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From the Editor
When I began my public accounting
marketing career in the post-Enron environment 15 years ago, the word “innovative” was never to be uttered alongside
“accounting.” The notion that any sort of
creativity was involved in our business
could imply the possibility of compromised integrity. While the perception of
public accounting has recovered and
evolved over the years, many accounting
professionals still comfortably inhabit this mindset of strict
boundaries and limitations.
However, most of us now reside in an economy that demands
innovation, creativity and disruption. The business of public
accounting is hard-pressed not only to evolve, but to flip the
entire model on its ear. As marketers, we are positioned to
play a key role in the evolution of our firms by facilitating new
relationships and identifying new strategies to embrace. In this
issue we explore:
• A few examples of firms differentiating their areas of specialty
through strategic partnerships with other businesses.
• A breakdown of Mark Koziel’s AAM webinar for marketers
diving into the opportunity to help firms adapt and shift.
• Three technology trends used to support new strategies for
delivering innovative services and experiences.
• A CMO roundtable conversation zeroing in on the
most impactful areas you can focus on with the goal
of differentiation.
As Ed Kless shares with us in his Q&A, asking, “Can you tell me
some of the things folks are doing to differentiate them so I
can do them, too?” is not exactly the key to distinctiveness.
However, the experiences and ideas within these pages should
help shake up your viewpoint and reveal new areas where your
firm can rise to the top.
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Feature Article

Firms Deepen Industry
Specialization Through
Innovative Strategic Partnerships
Becca Robson, Ink Craft Content Creations and Laura Sparks, Creative Sparks, LLC
Industry specialization has become one of
the most powerful ways to differentiate an
accounting firm. As firms look to solidify
their reputations as industry experts, many
strike up strategic relationships with other
businesses that target the same industry.
From co-marketing initiatives to formal
joint venture agreements complete with
revenue splitting, partnering with businesses outside the firm’s wheelhouse can
unlock new pools of revenue.
At K•Coe Isom, ranked No. 69 on the 2018
Accounting Today Top 100 list, more than
two-thirds of clients are in the food and
agriculture industry. This laser focus makes
the firm an attractive strategic partner for
other businesses that serve farmers and ag producers.
“Our commitment to being industry experts helps us bring real
experiences to our relationships,” says Jennifer Hertzig, brand
leader. “We are entrenched in this market—from who we hire
to who we partner with and how we work with clients. Many
of our employees grew up on or around farms, and our hiring
process is changing to capture more agribusiness students.”
The firm’s overarching objective for its strategic partnerships
is to provide cutting-edge solutions to K•Coe clients and the
wider agribusiness industry. The firm has entered two recent
agreements to provide its clients access to sources of rich
data they need to improve financial management and farm
operations.
In June, K•Coe announced a strategic partnership with global
farm technology provider Agworld to provide a farm data management system enhanced by K•Coe’s expertise in farm finance
and operations. Last year, K•Coe announced a strategic marketing agreement with the Google-funded Farmer’s Business Network (FBN). K•Coe becomes the network’s exclusive accounting
and financial consulting resource, and the accounting firm’s
clients benefit from access to FBN’s rich digital platform for
agronomic data.

“We have similar clients and complementary services, and by
aligning with each other we can reach in deeper to help our
clients with their profit margins,” Hertzig says. “We have introduced the FBN and have found opportunities for our clients to
use their platform to make better buying decisions.”
In yet another unique partnership, K•Coe Wealth Management
entered into a joint venture with the investment advisory affiliate of an Ohio-based Top 100 accounting firm. K•Coe will retain
majority ownership of the joint venture, which has combined
assets under management (AUM) of more than $3 billion. The
partnership allows K•Coe to offer a more robust service offering
and infrastructure to their clients, while giving HBKS the opportunity to expand into new markets.
Jones & Roth, one of the largest CPA and business advisory
firms in Oregon, actively seeks out strategic marketing partners
that specialize in one of the firm’s target industry niches.
“We have found that initiating marketing activities with other
professional service firms that specialize in the same industry
practice niche provides leverage and scale,” says Robert Adrian,
director of strategic marketing. These partnerships offer both
businesses exposure to an expanded professional network.
The marketing activities are focused on industry education
and thought leadership. For example, Jones & Roth launched a
healthcare webcast series targeting physician-owned healthcare practices. To leverage expenses and increase return on
investment, the firm sold sponsorships to other service providers in the healthcare industry, including a bank, a law firm and
an insurance brokerage firm. The web series continues to more
than 500 attendees per year and has resulted in rapidly growing healthcare practices for both Jones & Roth and the participating marketing partners.

Making the Partnership Work

Developing a strong vision and clearly documented plan for
the partnership is incredibly important for maintaining expectations and responsibilities. Think about your goals, what your
firm can offer your strategic partner and the benefits you
expect to receive in return.
continued on page 10
accountingmarketing.org
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Trends &
Insights

Eileen Monesson, PRCounts, llc

The Surprising Findings of the 2018 Career and
Compensation Survey
I started my career in accounting marketing
in 1999. Although I expected to be welcomed as a member of the management
team at my firm, in reality I was no more
than a glorified administrative assistant
with the marketing director title. Despite
being considered a “manager,” I did not
command the same level of respect as the
CPAs who were also managers.
It didn’t take long to discover I was not alone; other marketing
directors were treated the same way. Meeting marketers from
different firms at my first AAM Summit opened my eyes to the
fact that most were also spending their time performing tactical vs. strategic tasks. I remember telling my managing partner
at the time that the firm was not realizing the true value I could
contribute to the success of the firm. He responded with a
smile.

The survey findings support what Caragher has observed.
Forty-six percent of the respondents strongly agree that
they are optimistic about what the next year has in store
for them at their firm. Furthermore, the top five activities
performed by marketer directors are:
1. Brand/positioning strategy
2. PR

A lot has changed since 1999. I was happy to learn that, based
on the results of the CPA Trendlines-Capstone MarketingAAM Career and Compensation Survey, accounting marketers
finally have a seat at the table. Of course, many marketers and
business developers have achieved great success at their firms
by being named partner, principal or chief marketing officer
and earning generous salaries long before the findings of this
year’s survey were released. What is refreshing is that it’s now
the norm instead of the exception for marketers and business
developers to be recognized as strategic partners in their firm’s
success.

3. Measuring client satisfaction

I had the pleasure of interviewing Jean Marie Caragher, founder
of Capstone Marketing and an inaugural AAM Hall of Fame
inductee, for this article. Caragher was instrumental in conducting this year’s Career and Compensation Survey. She shared
valuable insight on the strategic roles accounting marketers
and business developers are now expected to play at the firm.

1. Networking

“I noticed a shift over the past five years,” explains Caragher.
“Marketers and business developers are no longer talking
about how they are not being given the opportunity to make
6

their best and highest contribution to the firm at the AAM
Summit. Instead, they are energized and discussing the strategic initiatives they have implemented, and the return realized
on the firm’s investment in marketing. Even more important is
the fact that many marketers are being asked for their opinion
BEFORE the strategic direction of their firm is finalized instead
of being told this is what we want to do – make it happen.”
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4. Advertising (print)
5. Marketing materials
Administrative tasks are no longer included on the list of
main functions performed by marketing directors.
Marketers who have been named partner and/or CMO are
involved in:

2. Meeting prospects
3. Presenting the firm’s value to prospects
4. Calling prospects
5. Measuring client satisfaction

www.accountingmarketing.org/publications/
surveys/2018careercompensationsurvey

I remember a time when CPA partners were the only ones
trusted to communicate with and develop a relationship with
prospects. We clearly have come a long way.
Even so, many accounting marketers and business developers
still feel they are not paid fairly compared to professionals that
do similar work at other companies. Most feel overwhelmed by
the amount of work they are asked to do. Yet, fewer marketers
and business developers work more than 40 hours per week
(41 percent in 2018 compared to 64 percent in 2017).
Although 24 percent of the survey participants claim they will
consider looking for another job within the next 18 months
and many will leave the accounting industry, most respondents
reported having a longer tenure at their firms. Moving on to
another job seems to be the trend nowadays. Gallup found in
its 2017 State of the American Workplace study that 51 percent of
respondents said they are looking for a new position.

data on marketing/business development budgets and various
other important metrics that you can use as benchmarks. Most
importantly, the full report provides insight on career opportunities for marketing and business development professionals.
AAM members can purchase the full report for $150 and nonmembers for $300 (https://www.accountingmarketing.org/
publications/cpa-marketing-compensation).

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.

A complimentary copy of the Executive Summary highlighting the key findings of the Career and Compensation Survey is
available on AAM’s website (www.accountingmarketing.org).
Although the Executive Summary will provide you with valuable information on the research findings, the full report will
give you the data needed to make strategic decisions on your
firm’s marketing program. Included is detailed information on
compensation, benefits and responsibilities by level, as well as
accountingmarketing.org
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Feature Article

AICPA’s Mark Koziel Sees
Opportunity Amid the
Disruption
Christina Camara, INSIDE Public Accounting
Consider starting an accounting practice
from scratch. Would you use the same business model in place today? Maybe not.
So suggests Mark Koziel, the AICPA’s
vice president of firm services, in a recent,
wide-ranging AAM High webinar titled,
“State of the Profession and Disrupters for
the Future.” In fact, he says if firm leaders could do only one thing to become
more future-ready, it would be to re-examine the traditional,
pyramid-shaped business model in place at most firms – with
many workers bearing the weight of day-to-day tasks at the
bottom while the few at the top hold the
power and expertise.
Koziel says firm leaders should be asking themselves, “How do we have to be
organized to be able to serve our clients
better?” The AICPA predicts the model will
change. Automation and outsourcing will
eliminate more routine tasks, and while the
strong base will still be there, the greatest
concentration of expertise will be among
the managers in the middle with fewer
partners at the top.
Accounting firm marketers, Koziel says,
can play a key role in helping their firms
navigate disruption and adapt services in a
rapidly changing business environment.

Shift in Client Accounting
Services an Example of Future
Direction

The new business model is being used successfully in
revamped client accounting services practices. Koziel says firms
are now taking on business intelligence, budgeting, forecasting, developing key performance indicators (KPIs) and other
CFO-level financial advisory services, but firms stuck in tradition
are still focusing on bookkeeping, payroll, QuickBooks support
and other tasks.

8
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“That’s not where client accounting is today and that’s not
where client accounting is headed. That is the 30-year-old
version of what client accounting services is.” Technology today
can help of all sizes, from top 10 to sole practitioners, through
tools like Expensify, Intacct, Xero, Bill.com and the like, “to be all
things to that client.”
Koziel is bullish on the future of client accounting services, saying that the last AICPA management survey of 3,000 firms of all
sizes revealed that 56% of revenues come from this area. Additionally, the majority of new small firms offer client accounting
as their core service.
He suggested firm leaders examine the business model in
place in each department and consider
changes by studying the CGMA Business
Model framework as a starting point.
“Throw your old business model out.
Forget how we were doing it before. If
we were to start our business today, what
business model would we need to make
this happen?”

Millennial Demographic Shift
One Factor Driving Disruption

Koziel outlined numerous external forces
that are forcing all professions to adapt.
While emerging technologies are one
huge factor driving change, others include
geopolitical instability, regulatory complexity, worldwide financial challenges and
workforce changes.
On demographic shifts, Koziel says firm
leaders seem to believe boomers are in the majority at their
firms, doing the work of running it and driving it forward.
However, millennials are fast approaching the majority of firm
employees, if they’re not there already. In fact, of AICPA firm
members, more than 30% are millennials who will overtake the
boomers in the next two years. Those same changes are happening on the client side, Koziel says.

Clients want real-time information and they want it to be
forward-looking, Koziel says, so accountants must adjust their
mindsets and timelines. Tax accountants, for example, sometimes put off answering client questions about next year during busy season, when they’re preparing the tax return for the
previous year.
“How do we create services differently today than how we
would have done it 10 years ago? Ten years ago, we would’ve
said, ‘OK, client, we will talk about your last year’s tax return
between the blocks of February and April, and then, client,
we will talk to you in October and November if we have to do
any planning for the following year.’ That cycle doesn’t work
anymore.”
Wealth managers are taking advantage of this weakness and
attempting to steal tax clients. “Brokerage houses were more
than happy to have those conversations.” Koziel notes, “They’re
almost giving the tax return away so that they can have the
deeper discussion and cut us out
of the system.”

Emerging
Technologies Promise
to Upend Services
Koziel says that by 2020, 50 billion devices will be connected
to the internet. Last year, that
number was 28.4 billion, which
was twice the number in 2014.

regulatory world, Congress wants assurances to the public that
they can, in fact, rely on that blockchain.”
Another technology that directly affects auditors is artificial
intelligence, which already is being used to examine thousands of leases to recognize exceptions that don’t meet certain
parameters. The combination of AI and data analytics enables
examination of all transactions, not just a sample.
He says the AICPA is working with audit software provider CaseWare, with funding from the top 100 firms in the country, to
develop a dynamic audit solution that uses AI. This technology
and methodology will be available to firms of all sizes with an
open architecture so firms can create their own apps using AI.
The first product should be available 2019-2020, he says.
Adapting to advances such as these means a new composition
for audit teams. Larger firms are beginning to blend auditors
with data scientists and analysts, Koziel says. In 2016, the AICPA
Trends report says the number
of graduates is at a record high,
but for the first time, the number
of new hires into public accounting firms dropped by 19% from
2014. The firms, however, did not
hire fewer people – just fewer
accounting majors and more
technology-based professionals. Koziel says the largest firms
“are no longer CPA firms; these
are CPA-led firms, meaning we
need to bring a variety of skill
sets to that audit table.” In fact,
the AICPA is considering creating
a new pathway to earn a CPA
license for data scientists.

If we continue to
do things the way
that they were done
30 years ago – 50
years ago – we may
not survive into
the future.

Cloud adoption is going to
happen just about everywhere,
Koziel says, but some firms are
still pushing back against tax
and audit technology moving
100% to the cloud. “They say,
‘Well, what happens if I can’t get fast internet or I have certain
markets where I can’t get it?’ It’s like, you’re going to have to
figure it out.”

Blockchain, a distributed peer database of transactions, has
been hyped as a guarantee of secure, automatic, accurate
verification of transactions. Blockchain, some say, could dramatically slash the cost of accounting, auditing and compliance. If transactions are already verified within the blockchain,
auditing will have to evolve away from verification to focus on
key assumptions, estimates in a financial statement, accuracy
of other documents outside of the blockchain and monitoring
auditing automation systems.
For some, one of the attractions of blockchain technology is
its lack of regulation, but interestingly, blockchain advocates
are now seeking regulation to improve acceptance in the
marketplace, Koziel says. Regulation means opportunity. “In the

Cybersecurity Risk
Management Services Still Untapped

While spending on cybersecurity is expected to grow from $75
billion in 2017 to $170 billion in 2020, Koziel says firms are slow
to adopt cyber assurance offerings. AICPA has put together a
framework for cybersecurity risk management services. Firms
can offer clients management criteria for a cybersecurity
risk management program, advise them on issues that arise,
and analyze and report on the effectiveness of the program
through system and organization controls (SOC).
He also advised firm leaders to check out a free webinar with
cybersecurity expert Robert Herjavec and AICPA CEO Barry
Melancon on cybersecurity trends and best practices.
“Not enough firms today are taking advantage of the service.
They’re coming back to us and saying my clients aren’t asking
for it,” Koziel says. “Well of course they’re not asking for it. We
have to drive some of that conversation.”
continued on page 18
accountingmarketing.org
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Firms Deepen Industry from page 5

“Document your plan, craft a compelling offering and value
proposition, and clearly define the partner criteria,” Adrian says.
“Finally, document commitments and expectations from all
parties.”
Each initiative that Jones & Roth enters into has a clearly
defined scope with specific roles and responsibilities for each
party. While these agreements vary, generally each party is
expected to bring to the table industry thought leadership,
content development and access to the firm’s client list and
referral network. Jones & Roth provides added value in the form
of marketing, strategic planning and “end-to-end project production management that ensures an industry leading event
or initiative,” Adrian says.

Selecting the Right Partners

Selecting a collaborating company with similar values, culture
and work ethic is paramount to success. K•Coe charges all of
its partners with identifying organizations that fit well with the
firm’s vision and values. “It is on our firm roadmap to seek these
relationships out,” Hertzig says.
At Jones & Roth, the marketing team and niche team leaders
work together to identify the top professional services providers in each of their 15 niche practices. They carefully assess
the capabilities, reputation and clientele of potential strategic
partners. Adrian looks for a client base that:

4 Includes a critical mass of industry-leading companies,
4 A
 ligns with the Jones & Roth ideal client profile for that
industry, and
4 Includes clients who value industry education and thought
leadership.
“We only partner with firms that specialize in the industry, have
proven to be competent and have a history of success in the
specialty,” Adrian says. “We are mindful that we are staking our
reputation on the endorsement of our strategic marketing
partners, and it’s assumed that we have vetted our partner and
are endorsing them for excellence. Our brand will be made
stronger or weaker based on the brand strength of our marketing partner.”

About the Authors
Becca is a freelance content creator, strategist and technical
copywriter. She specializes in creating content that strengthens
reader relationships and brand awareness for accounting firms,
non-profits and small businesses. Contact Becca at becca@
inkcraftcontent.com.
As owner of content agency Creative Sparks, Laura enables
thought leaders to articulate ideas and insights to build audiences
and attract qualified buyers. Contact her at laura@accountingwriter.com.

Register

winning-is-everything.com/registration
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Q& A
Q&A with Ed Kless
When talking about differentiation, Ed Kless, senior director of Sage Accountants Solutions and VoiceAmerica Talk Radio Host, says we
may be mis-thinking the concept. We’re quick to point to technology as a differentiator. While it serves as an enabler, it is not necessarily the essence of differentiation.

What is differentiation in relation to
accounting?

This sounds like a wise-ass answer, but differentiation is doing
things differently from other people. I have been asked more
than once, “Can you tell me some of the things folks are doing
to differentiate them so I can do them, too?” They don’t get that
using these ideas is not differentiation since others are already
doing it.

How should a firm think of differentiation?

The default purpose of marketing is not to produce revenue;
it’s to produce profit. If you adopt this as your central focus,
you will leverage a differentiation mentality. You have to be so
different that people recognize you above the others in whatever area you want to be known for. You can’t be both Ruth’s
Chris and McDonald’s without alienating some percentage
of your customers. If you walk into Ruth’s and expect McDonald’s prices, you’re going to be sorely disappointed. The same
holds true if you walk into McDonald’s and expect a filet. Even
if you’re willing to pay significantly more at McDonald’s, they
don’t have filet mignon.

So don’t try to be everything to everybody,
right?

You can be intensely appealing to a small group or you can be
moderately appealing to a large group. Pick one and go for it.
As soon as you go small and name a specialty, someone in your
organization will say, “But what about this friend of mine who
has a $15 million company we could get, but it’s not in that
target market?” And the rest of the partners say, “Let’s make this
one exception.” Then there’s no specialization.

What are the top things you need to do to
successfully differentiate?

Have the courage to actually focus on it. You certainly need
commitment too, and it can’t be fly-by-night. Then you need to
develop the strategy. Craft a workable plan and execute on it
all while knowing you are taking a risk and have to be willing to
make modifications along the way.

Many firms are focusing on data analytics,
blockchain and artificial intelligence. How
do you differentiate when everybody else is
considering the same thing?

Everyone thinks innovation equals technology. The latest
iPhone is not new technology. The differentiation is in the
business model. For example, the success of the iPod was
predicated by Apple’s ability to get the music industry to do
something they were never willing to do previously. Instead
of selling us a CD with the one song we like along with 12 we
don’t, Apple got them sell us the one song we want for a dollar.
That’s a business model change because Apple figured out
how to create value for the customer and capture a percentage
of that value.

Is part of the difficulty with differentiation
that people can’t always see it?

There is important stuff coming down the pipe, but CPAs
taking advantage of the technology is a table stake, not a differentiator. Technology is so easily copied. Once we have the
first 10,000 accounts using the same document solution, then
it’s not a differentiator. Technology adaptation is quick, but the
only real sustainable competitive advantage is out-innovating
your competition.

How can a marketing professional get their
partners beyond this?

Ask questions and position things so the partners realize they
need to question their beliefs in order to change. Ask if they
want to be Ruth’s Chris or McDonald’s. Both are successful businesses, but which do you want to be? If they say McDonald’s,
you can create marketing strategies to get as many people
into the firm and churn through as many customers as you
can. You’ll have to figure out a way to deliver at a lower price
because that’s what McDonald’s does. And if they say they’d
rather be Ruth’s Chris, then you need to have higher prices and
a strategy to deliver at that level.

accountingmarketing.org
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Feature Article

Three Trends That Will Change
Your Marketing Strategy
Kalev Peekna, One North

Prognostication is perhaps the most popular tool of the marketing strategist’s trade.
Predictions are quick to write, exciting to
read and so quickly forgotten that no one
faces accountability.
Nonetheless, the internet age has taught
us decisively that emerging technologies
and trends demand legitimate, early attention. Despite the inherent uncertainty, knowing where you’re
headed is the keystone of any good strategy.
From surveying the landscape of what’s to come for professional services organizations – such as accounting, consulting
and law firms – three emerging technologies deserve special
attention:
4 Artificial Intelligence
4 Progressive Web Apps
4 Conversational Assistants
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Artificial Intelligence: These are definitely
the robots you are looking for

The potential for AI to automate specialized knowledge work
like audit and tax preparation has brought a specter of disruption to the accounting industry. But while your partners worry
about how AI will change their work, marketers should think
about how AI will change what they do and how their own
teams are structured. Luckily, in these areas, AI is less of a threat
than a liberator:
1. Personalization Long promised, but rarely delivered, AI
will allow marketers to leapfrog the significant content and
resource hurdles to real-time personalization. Embedded algorithms will analyze user behavior in real time, extract meaningful conclusions, devise new business rules and arrange the
most relevant options for your users – without direct human
management. Web content management systems, marketing
automation and analytics engines will be the first to offer these
capabilities.

2. Automated Operations Despite (or perhaps because of )
an ever-proliferating set of tools and channels, digital marketers spend a lot of time performing manual tasks in service of
their technology. AI will alleviate this compounding complexity
by coordinating activities across your digital ecosystem. It will
unify how marketers measure effectiveness, manage content
and distribute assets.
3. Data for everyone Systems like IBM Watson already offer
non-specialists ways to access marketing data using natural
language queries (such as, “how did my last campaign do?”).
In just a few years, any data-literate marketer will be able to
extract information across multiple data sets with relative ease.
4. New interactions Automated bots in chat windows and
messaging platforms are already
commonplace. Many organizations, some in unexpected areas
such as finance and healthcare,
are actively experimenting in
augmented and virtual reality.
But the most impactful change
AI is making to user interaction
lies in how voice assistants are
liberating us from our screens – a
change more fundamental than
perhaps even the introduction of
mobile.

Progressive Web Apps:
The mobile experience
you always deserved

At its developer conference in
2016, Google announced a new
framework called the Progressive Web App. PWAs offer a new
way of delivering a full app-like
experience through the phone’s
web browser, combining the best
of platform apps and responsive
websites while simultaneously
compensating for their respective
shortcomings.
With PWAs, professional services
marketers can now claim space
on their user’s home screens and
provide a fully app-like experience complete with functions such as push notifications, GPS
location and offline access. Since PWAs are delivered via the
browser rather than the app store, they can retain the advantages of a responsive website, including search engine visibility
and cross-device compatibility. And unlike platforms apps,
PWAs are as easy to maintain and update as any website. It’s
truly a win-win for both user and marketer.

A surprising number of brands rushed to adopt the PWA
framework despite uneven compatibility in the early months
after its announcement. In a testament to the promise of PWAs,
organizations as diverse as The Financial Times, Uber, Starbucks,
Forbes and Lancôme all created PWAs within the first year after
the announcement.
Now that the device support has caught up with the framework, these brands are finding out that in many ways, PWAs
improve the experience even beyond their previous apps and
mobile websites. Uber’s PWA (m.uber.com), for example, functions more robustly over a weak connection than its iOS and
Android apps. Similarly, The Washington Post’s PWA (washingtonpost.com/pwa) performs
much more quickly, loading
the homepage in an average of
0.9 seconds as opposed to 3.3
seconds for its main responsive
website.
The rapidity to market – within
the first year after announcement
– is possible in part because PWAs
are not so much a new technology as a new way to design and
deliver experiences based on
technologies your team already
knows. At the core, PWAs are
coded and deployed like websites, so you don’t need to acquire
new technology or talent to
build one. That makes them both
relatively inexpensive and more
immediately effective.
With these kinds of results, the
predicted future of PWAs is very
bright indeed, regardless of your
industry. If you have any residual
skepticism about the adoption
of PWAs within accounting, keep
an eye on firms like Plante Moran
that just launched a new PWA
focused on guiding their clients
through the recent tax reform
package.

Conversational Assistants: The new middle
men and the threat to your brand

Gartner recently predicted that by 2020, 75 of the top 100
global brands will experience a 20 percent drop in their brand
equity. This global brand recession is expected to hit all sectors,
despite relatively stable economies.
continued on next page
accountingmarketing.org
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Three Trends from page 13

So, what’s driving this existential threat? It’s a phenomenon first
noted by Scott Galloway at the NYU Stern School of Business,
and it’s perhaps best illustrated by the new voice assistants
such as Alexa, Siri, Google and Cortana. To get to the heart
of the problem, just try telling one of them you need more
batteries.
Chances are very good you will be offered what you need, at a
modest price, delivered with surprising speed. But note what’s
missing from your interaction – you won’t be offered anywhere
near the range of options and prices you would see in a retail
store or even online search. In what was once a critical brand
touchpoint, the real “zero moment of truth” to use Google’s
parlance, the voice assistant has erased the presence of brand
altogether.
If this seems a little too alarmist, consider it has happened
before. The arrival of online travel agencies such as Orbitz and
Expedia completely changed how consumers purchase travel,
de-emphasizing brands at the point of purchase and fostering
an almost laser-like focus on price over other aspects of the
experience.
Because they greatly hampered the ability to compete on the
basis of brand, online travel agencies are often blamed for the
2000s wave of airline bankruptcies (and later consolidations).
Accounting is not necessarily immune to this kind of disruption. Voice assistants are just one type of middleman platform;
firms already communicate through a range of other platforms
– social media, email and online search, to name just a few –
where they are not in full control of the brand experience. It’s
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this reliance on third-party platforms to drive digital experience
that has companies like Gartner so worried.
What can marketers do in response? The answer isn’t yet clear,
though many are pointing to a renewed focus on the overall
client experience – not just isolated touchpoints and communications – for marketers seeking to maintain brand presence,
relevance and differentiation.

Plan ahead for smooth sailing

By keeping your eye on not just what’s new, but what will offer
you new ways to communicate and interact with prospects
and customers, you can smoothly navigate the tricky waters
between “trendiness” and “disruption.” Planning your approach
for innovations like AI, PWAs and voice assistants will make
sure they further extend (rather than completely upend) your
marketing strategy.

About the Author
Kalev Peekna is the chief strategist at digital agency One North.
He leads the digital strategy team and advises clients on the creation and execution of strategic programs to enhance the use of
digital for their marketing, business development and knowledge
management goals. Contact Kalev at kpeekna@onenorth.com.

CMO
Roundtable
How Accounting Marketers Can Differentiate
in the Shifting Digital World
At the 2018 AAM Summit, a group of chief marketing officers
gathered to informally exchange ideas and experiences around
current topics within their firms and in the industry. One discussion point was how marketing professionals will have both an
obligation and an opportunity to differentiate themselves with
the sea of changes in technology occurring in the industry
today. Following is an excerpt from this conversation.

Growth Strategies: Can you frame the
changes you see on the immediate horizon
that will impact firms and marketing professionals within them?
Antaya: At the top of the list would have to
be practice automation, which will change
the industry from staffing, pricing and training perspectives. The focus on the audit
side, for example, will shift from simply
compliance to more advice and counsel,
much like how internal audit and compliance shifted into business process improvement. The biggest
change for firms is to retrain professionals into a more consultative role that preserves independence. Marketing professionals can and should be part of that conversation; it is all about
bringing value to the client’s wants and needs.
Barboni: AI and automation will undoubtedly reshape our industry. The opportunity
I see for firm marketers is to fill the gaping void in digital customer experience
that these technologies will leave in their
wake. At the extreme, clients will interact
with bots and self-service portals where
once-personal interactions took place. Marketing needs to
identify where the practitioners leave off, systematically delivering an equally valuable and delightful exchange across all
touchpoints.
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Growth Strategies: Among the Top 100 firms
(even outside of Big Four), data indicates
that the growth rate for consulting and
advisory services is higher than core compliance services. Where are the opportunities
to differentiate through marketing a firm’s
consulting services?
Waxman: It’s logical that the best firms
will try to address middle-market client
needs and move from such a dependence
on compliance into a more consultingfocused role, particularly tech consulting.
I’ve found that consulting practitioners
value marketing more than compliance
professionals, since they have to build a book of business every
year, many times from scratch. They don’t have the luxury of
annuity engagements.
Penczak: Firms must overcome the complacency of annuity work. Firms may even
exhibit a bias against consulting work
because it is not recurring, even though
the margins tend to be better and the
clients tend to be bigger than compliance
clients of mid-market firms. I agree that
marketers can be vital in driving success of consulting practices
by promulgating the success stories within their firms.

Growth Strategies: Tell us about flat fee, or
value pricing. How is that part of a larger
shift? How could marketers differentiate
themselves in that area?
Majchrzak: With the converging trends of
automation, artificial intelligence, machine
learning and heightened transparency,
firms that practice with time-based business models are at risk. Coupled with the
clients’ desire for value, simplicity and pricing certainty, I believe fixed fee pricing and
advanced pricing will become more common. It takes a great
degree of discipline and upfront work to make value pricing
work effectively for firms, but many firms adopting this model
capture additional revenue that they wouldn’t have otherwise
and firm margins are on par or greater.
I believe marketers can perform more like business leaders
by initiating the value pricing conversation within their firms
and even leading the discussion and a pilot test. If you’re a
marketing professional who can help firms earn more money
in a revenue-pressure situation with shrinking margins, that’s a
huge differentiator. Pricing is one of the four P’s of the marketing mix, and marketers should make an impact in this area. It’s
part of the domain of marketing.
Antaya: I think educating partners and
getting their buy-in will be one of our biggest hurdles, and this may prove easier for
smaller firms. All of us at AAM should keep
abreast of this topic and encourage our
managing partners to do the same.

Growth Strategies: It seems the progression from the current state of marketing is
becoming more commercial and transactional in approach. How might that differentiate accounting marketers?
Cole: At the end of the day, firms and their
marketers must focus on deriving incremental growth from their marketing efforts.
Period. Therefore, the marketing processes
should be geared toward revenue, retention or margin – the trinity of financial
drivers. Few marketers keep that mindset.
Those who do exhibit a more commercial approach can continue to differentiate themselves.

Waxman: I was pleased by the shift in this
year’s AAM Summit, where there seemed
to be greater emphasis on the sales
aspect than the pure marketing tactics. It
harkens back to “begin with end in mind”
of Simon Sinek’s philosophy.

Growth Strategies: You all have mentioned
practice automation, but what about marketing automation? How do you see that as
a catalyst or opportunity for differentiation
for marketers or their firms?
Penczak: We’ve spent a lot of time in this
CMO group in recent years discussing
CRM systems and campaign automation.
There’s still an abundant lack of adoption of CRM on the part of the practice
professionals.
Barboni: Technology is clearly impacting
delivery of the services we provide. Yet, it
may be having an even greater impact on
the way these services are being purchased. Depending on the research you
believe, buyers are somewhere between
60 percent and 80 percent of the way
through the purchase process before a firm is directly engaged.
Those that successfully leverage the immense power of today’s
marketing technology to assist prospects along their buyers’
journeys during this otherwise anonymous portion of the
selection process will earn a significant competitive advantage.
Cole: There’s a true opportunity for
marketers to help drive and manage the
entire pipeline process within their firms –
not simply finding new leads, but guiding
prospects through the entire process.
Automation nirvana occurs when it also
offers insight into margin improvement
and client retention, a major differentiator for professionals in
smaller firms.

The Roundtable Contributors
Jeff Antaya, Plante Moran
Tammy Barboni, Baker Tilly
Greg Cole, BKD
Eric Majchrzak, BeachFleischman PC
Bill Penczak, Briggs & Veselka
Mark Waxman, CBIZ

accountingmarketing.org

17

Opportunity Amid the Disruption from page 9

Taking the Client’s Point of View of
Disruptions to the Profession

Koziel also urged AAM members to think about emerging
technologies on a deeper level. Consider driverless cars. As the
technology and safety improves and adoption increases, the
effects are manifold. For one, people can work on their laptops
instead of driving. But how about the larger impacts on client
businesses? If firms specialize in government entities, for example, they should look at one of the greatest sources of revenue
for local governments – parking and speeding tickets. Those
revenues may drop as well as the need for municipal parkinggarages and law enforcement personnel. Insurance companies
may see fewer accidents. The number one source for organ
transplants is from victims of car crashes, which means organ
donations may decline with the fatality rate.
While the profession is moving quickly, Koziel noted that
accounting firm partners may not be aware of change that
creeps in bit by bit. “They’re expecting this switch that gets
flipped from how things are done today to how they are going
to be done tomorrow, and that’s not always the way that it’s
going to happen.”
But change we must. “If we continue to do things the way that
they were done 30 years ago – 50 years ago – we may not
survive into the future.”
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To hear the entire webinar, in which Koziel discussed a range of disrupters that promise to upend traditional accounting services, visit the
AAM portal’s online store to access the recording.

About the Author
Christina Camara is the managing editor of the monthly INSIDE
Public Accounting (IPA) newsletter. Chris conducts research and
interviews MPs, CFOs and the profession’s thought leaders to keep
IPA readers informed on the top management issues, best practices and innovations within the profession. Contact Christina at
ccamara@plattgroupllc.com.

Please join AAM’s management and board in welcoming AMR
Management Services to our community. We look forward to a
fruitful partnership with their dedicated team as we move closer
to our Vision 2020 goals and beyond.
Craig Browning, AAM President

Turning vision into actionTM
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