recommends that organizations:

4   Commit to transforming from the old command-and-con-
trol model to one of high development, 

4   Switch from an “employee satisfaction culture” to a “coach-
ing culture,”

4   Change from a culture of “paycheck” to a culture of 
“purpose,”

4   Transform leadership, and

4   Build a strengths-based workplace.

Why Happiness is Good for Business

Jenn Lim, CEO and co-founder of Delivering Happiness, Inc. 
believes that happiness is key to success in business. Twenty 
years of research on the effects of happiness at work supports 
her viewpoint. Various studies show how happiness is tied to:

4  300 percent more innovation (HBR)

4  44 percent higher retention (Gallup)

4  37 percent increase in sales (Martin Sellgman)

4   31 percent increase in productivity (Greenberg and 
Arawaka)

4  125 percent less burnout (HBR)

4  66 percent less sick leaves (Forbes)

4  51 percent less turnover (Gallup)

Jim Stengel, former CMO of Procter & Gamble and author of 
Grow: How Ideals Power Growth and Profit at the World’s Great-
est Companies also supports Lim’s position. He discovered 
in a 10-year growth study involving 50,000 brands that the 
world’s 50 best businesses have a cause-and-effect relationship 
between financial performance and their ability to connect 
with fundamental human emotions, hopes, values and greater 
purposes. According to Stengel, “Companies who center their 
business on a culture of improving people’s lives had a growth 
rate triple that of competitors.” Another study he conducted 
with Millward Brown found that companies with a higher pur-
pose outperform others by 400% in shareholder returns. 

How to Deliver Happiness in Your Workplace

In the book that Lim co-authored with Tony Hsieh entitled 
Delivering Happiness, she outlines how to create a sustainable, 
purpose-driven culture using happiness as a business model. 
Instead of concentrating on profits, Lim suggests focusing 
on the principle of “Me-We-Community.” “Me” brings a sense 
of wholeness, freedom, and accountability to the individual. 
“We” builds a team that works together in alignment with each 
other and the organization’s goals. “Community” focuses on a 
company’s ecosystem and creating experiences to WOW stake-
holders (clients, contacts, suppliers, and the community). Doing 
this requires leaders to commit to creating a culture based 
on delivering happiness, developing meaningful core values, 
being transparent with employees, building the right relation-
ships and team, and being purposeful. The goal is for each 
individual to connect with the team which in turn will connect 
with the community as a whole. 

Lim has been working with a regional accounting firm based in 
New Jersey for two and a half years on developing a happiness-
based culture. The firm made numerous changes to its busi-
ness model which is now more focused on self-management 
and accountability instead of command-and-control. Addition-
ally, the firm’s new core business values are meaningful to its 
employees. Management removed as much unhappiness from 
the office as possible, including firing clients that caused its 
staff to be unhappy. The firm is now growing at a rate of two 
times net income year-over-year.

Happiness drives success in an organization. When team 
members feel that their contribution to the firm is meaning-
ful, they have a purpose to come to work. A happiness-based 
culture will make your team excited about coming to work on 
Monday instead of leaving the office of Friday. Lim offers free 
resources to get you started on building a happiness-based 
culture including a survey to gauge how happy your team is at 
work, an e-book on building a happy culture and her keynote 
speech on the subject. Visit http://info.deliveringhappiness.
com/jenn-lim-post-se-resources. 

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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success and leadership. They learn confidence, they feel valu-
able, and they get to see how partners build and sustain client 
relationships.

Partners also tend to be big players in the community, whether 
it be as a board member of a non-profit, an activist in local poli-
tics, or an all-around socialite. It’s important for developing staff 
to grow that same reputation and presence in the community. 
Partners can take advantage of opportunities to bring rising 
stars with them to fundraisers or events and introduce them to 
other influencers in the community. These situations give part-
ners the perfect setting to recommend their protégés for board 
positions and to encourage them to show leadership and build 
a network outside the firm. This  active, in-the-community style 
of nurturing will help develop leaders you want to represent 
the firm in the future. 

As the word implies, “nurturing” requires time and effort. It 
means igniting passions and instilling the values that you want 
to see carry your firm into the future. With diligence and care, 
it’s a reward well worth the effort. 

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. 

Nurturing Leaders from page 7

Eileen Monesson, PRCounts, llc
Trends & 
Insights

Happiness as a Business Model
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Handling Resignations from page 9

Art Kuesel
President, Kuesel Consulting, Inc.
“Building the bench of future partners. This 
includes several steps; the first being identify-
ing them and pointing them out to leader-
ship. You have an elevated sense for who is 
good at marketing and business develop-
ment, and with this elevated sense comes 
elevated responsibility. The second phase of 
this includes getting them involved in the 

marketing of the firm. Making sure they have a strong marketing 
mentor who can expose them to a higher level of personal mar-
keting. Finally, help them create a personal marketing or business 
development plan and coach them on their performance.”

Allan Koltin 
CEO, Koltin Consulting Group, Inc.
“Help with the talent piece of the equation. 
The best insurance policy for having a suc-
cessful succession plan is to win the “war on 
talent.” More specifically this means helping 
the firm to gain visibility to the best talent in 
the marketplace to ensure that the growing 
needs for future leaders in management, 

rainmaking, client relationships and technical skills are achieved. 
Similar to other industry teams, package the great things about 
the firm and having a market-facing strategy that is proactive and 
goes after top talent. In many firms this is often done through HR 
and external search firms, excluding marketing from the strategy, 
packaging and execution of the plan.”

Bill Reeb, CPA, CITP, CGMA 
CEO, Succession Institute
“Succession is about creating a seamless 
transition from one leader, or generation 
of leaders, to the next.  While this sounds sim-
ple, it is usually more difficult than it might 
appear. As leadership is transitioned, the first 
job an organization may have to consider 
is to reset the roles and responsibilities that 

the current leader is filling back to its original factory settings in 
order to allow the new leader a better chance of success. And an 

even better alternative is to build the systems, infrastructure and 
methodologies that ensure those roles and responsibilities never 
change in the first place.”

Jim Boomer
CEO, Boomer Consulting, Inc. 
“Accounting marketers play a crucial role 
in developing, unifying and clarifying the 
firm’s messaging. This helps not only in the 
retention and attraction of clients, but also 
current and future staff. When staff clearly 
understand the purpose of the firm and 
where they fit in, they are more likely to stay 
and develop into future leaders of the firm. 

Additionally, rising leaders are attracted to firms that have a clearly 
articulated vision and strategy. This signals a focus on growth and 
innovation, which are expected by today’s top young talent.”

Jennifer Wilson 
Partner and Co-Founder, 
ConvergenceCoaching, LLC
“As partners retire, key rainmakers are leaving 
the firm. Today’s marketing professionals 
will play a role in helping develop the next 
generation of rainmakers. Marketers must 
also steer the firm’s communications strategy 
regarding partner transition and highlight 
the next generation of leaders to ensure posi-

tive reception internally and in the marketplace. Managing client 
transition is another critical part of succession and the marketing 
professional can help facilitate this. Succession and transition are 
happening in the client community, so marketers can help the 
firm capitalize on the market demand for succession planning, 
estate and trust, business valuation and other services that this 
transition drives. ”

Want to hear more from these five industry experts? Visit our 
blog for more in-depth discussion on this topic:

www.cpagrowthtrends.com/accounting-marketers- 
role-succession-planning/

During the notice period

1. Develop a transition plan. Work with your near-alumni to 
determine what information they have that your team needs, 
who will be taking over client and project work, how clients 
will be notified, and what needs to happen before their notice 
period ends. Like all good plans, the more specific you can 
be on who and when, the more likely the transition will be a 
success.

2. Manage your remaining team. Many of them may also 
be in a swirl of emotions wondering if the team is going to 
make it through, how they will pick up the slack, even whether 
they want to stay at the firm now that their team dynamic has 
changed. Take the time to care for your team and support them 
through the full transition.  

3. Conduct an exit interview. When their job is no longer at 
stake, employees often feel free to air their grievances, which 
can help you in addressing the issue internally, as well as mak-
ing amends before they walk out the door. You can learn about 
what they really liked about your firm, what kept them going 
and who the best managers and leaders are. Pro-tip: make sure 
you share the exit interview results with those who “need-to-
know” to implement any positive changes.

4. Celebrate their contributions.  Recognize the positive 
impact your employee made to the team, department and 
firm. There are many ways to show your appreciation: coffee 
and donuts, a nice lunch, a team or firm-wide message, drinks 
at a bar, or a gift. Choose one or more that fit the occasion and 
make sure they occur before the employee’s last day. These 
gestures cost little and make a big difference in your newly-
minted-alumni’s perspective on their alma mater.

Alumni-status

1. Keep in touch. Based on my research, less than one quarter 
of accounting firms invite alumni to firm events or have any 
alumni-focused communications. This is one easy way to keep 
your alumni top of mind, and have them remember you. In 
addition to being a source for future business, alumni have 
something to say about your firm when asked by other com-
munity members. Reminding them of the great work your firm 
does, and the incredible people that work there, will encourage 
a positive response.

2. Recruit. When a departing employee was one of your best 
and you’d re-hire them in a heartbeat, stay extra close. Give 
them a year to see how green the grass is on the other side, 
then let them know about the opportunity you’ve been think-
ing would be a perfect fit for them. Boomerang employees 
have many advantages, including familiarity with your culture 
and the ability to hit the ground running based on their institu-
tional knowledge.

Reputation, goodwill and brand

Accounting firm brands are inherently linked to the reputation 
the firm has as an employer, since employees are on the front 
lines of service delivery. 

It’s easy to get wrapped up in the chaos and struggle of 
employee departures, whether they happen infrequently or 
more often than you’d like. Keeping your focus on handling 
resignations in line with your personal and firm values brings 
outcomes like positive relationships, goodwill, and a quality 
reputation within reach. 

An article in Inc. Magazine titled “How to React when Employ-
ees Resign” shared a great quote: “making your goodbyes as 
warm as your welcomes will only strengthen your employees’ 
perception of you as a great leader.”

Planning for resignations

Much like the disaster-preparedness plans and drills you do 
for IT and natural disasters, planning for the “disaster” of a good 
employee departing gives you and your team members the 
skills you need to address these situations. 

Consider preparing your firm leadership to handle departure 
notifications from staff and respond in a positive way by devel-
oping the guidelines and skills necessary to navigate the next 
departure. 

Handling resignations with only grace strengthens your brand 
and positions your firm as one that defines professionalism. 

About the Author
Kristen Rampe, CPA, is the owner of Kristen Rampe Consulting, 
which provides leadership development, coaching and training 
to forward-thinking accounting professionals and their firms. 
She helps CPAs connect, communicate and prosper with their 
clients and teams. Her blog, ‘Accounting Made Awesome,’ fea-
tures her deep industry knowledge peppered with astute industry 
satire.

Before founding her company in 2011, Kristen worked in public 
practice for ten years. She was named a Woman to Watch by the 
California Society of CPAs in 2011 and one of the “40 Under 40” 
by the CPA Practice Advisor in 2015. In her non-work time, Kristen 
can be found adventuring outdoors with her twin sons, cooking, 
or taking improv comedy classes. She’d love to hear from you: 
kristen@kristenrampe.com.

Take 5
How can accounting marketers best contribute to 
their firm’s succession plan?



16 Growth Strategies  Vol 7 • Issue 2 accountingmarketing.org 17

For the last seven years, my heart belonged 
to Hootsuite. Whether I was scheduling 
our firm’s content, engaging with clients or 
monitoring conversations, I looked to their 
dashboard to provide me with everything 
I needed to effectively manage our firm’s 
social brand. 

The reason behind my preference, of 
course, was solely rooted in research (or not … after seven 
years, I was bound to become a little biased). I would identify 
a new social media management platform, research it and 
inquire about the experiences of other customers. Unim-
pressed, I would return to the platform I knew and trusted. That 
is, until last year. 

On Point

For several years, we have turned to Thomson Reuters Check-
point® Marketing for Firms for help managing the distribution 
of our firm’s newsletters. So when they asked us to take a look 
at their social media manager, we were happy to oblige. We did 
not expect our experience to result in an awakening.

What Got Our Attention

4  Unlimited LinkedIn Profiles

This was actually one of the features that attracted us to the 
program in the first place. While multiple-profile management 
is a pretty standard feature, often there is a cap to the number 
of profiles that can be managed in the platform. Like most of 
you, we have a lot of thought leaders on our team; and, also 
like you, we have trouble getting them all to post updates and 
share content regularly. With this new social media manage-
ment tool, we are now able to manage 40-plus principal 
profiles from a single dashboard. 

4  Enhanced Monitoring Capability

The ability to monitor conversations about your company is 
critical, which is why we were ecstatic to discover that this 
tool gave us the capability to monitor conversations on social 
media and across the web. We aren’t only using this feature to 
find out what people are saying about our firm; we are now 
listening for what is being said about our clients and prospects. 
You can use this information to help celebrate others’ achieve-
ments. We’ve found it to be a great way to facilitate even 
stronger relationships.

4  Easy Content Dissemination

A lot of research goes into putting together our content 
calendar at the beginning of the year, which means that we 
have a general idea of what types of content will be trending 
higher during a given month. With Checkpoint’s social media 
manager, we can use our research to preschedule content that 
is sure to help get users to our site. Of course, we are still check-
ing and sharing content every day, but this tool allows us to get 
more meaningful content to our followers in advance, which 
allows me to spend less time on social media and more time 
on my other responsibilities.

4  One-Stop Analytics

I am a creature of habit (see my Hootsuite example above), so 
when it came time to pull social media stats every month, I was 

pretty comfortable pulling the data from each social network 
site individually. While there are times when this step is still 
necessary, I now have the ability to build custom reports for 
our various brands across a range of networks. Now, if I want 
a snapshot of our monthly progress, I don’t have to do a lot of 
digging. It’s made my life a lot easier and has helped improve 
our online presence. 

Accounting Today has named Checkpoint Social Media Solu-
tions a Top New Product in 2017, and for good reason. It’s 
become our one-stop shop for managing our firm’s social 
media presence in a way that streamlines workflow and opti-
mizes engagement. 

Wondering if this is the right solution for your firm? Contact me 
to learn more about our experience.  

About the Author
Rebecca is a member of the practice growth team at Rea & Asso-
ciates, Inc., where she works with a lot of data, provides analyti-
cal support to help guide the firm’s overall marketing strategy 
and manages the firm’s social media strategy. She is currently 
the Member Growth chair for the Association for Accounting 
Marketing. She can be reached at rebecca.weiand@reacpa.com 
or 330.308.6808.

Tips for Sharing the Love 

4   Set up keywords to monitor your firm 
name, your clients and your prospects. Any 
time those keywords are mentioned, you 
can either set up email alerts or view them 
on your dashboard.

4   Don’t forget to set up searches with just 
your firm’s name. People may not tag you 
properly or at all on social media, so you 
don’t want to miss the conversation.

4   The scheduler function is a huge time 
saver and the calendar gives you a snap-
shot of the content you will be sharing 
during the month. Avoid sharing irrelevant 
or inaccurate information by periodically 
checking on the content you’ve scheduled 
and making needed alterations.

4   It is easy to get lost in the analytics. When 
setting up reports, decide what data is 
important to your firm. I focus on:

  - Impressions 
  - Engagement (clicks, links, retweets, etc.) 
  - Stats by day and time of day 
  - Top performing posts

Rebecca Weiand, Rea & Associates, Inc.
Technology 
Spotlight

Checkmate with Checkpoint® Social Media 
Solutions
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How can I be sure I’m the first  
to inform clients about significant 
legislative and regulation changes?

Checkpoint® Marketing for Firms
Emerging Tax and Regulation Alerts
Part of Social Media Solutions

Keeping up with the latest tax and regulatory changes can be both challenging and time consuming, 
but it’s important for your firm to be recognized as an authority in the evolving tax landscape. 

Stay up to date with Emerging Tax and Regulation Alerts from Thomson Reuters Checkpoint 
Marketing for Firms. These full-length articles cover proposed and newly passed legislation in 
multiple formats for quick and easy publishing on social media and your website. 

Learn more at tax.tr.com/emergingtaxalerts

What book are you currently reading? 
I read often but rarely work-related books. One of the most 
fascinating sales and marketing books I’ve read is Why We 
Buy – The Science of Shopping by Paco Underhill. It outlines 
research into shopping behavior which helped retailers design 
stores based on purchasing patterns. I’d be curious to see this 
research updated for the online shopping experience.

Who do you most admire and why? 
Professionally, I admire my peers (i.e., Bonnie Buol Ruszczyk, 
Sara Johnson Dobek, Katie Tolin, Jessica Levin, Raissa Evans 
and others) who risked leaving in-house marketing roles to 
start consulting businesses. I appreciate their dedication to the 
accounting marketing industry and their desire to help firms 
grow.

Favorite place to travel? 
I have been fortunate to visit many parts of the world (Africa, 
Australia, New Zealand, Europe, the Caribbean and North 
America). Wherever I am at any given moment is my favorite! 

What qualities do you think make a good 
leader? 
I’m most proud of my genuine care and concern for others. I 
am a people person, a connector, and I get great joy from help-
ing others solve problems, personally and professionally.

If you could change one thing about your-
self what would it be? 
I have a lot of energy and am easily excitable. It is often difficult 
for me to contain myself and I can’t hide my emotions. My 
former Managing Partner advised me to act more like a duck, 
gliding smoothly on the water but with legs moving furiously 
under the surface where they can’t be seen. 

What character trait do you most value in 
your friends? 
I have many friends and all are vastly different. I see value in 
uniqueness – strengths and weaknesses.  I’m fascinated by 
what shapes people and makes them tick. But most value 
openness. I’m an open book. I genuinely love those around me 
and want others to trust this and connect with me on a deeper 
level.

What do you do with your down time or how 
do you relax? 
Relax? I don’t sit still. From sun-up to sun-down, I’m on the 
move. I even work from a standing desk! My favorite thing is 
watching my 16-year old son play baseball. He plays competi-
tively year-round so the baseball fields are where you’ll usually 
find me!

What trends do you see shaping the future? 
Big data is going to drastically change the world. Those who 
understand how to access and interpret this information are 
going to be very powerful. IBM’s Watson is an example – a big, 
scary, exciting unknown.

With the increase in technology, how do we 
not lose the human touch? 
I believe technology has helped me maintain closer relation-
ships with friends, family, coworkers and peers. The ability to 
stay current with others via social media has enriched my life 
and helped me reconnect and build my network.

What is the best piece of advice you have 
ever received? 
Early in my career I was taught to make myself indispensable. 
To this day, I work hard to make sure those I serve have a stellar 
experience with every interaction. Also, an old boss once told 
me I had all the tools I needed to do whatever I wanted and 
not to let fear stop me from trying. Because of him, I stretched 
into jobs and roles that I wasn’t sure I was qualified to perform.

What is one piece of advice you’d like to 
share with our readers? 
I’ve been a member of AAM for 15 years and I’ve served the 
organization in a volunteer capacity for 14.5 of those years! 
Volunteer. It will fulfill you, it will connect you, it will help you 
develop much deeper relationships with your peers and it will 
help advance your career and the profession.

About Laura Snyder
Laura Snyder is President of the Association for Accounting Market-
ing and Senior Manager for Crowe Horwath LLLP where she over-
sees marketing and business development for the firm’s financial 
services audit practice.

Q&A with Laura Snyder
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