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From the Editor
On the heels of this year’s AAM Summit, 
innovation remains top of mind for many of 
us. For every business and organization—
particularly CPA firms–there has never been 
a greater need to devise and implement 
innovative marketing practices. We can 
be thankful that today, technologies and 
resources that can help us do this are plenti-
ful—and the results that come from innova-

tive thinking and strategic implementation can be powerful.

Take Crowe Horwath, for example. This international firm is step-
ping up big-time to fund bold initiatives that allow its employ-
ees to explore and develop innovative ideas across multiple 
platforms. During fiscal year 2016, the firm spent $6.8 million on 
developing new ideas that can benefit clients and professionals 
alike. That’s right—$6.8 million on ideas. Over the past few years, 
Crowe’s new product investments have led to 54 active projects 
in the firm’s new product pipeline, and five new technology 
platforms currently in development. Big investment…big payoff.

Innovation today can and should extend across a firm’s entire 
scope of operations. For example, CPA firms are utilizing innova-
tive sales strategies and tactics to help them negotiate more 
effectively, sharpen their focus on delivering exceptional client 
experiences and better align marketing and business develop-
ment functions.

Even the physical workplace is being transformed. Millennials 
are driving demand for more innovative work infrastructures and 
processes. This compels firms to rethink their office configura-
tions, technologies, work roles, performance expectations, work-
life balance strategies—and most important of all—the ways in 
which they communicate with all employees. 

Underlying all this is social media, which drives visibility and 
engagement, and the continued migration of engagement 
to mobile devices. According to Smart Insights, we are well 
past the tipping point of mobile versus desktop web traffic. In 
2016, mobile digital media time in the U.S. has reached 51%, 
compared to 42% for desktop. Expect those figures to continue 
trending upward in the years ahead. 

As we transition from summer to fall, I encourage each of you to 
consider your firm’s own transition—in other words, how your 
firm can embrace new thinking, new technologies and new 
business practices to remain relevant and even thrive in our 
hyper-evolving marketplace. Change is uncomfortable, but it 
also offers sizeable opportunities for the people and organiza-
tions that embrace it.
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Are your partners willing to set aside a por-
tion of their distributed income to fund the 
development of new products? At Crowe 
Horwath (32 offices, 272 partners, 2,559 
professionals), a new product develop-
ment (NPD) fund enables employees to 
explore and develop innovative ideas.

According to Crowe’s newly released Inno-
vation 2016 Annual Report, each partner contributed about 
$24,000 in fiscal year 2016 to the NPD fund, which is used for 
new concept exploration, product development and post-
launch product support.

A tolerance for failure is a pre-requisite, says Chief Innovation 
and Strategy Officer, Derek Bang.

“People have to understand and accept that this isn’t the 
same thing as buying a bond with a guaranteed rate of 
return,” Bang says. “Quite a bit of the money we spend will 
end up going nowhere. But certain ones are expected to 
get excellent returns that will more than make up for all the 
other ideas that failed.”

Crowe’s risk consulting practice is just one example. Crowe 
launched the practice in 2002 using NPD funds, and today it 
is approaching $200 million in revenue, Bang says. In FY16, 
solutions hatched in Crowe’s new product incubator over 
the past three years generated nearly $90 million in FY16 
revenue and added about $9 million to the bottom line, 
according to the Innovation 2016 Annual Report.

“Part of the reason we are doing the annual report is to treat 
it more like a venture fund,” Bang says. “We are trying to help 
our internal partners—our investors—understand how 
much they are putting into it and the return they are getting.”

Hardwiring Innovation

Investing in new product development is not new to Crowe. 
“Innovation is the lifeblood of the firm,” Crowe CEO Jim Pow-
ers recently told attendees of the Association for Accounting 
Marketing’s 2016 Summit. 

Crowe established its NPD fund more than 15 years ago as a 
way for client service professionals to charge their time when 
working on ideas for new products and services. Crowe’s 
leadership didn’t want to burden their people with working 
on these projects during nights and weekends.

“We knew that if we pulled people off chargeable work they 
would think they were being penalized. So we created this 
fund, and when they work on innovation projects, they have 
a way to charge those hours,” Bang says.

Over the years, the firm has added structure and formality 
to its innovation efforts, including a six-phase innovation 
process and a 12-person Innovation Task Force.

“Our structured new product development program hard-
wires innovation into the firm and makes it strategic and 
systematic,” Powers says. In FY16, the firm formally incorpo-
rated innovation into its vision and strategy, making it one of 
six elements measured on a quarterly firm-wide scorecard.

From Market Intelligence To User Design

Marketing is a crucial part of the infrastructure needed to 
deliver new products and services, Bang says. Crowe’s mar-
keting, business development and sales professionals play 

Laura Sparks, Creative Sparks

The View 
From  
Up Here

The Venture Fund: How Crowe Hardwires Innovation

Fiscal Year 2016 Innovation Activity

4   75 ideas received

4   $7 million budgeted

4   $6.8 million spent

4   54 active projects in new product pipline

4   30 new ideas explored

4   5 new technology platforms in 
development

Source: Crowe Horwath Innovation 2016 Annual Report

For more great reasons to be an AAM member, visit             
accountingmarketing.org.
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critical roles at four points in the new product development 
cycle: 

1.   During the exploration and evaluation phases, a market 
research team gathers market intelligence, including a 
competitor scan, to verify that there is an untapped need 
for this solution.

2.   An experience design team maps the current and ideal 
customer experience. For technology products, the team 
also can quickly simulate functioning software.

3.   When a product idea is green-lighted, strategic market 
managers collaborate with the solution champion and the 
business unit representative to develop the go-to-market 
plan.

4.   During the launch, the inside sales team helps to identify 
target clients and prospects for marketing and business 
development activities.

The firm’s experience design team—launched in FY16—
underscores the firm’s position as a technology and consult-
ing firm as much as an accounting firm. The team consists 
of user interface and user design professionals who can 
simulate a functioning software tool as well as the entire user 

experience. “They can mock up something in a couple weeks 
that allows us to touch and feel and see conceptually what 
we’re looking to build,” Bang says.

Every new product idea incorporates a customer experience 
mapping exercise that shows how the firm currently interacts 
with customers and where the frustration points are. Next, 
the user design team diagrams the new process and experi-
ence. “That becomes a great tool for us to sit down with a 
beta client or a prospect to demo the experience and help us 
validate that we really can simplify this process.”

Since customer experience is about much more than soft-
ware, it’s an area where any firm can innovate. “Design isn’t 
just building a beautiful bridge,” Bang says. “It’s also making 
sure people can get on the bridge, cross the bridge, and get 
off the bridge.”

Industry Expertise + Technical Expertise + 
Technology = Value

While innovation is about more than technology, “if you are 
not thinking about technology today and how you deliver 
your services, you will be left behind,” Bang says.

Customer Selection
Where can we deploy are capabilities 
into newly perceived needs? Define 
target market.

User Interface / User Experience
Design user experience and create 
preliminary interface designs to 
gather additional feedback.

Beta Client
Select the client that will use the 
product in a production environ-
ment. Allows us to gather additional 
client feedback.

Develop Target List
Generate target list from defined 
target market, review with appropri-
ate area owners.

Execution
Are we ready to sell and operate? 
Internal orientation, inside sales 
kick-off, demo presentation.

Marketing Collateral
Videos, demo, landing page, 
website, thought leadership, 
brochures, inside sales script, 
proposal material 

Legal Involvement
Patents, trademarks and legislation

Launch Event
Webinar, tradeshow, user 
conference

Marketing Campaigns
Planned marketing tactics are 
launched into the marketplace

Market Validation
Solicit client feedback through 
user-group meetings, client 
interviews etc.

Inside Sales Support
Follow-up calls on marketing 
campaigns, scheduling demos 
and providing market intelligence

Client Testimonial
How do we maximize or maintain 
unique position?

Client Need
Identify the need and make sure 
that need is real

Concept checklist
Complete the concept checklist and 
prepare for exploratory phase

Peer Vetting
Collaborate with your 
peers to refine the idea

Market Research
What problems exist for our selected 
customers? Key for product naming, 
value proposition and differentiation 
in the market. Legal risks.

Prototyping / Experience Mapping
Preliminary low-res designs to 
validate client interest and product 
concept

Market Validation / Beta Client Selection
Concept validation , Beta client 
selection, ROI projections.

Market Planning & Product Positioning
MDS briefing provide detailed overview 
of the target market, sales, naming the 
product, create value proposition and 
brand brief.

Functional Prototyping  (Alpha)
A prototype that is using sample or real 
data and functioning as a representa-
tion of the finished solution.

Back to stage 1 or 2

62 3 4 5 6
Exploratory Evaluation Development Launch Post Launch

Activities

Fund Request Fund Request Fund Request Fund Request1
Idea 

Generation

Role Index
Client Prospect Solution Champion Market Research  NPD Market Manager MDS Delivery NPD BU Ambassador  Legal  ECX  Peer Advisor

Exploration Toolkit
Leverage toolkit to validate your 
idea is worth pursueing 

Applied Technology

© 2015 Crowe Horwath LLP, an independent member of Crowe Horwath International CONFIDENTIAL FOR INTERNAL USE ONLY

Roadmap to Innovation

Innovation may not be the first thing you 
think of when you hear the word sales. 
However, business developers must con-
tinually innovate and embrace new skills 
to increase their odds of success. They also 
have unique insights that can be valu-
able in overall firm product and service 
innovation. 

Given this, how can marketers and salespeople develop 
effective growth strategies that are battle-tested in the 
trenches of emerging markets? 

“I recently heard someone say think BIG, start small, scale 
FAST—then just do it!,” said Tom Hood, executive director of 
the Maryland Association of CPAs during a panel presenta-
tion at the 2016 AAM Summit. “I like to refer to the three “-ers” 
of innovation: faster, better and cheaper. They are easy ways 
to innovate.”

Entering new niches or markets with which you are unfamil-
iar requires innovative thinking and attention to the specific 
needs of the profiled customer. 

“If you listen to the marketplace, it will tell you where to go,” 
said Katie Tolin, president, CPA Growth Guides. “Ask people 
about the pain they are feeling, be attentive to the chal-
lenges they face and figure out how to help them, even if 
that involves something you don’t currently provide.”

Innovation truly is the lifeblood of any company. Business 
developers, whether they are commissioned salespeople or 
partners in a firm, learn a lot from the current and potential 
clients they encounter. As a result, they should play a key role 
in idea generation, development and implementation. 

“Regulation, competition and technology spur innovation,” 
Tolin said. “Most people think innovation is strictly taking a 
brand-new offering to market, but innovation also occurs 
at the service delivery or product packaging level. Market-
ers and business developers can help identify, differentiate, 

position, package and test these innovations to ensure the 
firm is going to market with products and processes that 
people want at a profitable price point.”

By sharing what they hear in the marketplace with marketing 
and firm leadership, the business developer can help identify 
needs that a little innovation can help solve. 

Innovating Sales Skills

As a firm works to bring innovative new offerings to market 
for sales staff to sell, business developers can benefit from 
innovating their personal skills. If the following tactics and 
abilities are not part of a business developer’s toolkit, he or 
she should consider adding them: 

Preparing strategically for negotiations. When                    
preparing for a major negotiation, people must 1) learn what 
is truly important to the individual you are negotiating with 
and craft a solution that addresses it; 2) control the physical 
environment in which you will be meeting; and 3) avoid bias 
by clarifying goals. “You need to be more thoughtful and 
strategically prepare before negotiations,” said Jason Jobgen, 
a sales leader for BKD’s national tax services. “This could drive 
more collaborative and successful sales outcomes.” 

Utilizing effective questioning. Prospects hire Chris                                
Perrino and his firm because they possess deep knowledge,                         
insights and experience in their area of expertise. “Our 
questions and ideas need to be honed to convey that we 
can deliver value they can’t create themselves,” said Perrino, 
principal and growth leader at Barnes Dennig. In this 
industry, sales success is often dependent on the effective 
ways questioning can be leveraged to build collaborative 
solutions with new or existing clients.  

Establishing a deeper rapport. It’s always important to 
connect to clients in unique and personal ways. “BD efforts 
require solid research on the front end, fact finding during 
the pursuit and personalized follow-up,” said Danielle Eisen-
ach, director of marketing for CDH. 

Mitch Reno, RehmannPerspectives

The Business Developer’s Toolkit: 
Innovative Sales Skills

continued on page 8
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Capitalizing on uniqueness. One business developer  
leverages his motorcycle hobby to deepen relationships and 
find opportunity. “He has started a weeknight motorcycle 
ride with a bunch of CFOs through small towns in Northern 
Ohio,” said Jeff Antaya, CMO and partner, Plante Moran. “This 
has opened doors that would not otherwise be opened.” 

Writing handwritten notes. When developing relation-
ships with people, hand-written thank-you notes containing 
something personal can set you apart from your competitors. 
“I met with a business owner who loved to fish (as do I), so I 
sent him one of my favorite lures with a note,” said Eisenach. 
“This gently showed I listened and cared about more than 
just winning the business. Closing was easy after that.”  

Partnering with marketing. Marketing and business devel-
opment professionals should have a synergistic relationship 
where they work hand-in-hand to drive top-line revenue. 
“Both teams provide unique insights into the buyer’s mind,” 
said Rehmann’s director of marketing, Holly Shier. “Work 
together to engage prospects in every step of the buyer’s 
journey. Research shows that well-aligned teams are more 
efficient and effective, and the result is a shorter sales cycle 
with exponential growth.”

Focusing on the client experience. Developing client 
experiences that are definably different from those of your 
competitors will become a battleground in coming years. 
Firms that develop unique ways to work with clients to 

create branded experiences will have a significant edge in 
the sales process. “Specializing isn’t so different anymore,” 
Julie Tucek, marketing director, Legacy Professionals LLC, 
said. “It’s more about the client experience that sets your firm 
apart—it’s fundamental to practice growth.” 

Researching M&A opportunities fully. “Research trumps 
the entire process when determining true equity outside the 
client base. Interview stakeholders, clients, referral sources, 
head hunters and the business community to make better 
decisions,” said Schenck’s Diane Roundy, who serves as her 
firm’s director of growth and business development. Utiliz-
ing a business developer’s network during this extensive 
research will help the firm make better decisions pre- and 
post-merger. 

In simple terms, innovation is a new idea or method. Business 
developers must continue to innovate their own methodolo-
gies, but they can do much more. Real value can be added 
when they use their market knowledge to help a firm inno-
vate its service offerings to drive new revenue.

About the Author
Mitch Reno is principal and director of client experience with 
Rehmann where he leads the client service strategic efforts to 
drive loyalty, retention and growth. He is a former marketer of the 
year and is a current member of the AAM board of directors. He 
can be reached at mitch.reno@rehmann.com. 
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With 70% of Americans actively using 
social media, half of which are over the 
age of 35, partners at accounting firms can 
no longer consider social media a millen-
nial phenomenon which can be politely 
ignored or relegated to marketing to 
manage. Instead, partners need to become 
active participants and fully embrace these 
platforms as valuable sales channels.

Participation needs to be achieved at the individual level, 
in addition to the firm level, because CFOs more often than 
not buy from people rather than firms. A recent 
study by LinkedIn showed that when the 
same piece of content is shared by 
the firm and by a professional in 
the firm, the professional’s share 
generates nearly 300% more          
engagement. 1

For accounting and consult-
ing professionals, social 
selling starts with having a 
stellar LinkedIn profile. This 
includes having a credible 
profile picture, interesting 
profile summary, a person-
alized headline, complete 
experience and contact 
information.

Next, the partners need to build 
their network of contacts and connect 
with the people they know. A convenient 
way to do this is to allow LinkedIn to send out 
invitations based on their Outlook contact list. You 
should also encourage them to leverage LinkedIn’s connec-
tion recommendations. Often, the platform will recommend 
individuals they have forgotten about, but with whom they 
might have had great professional experiences. Based on 
ClearView Social’s research, the average professional should 
have at least 250 connections on LinkedIn, but the best all 
have well over 1,000.  

Some partners think that this is all it takes to be successful on 
LinkedIn and expect to start receiving inbound phone calls 
from prospective clients just by being online. But appearing 
on LinkedIn is no different from attending a social gala; if you 
want to generate business, you need to start conversations. 
Showing up and standing in the corner doesn’t create new 
relationships or strengthen existing ones. 

Participation in social media is actually easier than engag-
ing in small talk at social functions—even the most socially 
awkward partners can be a smashing success.  To participate, 
they simply need to share. They can share something they 

read, something they wrote or even something 
their firm wrote. ClearView Social research 

found that each instance of content 
shared by professionals generates an 

average of three reads. Imagine if 
at each social function a partner 

attended, he or she was able to 
actively engage three indi-
viduals. That’s a good start to 
social selling. 

The content shared by 
partners should be relevant 
to what they know and 
do.  Marketing departments 

can help by creating a digest 
of relevant articles (tailored 

by practice area or industry) 
that can be emailed to their 

professionals. At ClearView Social, 
we’ve found that these digests have 

increased social traffic on average by 
750% and generated significant new leads. One 

accounting firm client saw 1 in 4 shares generating a 
new opportunity.  

The best digests include a mix of original content, industry/
trade articles, firm mentions and upcoming firm events/
speaking engagements. Regulatory changes, tips and indus-
try insights are all highly prized by audiences. It’s important 

Social Times: Moving from a 
LinkedIn Profile to Developing 
New Business Socially
Jeff Litvack, ClearView Social

Feature Article

continued on page 11

Crowe has seen the best margins from solutions that com-
bine proprietary technology (or other intellectual property) 
with deep industry expertise and deep technical expertise. 
Bang reports that these “triple-threat solutions” generate 
margins at least 10 percentage points better than solutions 
that have only two of those components.

“As the world gets more competitive, you can either choose 
to be the lowest cost solution or a differentiator,” Bang says. 
“The sweet spot and where innovation has been really fun is 
where you can be both, which is why we’ve been so focused 
on using technology in our services. We can provide very 
cost-effective solutions that are differential too.”

About the Author
As owner of Creative Sparks, Laura Sparks partners with accoun-
tants and other professionals to articulate their ideas and 
insights through thought leadership content. Contact her at 
laura@accountingwriter.com or (678) 973-0687.

The View From Up Here from page 6

Crowe Software Products

Just a few of the “triple threat” solutions that have 
come out of Crowe’s new product development 
process:

4   Crowe Conflict Minerals Tracker®

4  Crowe 990 Private Foundations Module

4   Crowe Revenue Cycle Analytics™

4   Crowe 340B Compliance Tracker

4   Crowe Navigator for Lenders®

1.  http://www.socialmediatoday.com/social-networks/linkedin-conducts-research-power-employee-content-
      sharing-social



There are over 1.5 million apps available for 
Apple’s various iOS devices and another 1.6 
million for Android devices. If yours isn’t one 
of them and that fact is keeping you awake 
at night, relax—there are several ways to 
create a mobile presence even without a 
mobile app. And these days, you need to 
have a mobile presence.

According to cross-platform measurement company com-
Score, mobile is now the leading digital platform. So what can 
a budget-conscious organization do to maintain relevancy in a 
mobile world? A number of things, actually.

Use Email

Several years ago, as social media participation continued its 
inexorable march into the daily lives of even the least tech-
savvy users, some pundits trumpeted the coming death of 
email. Here’s how that worked out: 

4   Nearly three billion people around the globe will be using 
email by the end of 2019, says the Radacati Group. To put 
that in context, there are currently about 7.4 billion people 
in the entire world. 2

4   By 2018, the Radacati Group also estimates that there will 
be a whopping 5.2 billion email accounts. (More accounts 
than users? Sure—just think about how many email 
accounts you use on a regular basis.) 3

4   In one report, 77 percent of consumers said they prefer 
receiving permission-based marketing communications 
through email instead of text messaging (five percent) and 
social channels (six percent). 4

Email has been so integrated into our daily lives that now more 
than half—54 percent—of all email opens occur on mobile 
devices. 5

So, yeah; that whole “dead” thing isn’t working out so well. But 
this is good news for you as email can be a powerful tool for 
connecting with people. 

Go Social

Just because social media didn’t kill email doesn’t mean you 
should turn your back on it. Quite the contrary; social network-
ing platforms are a great way to interact with your audience in 
real time—especially if you want a mobile presence.

4   Approximately 934 million people access Facebook daily 
from a mobile device. 6

4   83 percent of Twitter users who log in at least once per 
month do so from a mobile device. 7

4   LinkedIn users spend more than a quarter (26 percent) of 
their time accessing the business-oriented social network 
via mobile device. 8

This is similarly good news for you. Implementing a social 
media strategy doesn’t have to be costly or cumbersome, and 
it is a relative bargain when you consider that some social 
networks put you on desktops and mobile devices in one fell 
swoop. But as a friend of mine once said, “Social media can be 
the most expensive ‘free service’ you’ll ever use.” Don’t spend 
too many working hours on it without first implementing a 
comprehensive social media strategy. 

Team Up

One of the things that make the internet so powerful is the 
wide variety of outlets you can find there. With that in mind, 
consider “teaming up” with some of them.

Louis Davis, marketing director at Stone Interactive Group, 
recommends regularly creating and curating content for high-
profile, credible (and increasingly “mobile-first”) social networks 
such as LinkedIn, Medium, Yelp or Glassdoor. 

“Depending on how an individual searches for your organiza-
tion or topics related to it, there are hundreds of different social, 
local search and industry-specific business profiles that might 
appear on Google alongside your own site,” Davis said. “The 
beauty for companies without a mobile app or mobile site is 
that these platforms have long since ‘gone mobile’ and opti-
mized their design for smartphone users.”
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Going Mobile…Without an App
5 ways you can reach the growing mobile audience even if you 
don’t have an app
Steve Tschirhart, Rehmann

Feature Article
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Appearing on these channels can help make a positive first 
impression with prospects and propel them to your own 
website—where our next tip can 
especially come in handy. 

Become Responsive

Responsive web design means cre-
ating a website that adapts to any 
internet-enabled device. If some-
one visits the site from a laptop, 
the website appears in its entirety; 
if the user is on a smartphone, the 
website automatically presents a 
version streamlined to address that 
device’s limited screen space.

Having a standalone app becomes 
less urgent when your primary 
digital communications venue—
your website—plays nice with 
screens of all shapes and sizes. 

Implementing a responsive web-
site is easier said than done, but if 
your site is gearing up for an overhaul anyway, it is absolutely a 
path you must consider. 

Tube Yourself 9

When Google paid $1.65 billion for YouTube in 2006, it was 
considered by many to be a stunning turn of events, especially 
since Google already had a video site at the time of purchase. 

Within a few short years, however, no one was questioning 
the purchase. Especially not today, as YouTube has grown to 

become one of the top inter-
net destinations out there and 
has a valuation pegged as high 
as $90 billion:

4   More than 1 billion unique 
users visit YouTube each 
month.

4   Over half of its views occur 
on mobile devices.

4   YouTube reaches more U.S. 
adults ages 18-49 than any  
cable network.

Couple that web muscle with 
the fact that most smart-
phones are capable of making 
good-quality video and you 
have the perfect confluence of 
circumstances for enhancing 
your mobile visibility. 

About the Author
AAM member Steve Tschirhart is the Director of Communications 
and PR for Rehmann, a fully integrated financial services firm of 
CPAs and consultants, wealth advisors and corporate investigators. 
A communications professional for more than 20 years, Steve has 
directed the efforts behind several AAM-MAA honors. 

to remember that being a thought leader online doesn’t 
necessarily require that the partner pen the original piece. 
Thought leadership can also come from being one of the first 
to share the relevant article, with additional thoughts added 
as a comment. 

If you are determined to have original content, one cost-
effective and relatively simple approach is to interview your 
own partners and then transcribe the conversation into a 
blog post or Q&A session. Partners are experts in their area of 
accounting. Even if they aren’t great writers, they are gener-
ally good orators and able to communicate effectively. If you 
rotate this opportunity so that each week you sit down with 
a different partner, before you know it you’ll have a wealth of 
original content to share.

Social Selling is achievable by firms of all sizes. It requires 
understanding and recognizing that clients are turning to the 

web first to address their problems and find professionals 
to help them. By leveraging the free marketing opportunity 
that LinkedIn provides, accountants and consultants can 
start driving new business. It’s not a lot of work. In fact, we’ve 
found that sharing just two articles a week will significantly 
increase the accountants’ social clout.  

Social innovation today is really social participation. Helping 
your accountants participate in social sharing and selling will 
bring financial success and new business to them and your 
firm.

About the Author
Jeff Litvack is the CEO of ClearView Social, the #1 social shar-
ing and employee advocacy tool for professionals. Jeff is also a 
speaker at firm and partner retreats on how to leverage social 
media to drive business. 

Social Times from page 11

“Social media can be 
the most expensive 
‘free service’ you’ll 

ever use.” Don’t spend 
too many working 
hours on it without 
first implementing a 
comprehensive social 

media strategy.

2.  http://www.radicati.com/wp/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Email-Statistics-Report-2015-2019-Executive- 
      Summary.pdf
3.  http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/
4.  http://marketingland.com/77-percent-of-us-want-to-get-marketing-messages-via-email-theres-no-close-
      second-place-study-says-9420
5.  https://litmus.com/blog/category/stats

6.  http://thenextweb.com/facebook/2016/01/27/90-of-facebooks-daily-and-monthly-active-users-access-it-via-
      mobile/#gref
7.  http://expandedramblings.com/index.php/twitter-mobile-statistics/
8.  http://expandedramblings.com/index.php/by-the-numbers-a-few-important-linkedin-stats/

9.  https://www.youtube.com/yt/press/statistics.html
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The Hinge Research Institute, a division of 
Hinge, one of the leading branding and 
marketing firms for professional service 
providers, conducted a study to determine 
what high-growth firms do differently than 
those with average, minimal or no growth. 
Nearly 1,000 professional service provid-
ers throughout the U.S. with a combined 
revenue of $76 billion dollars participated 

in the study. They included: 

4   Large firms ($50 million or more in revenue/201 or more 
employees);

4   Mid-size firms ($5 million - $49.9 million in revenue/51-200 
employees);

4   Small firms ($1 million - $4.9 million in revenue/less than 
50 employees); and

4   Micro firms (less than $1 million in revenue/fewer than 
three employees).

The 2016 High Growth Firm Summary Report focuses on the strategic 
marketing initiatives of small to large firms. A separate report addresses 
what Hinge discovered high-growth micro firms do to successfully market 
their firm. Report located here: http://www.hingemarketing.com/library/
article/2016-high-growth-study

It should be no surprise that high-growth firms take a differ-
ent strategic direction than their competitors. High-growth 
firms are 75% more likely to be highly specialized and focused 
on specific industry niches. High-growth firms also target 
larger companies (more than $10 million dollars in revenue) 
more than their counterparts. Additionally, high-growth firms 
are twice as likely as other firms to have a systemic and struc-
tured approach to researching prospective clients.

High-growth firms differentiate their businesses differently 
as well. The five top differentiators most favored by high-
growth firms are: marketing/business development approach, 
culture, business model, use of technology and quality of 
their people. On the other hand, no-growth firms focus on: 

commitment to results, location, awards, reputation and 
specific services.

Hinge uses what it refers to as marketing effort to capture the 
total investment of time and money in marketing initiatives. 
It is interesting that no-growth firms invest slightly more (58.8 
percent) than high-growth firms (55.7 percent) in their total 
marketing effort. Although both categories of firms use the 
same number of marketing techniques (13), high-growth 
firms focus on more strategic initiatives. They also invest more 
in digital (32 percent) than traditional (23 percent) marketing 
techniques. The opposite is true for no-growth firms, which 
invest 30 percent of their marketing effort in traditional mar-
keting tactics and 28 percent in digital marketing.

Of the traditional marketing techniques reported on in 
Hinge’s study, high-growth firms invested more effort in only 
two: phone marketing and direct mail. Both of these tactics 
could be considered more targeted than other approaches.

In terms of the digital marketing, high-growth firms invest 
more marketing effort in every area, with the exception of 
email marketing. The five top digital techniques favored 
by high-growth firms are: video, blogging, guest blogging, 
search engine optimization (SEO) and social media. 

High-growth firms realize a 23 percent greater impact from 
their investment in marketing, although they expend slightly 
less in marketing effort than no-growth firms. High-growth 
firms invest 23 percent less in traditional marketing than no-
growth firms while realizing an 11 percent greater impact. The 
five top traditional marketing initiatives used by high-growth 
firms are: marketing collateral, phone marketing, direct mail, 
speaking engagements and partnership marketing. 

As far as digital marketing, high-growth firms invest 13 per-
cent more for a 35 percent greater impact. The most favored 
digital tactics used by high-growth firms are: online adver-
tising, social media, video, SEO, blogging, email marketing, 
websites and premier content. 

The Strategic Marketing Direction of High-Growth 
Firms Referrals are the lifeblood of accounting firm 

marketing. Yet two research studies, which 
include a total of over 800 respondents, 
show there are many misconceptions about 
how referrals actually work.

In a joint study with the National Association 
of Certified Valuators and Analysts (NACVA), 
Hinge talked with 354 individuals associated 

with the industry to discover the strategies and tactics that 
drive referrals. In the other study, Referral Marketing for Profes-
sional Services Firms, we gathered responses from over 500 
firms, including many in accounting and finance.

Here are 10 key findings that will give you a better under-
standing of how referrals function, enabling you to develop a 
strategy to attract more referrals and grow your firm.

1.  Not all referrals are experience based.

When we consider referrals, we tend to think of our clients as 
the messengers who spread the word about how our exper-
tise and services have helped them. The lion’s share of referrals 

(94.5%), however, are not based on a client’s experience with a 
vendor, but on the firm’s reputation and visibility.

2.  Experience-based referrals have a natural  
ceiling.

There are two limiting factors to experience-based referrals. The 
first is the number of individuals in your client base. The second 
is how many of your people ask customers for a referral. While 
80% of professionals say they would be willing to provide refer-
rals, most are never asked for them. 

3.  Firms receive referrals from people they 
have not worked with.

You might wonder how someone who has never worked with 
you could feel comfortable making a referral. However, it hap-
pens frequently. There are two ways this magic occurs: 

1. Because you have made your expertise visible in the market-
place, people may be aware that you specialize in overcoming 
a specific challenge. Based on this knowledge, they make refer-

rals. Such referral makers may have 
heard you speak, read your content or 
interacted with you online. 2. Alterna-
tively, people may be aware of your 
reputation, perhaps having learned 
about your firm from their peers.   

4.  Traditional approaches 
no longer produce many 
referrals.

We asked respondents, “Which factors 
increase the probability of referrals?” 

The answers revealed that what we 
have been doing for decades is practi-
cally as obsolete as the Edsel. Sponsor-
ships, community service, asking for 

A New Way of Thinking About 
Referrals: 10 Things You Need 
to Know
Lee W. Frederiksen, Hinge Marketing
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referrals and attending networking events are rapidly becom-
ing things of the past.

5.  Reciprocity and strong client relationships 
still work.

Among the age-old referral getting tactics, a couple still hold 
some firepower—reciprocity and social relationships.

“You scratch my back, and I’ll scratch yours,” maintains some 
muscle to pull in referrals. The more referrals you give, the more 
you are likely to receive in return. 

Likewise, whether social or professional, relationships matter. 
Your professional relationships are those with individuals with 
whom you have worked directly. Your social relationships are 
those with people you have met through networking and, of 
course, your friends. Nurture them carefully.

6.  Visible expertise is the strongest source of 
referrals.

A Visible Expert® is a recognized industry leader who influences 
a target market. With more than 27% of research respondents 
saying visible expertise increases the probability of referrals, this 
strategy earns the prize as the top referral producer. 

7.  Visibility is about sharing your knowledge.

Given the referral-generating power of a Visible Expert®, you 
likely want to know how to become more visible. It’s all about 
sharing your knowledge with others. While the best way to 
become visible is to stand up in front of a room of people and 
speak, fear of speaking or lack of opportunity to take to the 
stage need not hold you back. 

Creating a robust online presence can do the trick. To increase 
your online imprint, write informative blog posts, interact with 
other professionals on social media platforms and create a 
website designed to impress. 

8.  You may be losing referrals before you talk 
with them.

In addition to the challenges of earning them, the gold dust 
of referrals may be slipping through your fingers without you 
even knowing. That’s because the referred individual never 
makes contact. More than half (51.9%) of our research respon-
dents said they ruled out a referral before speaking with the 
firm.

9.  Poor marketing crushes referrals.

The truth is, people do follow up on referrals. Before contacting 
you, however, they check you out. And all too often marketing 
materials fail to do the heavy lifting. 

Almost half of all referrals (46.3%) turn away because they can-
not figure out how 
a firm could help 
them. Alternatively, 
they feel materi-
als are geared to 
sell them, not help 
them (32.9%). And 
29.6% cast refer-
rals aside when 
they encounter 
an unimpressive 
website. Clearly, 
they see your site 
as being indicative 
of thequality of the 
firm.

10.   There’s 
good news in 
bad news.

It’s disappointing to 
learn that you could be losing out on critical referrals. But there 
is some good wrapped in this bad news. You can flip the nega-
tives around. Take time to be sure you are communicating well, 
and make sure prospects understand how you can help. Show 
them that you can help by using the techniques that increase 
your visible expertise. That means projecting your capabilities 
across multiple channels via speaking engagements, online 
content, websites and social media participation.

Obviously, how we gain—and keep—referrals has changed. 
We are no longer confined to building a reputation with our 
accounting clients. In fact, far more of your referral potential 
resides with those who have never sampled your services. 
Because of this, you must be generous with sharing your 
knowledge both online and off, which makes your expertise 
visible and shows you want to help.

About the Author
Lee Frederiksen is an award-winning marketer, Visible Expert®, 
researcher, author, and renowned business strategist who helped 
pioneer the field of research-driven marketing. As the Managing 
Partner of Hinge, a leading marketing firm for the professional 
services industry, he draws on his Ph.D. in behavioral psychology 
and his entrepreneurial experience as CEO of three successful firms 
to help clients achieve high growth and profitability. 

A combination of traditional and digital techniques provide 
the greatest return on investment for high-growth firms: 
speaking engagements, webinars, guest blogging, direct mail 
and online advertising. Most of these methods are effec-
tive in developing a strong brand and positioning them as a 
thought leader.

Hinge provides additional valuable information in the 
research summary of its 2016 High-Growth Study, including 
data on the participants’ financial performance, growth rate 
and profitability, as well as the metrics used to measure suc-
cess. Hinge conducted the research in association with RAIN 
Group, SocialMediaToday, Society for Marketing Professional 

Services, Society for Design Administration and National Asso-
ciation of Certified Valuators and Analysts. The complimentary 
summary report is available at www.hingemarketing.com.

About the Author
Eileen Monesson, CPC, principal with PRCounts, is a strategic mar-
keter and coach who creates market dominating brands. She can 
be contacted at 848-459-3130 or emonesson@PRCounts.com. 

Trends and Insights from page 12



16 Growth Strategies  Vol 6 • Issue 2

As modern communicators, we are bom-
barded with statistics about the impor-
tance of content marketing in reaching 
our prospects, the amount of budget to 
dedicate to it and the frequency and times 
of day to be most effective. It’s an exhaust-
ing mantra. 

We’ve scoured the globe for sources of 
original content, built internal editorial boards and when 
necessary, resorted to content curation. 

Scrambling to meet the call to be “valued advisors” and know-
ing it takes dozens of interactions with your brand to get 
engagement, we’ve flooded our audience with an ever-rising 
cacophony of brand messages—up to 5,000 of them per day 
now.

The World Is Noisy

Last year, output per brand rose 35 percent per social chan-
nel. Yet despite the millions of dollars invested to create this 
content, engagement fell by 17 percent, according to Search 
Marketing Daily. 

The world is noisy. It’s hard to overstate this fact, except by 
the much-quoted yet fallacious statistic that a human being’s 
attention span of eight seconds is now shorter than a gold-
fish’s of nine seconds. (This is unprovable, and the Microsoft 
“study” on which it was based was actually a marketing white 
paper that has since been removed.) 

It’s true that attention spans are shrinking. Yet 3,000-word arti-
cles and blog posts consistently get more reads and shares 
than shorter counterparts. 

Why the confusion? In large part, it’s because pundits haven’t 
talked about how content gets to your prospects. Rather, 
they have talked up the virtues of dominating social media 
with megaphones. What is true is that attention relies on 
complex contextual factors such as situation, use and device.

What Is Relevancy?

People haven’t changed in their desire to be entertained, 
educated or engaged. What has changed is that we live in 

times of Big Data—we know a lot about our brains, we have 
decoded the human genome and we know how we make 
decisions. In fact, most of our online interactions—search, 
advertising, product suggestions, even intent—are now 
custom-designed by the data from our user habits. 

On one hand, it’s creepy for a website to know my demo-
graphics, where I am in the buying cycle and what content 
I have viewed. But on the other hand, it has created an 
expectation that the experience I am served up by the brand 
is going to be relevant to me. 

The brand is one entity—not separate divisions. We expect 
the experience to be flawless, consistent and personal. Fur-
thermore, this same technology has provided the buyer with 
much more power in return. 

Buyers can (and do) research alternatives to your services 
and prices, and unsubscribe or block messaging not relevant 
to them, even when they originally opted in. Frustrate them 
enough, and they may take to filling social channels with 
negative content about your brand, which could rank as high 
or higher than your own content.

What Can You Do To Be Relevant?

Professional service firms need to be focusing on targeted 
and personal interactions with prospects and clients. This can 
be made easier by the tools and processes in which you’re 
willing to invest. 

Industry-wide, accounting firms need to get more serious 
about the adoption of CRM systems, as well as intranets 
housing documents and processes. Firms of all sizes are 
expected by their clients to provide personalized service and 
communication, so knowledge must be accessible firm-wide. 

Similarly, firms should focus on their follow-up game. Fast, 
frequent and polite persistence in responsiveness will win 
the business of buyers who are too busy to chase you 
themselves. 

Marketing teams can help relevancy by creating content 
libraries and tagging structures focused on interests, stages of 
the marketing/sales funnel and demographics. 

You Talkin’ to Me? The Answer 
Better be “Yes!”
Raissa Evans, Running Reload, LLC
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Every generational shift has left its mark on 
America, from culture to politics and even 
food. As members of the post-WWII “baby 
boomer” generation (born between the 
years 1946-1964) begin to retire at a rate of 
about 3.6 million a year, we are beginning to 
see millennials (born 1980 to 2000) become 
the next wave of leaders, influencers and 
most importantly, business developers.

Representing approximately 25% of the nation’s population*, 
millennials—83.1 million people strong—are much different 
from their generational predecessors.  

Smart firms are embracing millennials, fast-tracking promotions 
of young professionals into leadership and encouraging their 
active participation in business development to leverage their 
potential as early as possible. 

Why? According to a 2016 report by PwC, Millennials at Work 
Reshaping the Workplace, by 2020—less than four years from 
today—this generation will represent 50% of the profession. 
Perhaps just as important, millennials are taking the helm as 
leaders and owners in our clients’ enterprises at a fast pace.

To ignore this generational shift is to fail in business, as this 
wave of change is already in process. Unfortunately, many 
“baby boomer” partners still believe in outdated conventions 
for leadership and advancement. Failing to understand how 
this generation thinks—which is vastly different from them—
senior owners may actually be hurting their own retirement 
prospects. Those who continue to maintain 1970s manage-
ment tactics and timetables and “wait for them to mature” will 
miss the mark completely, because this generation is a different 
breed.

Training, inclusion and trust need to begin 
almost from day one to be successful.

“Millennials feel they have earned a seat at the table just for 
showing up,” jokes Rachael Higginbotham, marketing manager 
for the Baton Rouge, LA CPA firm Postlethwaite & Netterville.  

Higginbotham, together with her millennial-age co-worker, 
Madison Field, MBA, CFE, CVA, a consulting manager in the 
firm, presented their thoughts on how to engage the younger 
generation in the selling process at the 2016 AAM Summit. The 
pair detailed how firm owners need to understand the funda-
mental differences that drive younger staff.  

“They are sheltered yet confident; pressured yet team-oriented; 
and, above all, they are about achieving,” said Higginbotham. 
“Rewards work for them. Millennials want that little trophy at 
the end of the day.” 

Getting partners to leverage these nuances 
for business development may be tough.

“Among our greatest challenges are time and lifestyle,” said 
Mitch Reno, a long time AAM leader who serves as a princi-
pal and director of Client Experience for Michigan-based CPA 
firm Rehmann.  “Millennial lifestyles are different than those of 
current partners. The work-life balance doesn’t create as many 
natural interaction points for business professionals. Time is 
tremendously precious for everyone involved. Firm leaders 
have less time to mentor and millennials want a better balance 
between work and play.”

Addressing these challenges might require a 
structural shift from traditional systems and 
work responsibilities.

“Millennials are both team-oriented and risk takers,” said Higgin-
botham, “However, at the same time, they often view traditional 
structure and hierarchy as unneeded.”

Ironically, the boomer generation that rebelled against their 
elders is now dealing with a younger generation that chal-
lenges their authority. So just how do we get owners to rise to 
the occasion? According to Reno, owners will need to be more 
inclusive.

“Boomer bosses should engage millennials in the conversa-
tion and be better listeners,” said Reno. “Good mentors help 
develop common goals and coach people to find individually 

Millennials and Business 
Development: Engaging the 
New Generation of Leaders
Larry Feld, Hunter Group CPA LLC
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Accelerated Sales Performance

appropriate pathways to getting to the goal line. Stop trying to 
get people to places they don’t want to go. Understand each 
player’s interest and where he or she is motivated to perform. If 
owners help clarify the outcomes being sought with prospects 
and clients, millennials will gladly work toward those goals that 
they are passionate about.”

Higginbotham agrees. “It is important to encourage millenni-
als to pursue their passions in ways that will benefit your firm’s 
goals,” she said. “They will be motivated to act on their passions 
if you ask them. And above all, give them a seat at the table—
let them help determine how they contribute.”

“Engage millennials in the creation of business development 
programs,” Reno adds. “People will support and engage in 
programs they help create. In addition, allow training to occur 
during regular work hours just as we handle CPE and other 
career-related training. Build training programs that focus 
on relationship development as well as sales-skill develop-
ment. This is likely a given, but an important element. Teach 
them how to provide exceptional experiences to clients and a 
powerful foundation for business development skills can then 
emerge.”

Sharing Is Caring

Management needs to retool communications and create 
more open levels of communication. The “it’s above your pay 
grade” style of executive privilege is not an acceptable answer 
to this group.

“Millennials are drawn to authenticity and transparency,” said 
Reno. “They like Bernie Sanders because they were drawn to 
someone who was sharing a message that felt real and lacked 
political gamesmanship.” 

Young professionals are also willing to put their time and 
money on the line to support worthwhile efforts. The rise in 

cause marketing is fueled by the expanding efforts of a con-
cerned generation.

According to FutureCast (millennialmarketing.com), a market-
ing and research company that specializes in understanding 
the millennial mindset, this generation is motivated by causes. 
Their research reveals nearly half of those studied would be 
more willing to make a purchase if they knew that purchase 
supported a cause. At the same time, 37% of respondents said 
they would purchase from a company that supported a cause 
they believed in even if that purchase cost a little more.

For the CPA firm, this equates to an opportunity of purpose. 
By tapping into the very real social consciousness, firms can 
help their communities while providing an opportunity for 
young professionals to create and lead in useful promotions. If 
partners are brave enough to let young team members be the 
thought leaders, spokespeople and proactive networkers for a 
cause, firms just may discover a unique training ground in both 
leadership and business development.

Redefining Work-Life Balance

Another obstacle to getting young staff into the business 
development arena is parental responsibilities. According to 
the FutureCast’s research, millennials believe parenting should 
be a shared experience. Sixty-six percent of dads and half of 
the moms studied feel that child care should be equally shared 
between parents. Since only one in four millennials are already 
parents, expect to see more pushback in years to come from 
traditional after-hours networking and other business devel-
opment chores. While many millennials are waiting until their 
thirties to enter into parenthood, considerably later than their 
boomer bosses, they value personal time.

Millennials are also tech-savvy. FutureCast reports millennials 
are two and one-half times more likely to be early adopters 

of new things than their older generational counterparts. In 
addition, they are a generation of self-publishers. This is a good 
thing—a very good thing for a CPA firm in need of intellectual 
content for marketing.

Their love of content curation and creation is evident by the 
explosion of photo and video social sharing. Nearly 46% of 
millennials have posted their own creations. From a business 
development perspective, this is a huge untapped opportunity 
for the CPA firm to leverage.  

“Social media is the emerging channel for communication,” said 
Reno. “It’s a newer channel in the mix that millennials are com-
fortable with. Sure, the manner in which content is exchanged 
changes. But, ultimately, it’s about finding ways to convert the 
conversations to business-related topics at the right time. The 
key here is being authentic and real.”

While unleashing the social media skills of a firm’s young talent 
for targeted prospect development is not a new idea, the devil 
is in the details. How do we transition young Twitter junkies 
from obsessing over TV shows or bad service at the local store 
into more thoughtful business conversation? Do we even need 
to?

Reno suggests that, while boomers may understand how to 
speak business, younger professionals might actually have a 
better grasp on how best to get their message delivered.

“Millennials, heck, most people, are uncomfortable with trying 
to transition to business topics,” said Reno. “Work with millen-
nials to facilitate their ideas here and outline ways to use social 
media—then, have THEM coach and train boomers how to do 
it better. We all learn together.”

“They simply don’t understand why they have to do things the 
same way current firm leaders did them,” said Higginbotham. 
“As our young people create relationships with their peers 
within clients and prospective clients, they will be successful in 
developing business in different ways than previous genera-
tions. When that happens, firms will begin to embrace their 
unique talent as the way of the future.”  

Reno agrees: “Ok, here’s my forecast: Millennials will prove to be 
one of the most entrepreneurial generations over time. They 
are comfortable thinking outside the traditional box and work-
ing together in teams. Leverage those strengths and maximize 
their interest in creating an innovative future for your firm.

*US Census Report, 2015.

About the Author
Larry Feld is the director of marketing for Hunter Group CPA LLC, a 
Northern New Jersey-based firm that serves closely-held and family 
owned businesses.  A founding member of the Growth Strategies 
magazine team, he has been with his firm for over 18 years.

Segmenting your database for targeted email blasts will 
improve open rates and reduce unsubscribes. 

Use of landing pages where visitors are delivered relevant 
content reduces bounce rates and increases conversions. 

And finally, we can limit shortcuts that hurt engagement—
for example, cross-posting content to all of our platforms at 
once. It’s not important to be on all of them; it’s important to 
be on the right ones, at the right time. The mantra for 2017 
should be “do fewer things, better.”

As individuals, relevancy hasn’t changed. We have always 
craved personal interaction with others. It’s baked into us as 

social animals. Form short-term target prospect lists to woo; 
do your research on their interests, groups and industry pains; 
and build a personal relationship. In the end, your prospects 
should always feel, “They’re speaking directly to me.”

About the Author
Raissa is Founder and Chief Strategist at Running Reload, LLC, 
working with clients on execution-focused marketing strategy and 
operational productivity. As a champion of digital strategy, she 
spent 12 years in the accounting industry leading many industry 
firsts including the first accounting firm blog, podcast and mobile 
site, and spent 5 years on the Board of the Association for Account-
ing Marketing. 
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