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With so many choices 
available today, it’s 
hard to decide which 
marketing strategies 
and tactics are best.
Although there are underlying 
principles that support the decisions 
marketers make, selecting the right 
marketing mix can be difficult.

According to the 2021-22 AAM 
Marketing Budget Benchmark 
Study conducted by AAM and the 
Hinge Research Institute (HRI), the 
COVID-19 pandemic forced firms 
to become innovative. Eighty-five 
percent of survey respondents 
tried new marketing and business 
development strategies, and 69% 
achieved some success with them. 
These included delivering more 
content, producing webinars and 

virtual events, and introducing new 
consulting services to help clients pull 
through the pandemic. 

“The crisis accelerated innovation 
in the accounting industry,” said Lee 
Frederiksen, Ph.D., HRI managing 
partner. “Firms embraced new 
technologies and marketing strategies 
at an unprecedented pace.” 

While greatly impacted by the size of 
the firm, the average marketing spend, 
including staff compensation, doubled 

from 1.5% to 3% of firm revenue per 
responding firms in the latest study. 
On average, firms that responded 
grew their top line revenue by 10%. 

The shift to mostly digital marketing 
helped some firms achieve an average 
median growth rate close to 32%. 
These high-growth firms grew more 
than five times as fast as their peers 
while spending just the same or 
less on marketing. They did this by 
investing their marketing dollars in 
different areas. For example, the ratio 

Trends and Insights
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Marketing Strategies that Worked — or 
Didn’t — During the COVID 19 Pandemic

A complimentary executive 
summary of the 2021-22 AAM 
Marketing Budget Benchmark 
Study is available at the  
AAM website. 



of marketing employees to full-time 
professionals at high-growth firms is 
1:26 compared to 1:45 at average/no- 
growth firms.

Jack Kolmansberger, CMO with 
Herbein + Company, Inc. in Reading, 
PA, uses the data in the report to 
prepare the firm’s marketing budget. 
For each line item, Kolmansberger 
calculates the difference between 
high-growth firms and what they 
are doing. Kolmansberger studies 
variances to see if they make sense 
for the firm. For example, this year 
he budgeted a new website, so that 
number was higher.  

“The high-growth model doesn’t 
preclude us from going outside best 
practices, but it is definitely helpful 
in setting parameters up front,” 
Kolmansberger said. “Without the 
data, I would feel less confident in our 

budget and ultimately our plans for 
the year. There are a few key things 
that drive our marketing. The budget 
survey is among the most important.”

Brunella Reid, MBA, director of 
marketing for Moore Colson CPAs 
and Advisors in Atlanta, uses the 
survey findings as a reference point, 
comparing the data on high-growth 
firms to what her firm is doing. It helps 
to ensure all important line items 
are included in her budget and that 
her firm is aligned with strategies 
employed at high-growth firms.

“I appreciate that the study takes into 
consideration that not all budgets 
are created equally,” Reid said. 
“For example, some firms include 
compensation, others don’t. The way 
the data is aggregated and presented 
makes it possible for me to compare 
the results to my budget.”

The study represents responses from 
140 accounting and advisory firms 
with more than 23,000 employees and 
total revenues exceeding $6.7 billion. 

Eileen Monesson, CPC, principal, 
PRCounts. Contact at emonesson@
prcounts.com.

5accountingmarketing.org



Allison Schlegelmilch 
is focusing on the big 
picture as she builds 
her team to meet the 
growing need for 
marketing services 
within her expanding 
firm.   
As director of marketing for 
Pennsylvania-based RKL LLP, she has 
a team of seven full-time marketing 
professionals.

“I’m looking for people with a track 
record of adaptability and problem-
solving,” Schlegelmilch said. “More 
than just skill sets, I’m seeking out the 
right mindset — willing to try new 
things, always learning and able to 
pivot quickly. Those were all factors 
in our success during COVID and 
they continue to apply to our quickly 
evolving industry.” 

At Atlanta-based Bennett Thrasher, 
Marketing Manager Allie Donahue 
described her firm’s need for digital 
marketing acumen. 

“We are focusing on staff who have 
experience leading digital campaigns 
and continue to evolve our website 
for lead generation,” she said. “Our 
website and thought leadership 
strategies have continued to grow and 
our next staff member will need to be 
well versed in digital and analytics.” 

Donahue’s not alone in that goal. 
Recent accounting marketing 
postings on the Association for 
Accounting Marketing’s Job Bank 

reflect an increase in the demand 
for digital marketing skills, including 
increasing social media presence, 
managing social media content, cross-
selling services and applying web-
based skills, CRM skills and SEO/SEM 
expertise. 

Talent from Diverse 
Industries 
The same skills are in demand in 
other types of industries, making 
the competition for top talent more 
challenging now than it has been 
in decades, especially for managers 
intent on attracting candidates 
with previous professional services 
marketing experience. 

Over the past 16 months, 74% of 
postings on AAM’s Job Bank preferred 
or required professional services 
experience when sourcing candidates 
for open positions. But that preference 
is far from universal. Bennett Thrasher 
is one of many firms with a positive 
view of candidates from other 
industries. 

“We find it useful to look for staff 
without professional services 
experience as they think outside 
the box and bring new ideas to the 
table,” Donahue said. “As we grow, 
experience in a particular industry 
becomes less of a focus and skill sets 
are more relevant. Hiring people from 
outside the industry brings a more 
diverse skill set and knowledge to 
the firm, resulting in more innovative 
ideas. That doesn’t exclude a great 
candidate with professional services 
experience, however.”

RKL also welcomes applicants with 
diverse backgrounds. 

“I’m a big believer in tapping into 
talent from different industries and 
backgrounds,” Schlegelmilch said. 
“You need to have an appetite for 
inviting different perspectives and 
shaking things up a bit, but it’s well 
worth it. Six out of seven members 
of my marketing team came from 
other industries and professional 
backgrounds. The diversity of thought, 
experience and perspectives has been 
a huge advantage for RKL.” 

Like Donahue and Schlegelmilch, 
Shelly Castorino, director of marketing 
and business development for Wouch, 
Maloney & Co., LLP, is interested 
more in mindset and skill set than 
a precisely matched professional 
background. She also finds it 
beneficial to speak with marketers 
who are not part of the accounting 
industry. 

“Sometimes one can become fixated 
on rules or the way things were always 
done before,” Castorino said. “When 
brainstorming with non-accounting 
marketers, great ideas often emerge.”

While great marketers can come 
from any background, Schlegelmilch 
has observed a pattern of strong 
performance in hires from advertising 
agencies and others with a less 
obviously well-matched background. 

“Two industries that often produce 
excellent marketing candidates 
are nonprofit and media. A high 
performer from a nonprofit 
background can be extremely well-
rounded because they’ve had to wear 
so many different hats, have grit and 
are likely excellent communicators. 
Former journalists live and breathe 
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content creation, so depending on 
their aspirations, they can make great 
hires as well.”

That fresh viewpoint and willingness 
to enter a new field comes with a 
caveat, Schlegelmilch said, especially 
when hiring from outside professional 
services. 

“To retain high-performing talent, a 
leader needs to be prepared to give 
them lots of latitude in taking on new 
challenges or they will move on.” 

Strong Digital Strategy 
Before COVID, progressive firms 
understood the importance of a 
strong digital presence and were 
already moving into the digital arena. 
Now, however, it’s imperative for all 
firms to have a strong digital presence 
and effective digital communications 
just to make it to a level playing field. 

With a growing comfort having  
virtual meetings, the focus has shifted 
toward finding ways to engage new 
clients digitally.

“Content creation and digital strategy 
are at the top of my list,” Schlegelmilch 
said. “For content creation, it’s the 
ability to think audience-first and 

then develop content that can be 
deployed creatively across various 
channels, whether that’s social media, 
video, blog, or webinars. For digital 
strategy, I’m looking for people who 
are well-rounded who can draw on 
best practices in SEO, pay-per-click 
(PPC), video marketing, social media 
and more, and apply them to reach 
our marketing goals.”

Both Donahue and Castorino maintain 
a similar content-first stance.

“We are definitely focused more 
on content-creation skills and a 
digital skill set,” Donahue said. “As we 
continue to serve as trusted advisors 
to our clients, we intend to develop 
content through more targeted 
communications that drive leads from 
specific industry subsets.” 

Whether firms are large or small, high-
quality content is a critical component 
of firm-client communications for all 
accounting and advisory firms in an 
environment where business happens 
more and more online. Driving 
existing and potential clients to a 
firm’s website to engage with articles, 
webinars, newsletters and other 
content is imperative to build and 

maintain close relationships. 

Looking Beyond Local 
The digital landscape isn’t the only 
new real estate on hiring managers’ 
radars. As teleworking becomes the 
norm, limiting the candidate pool to 
a certain geographic location is less 
common. Accounting and advisory 
firms now can source candidates 
from all over, expanding the pool of 
potential job applicants. 

“Remote and hybrid work is the 
future,” Donahue said. “Being open to 
hiring a remote staff member opens 
the door for fantastic candidates.”

Castorino worked with remote teams 
before the pandemic including a 
graphic designer, website team and 
digital ad team. Working remotely and 
offering greater access to jobseekers 
with specialized job skills has made 
some tasks easier, she said. 

Remote work is no longer a novelty 
and traditional firms are feeling the 
pressure to adapt. Employees have 
tasted the freedom of working from 
home during the pandemic and as 
they migrate to new positions, they 
are increasingly unwilling to lose  
that autonomy. 

“Employees have spoken,” 
Schlegelmilch said. “They expect 
flexibility. Whether it’s hybrid or a fully 
remote work model, it’s a given that 
today’s high performers demand a 
work arrangement that fosters better 
productivity and work-life balance. 
It’s on us to be creative about how 
we can offer that while encouraging 
engagement and relationship-
building within our team and across 
the firm.”

Katie Cauley, marketing/HR 
coordinator, Mauldin & Jenkins, LLC. 
Contact at kcauley@mjcpa.com.
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How will client relationships be 
maintained in a virtual environment?    
If you think of the client as the center of the universe, 
it changes the way you make business decisions. The firm of 
the future will deeply understand its clients. If you have that 
relationship with them, then clients know you care about 
them. By getting to know your client, you’ll be able to bring 
solutions to the table. Knowing your clients in a virtual 
space begins with simple questions: “How would you like us 
to communicate with you? What mode? How often?“

What advisory services will firms create to 
meet changing client needs?   
We’ll see an expansion of advisory services, whether 
that’s an ad agency, IT services, artificial intelligence, HR 
consulting; it’s all these things. We’ll see opportunities for 
new relationships such as alliances and joint ventures. If I 
know I have 10 clients who absolutely need marketing help, 
I’ll go find the best marketing firm that shares my values 
and bring this to our client base. You don’t have to control it 
all, manage it all, make money on it all. You just need to be 
a solutions provider. If they trust and believe in you, they’ll 
take on that relationship, and you will benefit.

What will the future of work look like in 
accounting/advisory firms?     
Growing firms will have no boundaries. The firms of the 
future will go deep and vertical in specialization. That’s 
where the client comes back to the center of that decision. 
If you know their size, industry and challenges, then you’ll 
be able to adapt to those client needs.

We’ll also see virtual work continue, with joint ventures and 
traditional service lines that have no boundaries of where 
or who they work with. 

What business practices will firms  
leave behind?   
The whole traditional accounting firm model where the 
tiered level of talent is all in-house blows up. The firm of 

the future will still have a model of compliance, but any 
consulting services offered will not have to do with who 
is on staff. It’ll have to do with those new alliances, joint 
ventures and deeper understanding of clients.

We’ll move from the traditional model of picking up the 
phone, waiting for it to ring, having a meeting, doing a tick 
list, staying within boundaries, not going outside of the 
box. Those clients over time will say, “You’ve never taken  
me out of the box and never asked me questions I need  
to answer.”

What can firms do to improve diversity? 
Firms must understand the culture they’re trying to create 
and hire for that. Firm culture is about who are you, what 
are you trying to become and what can you do about it. 
The industry needs to begin recruiting at the high school 
level and invest in students there. Make accounting sexy! 
Creating a more diverse future for firms means they need 
to create more unique services that are compelling and 
attractive from a student’s perspective. A student who is a 
solutions provider and lifelong learner will seek a firm that 
has an environment of dynamic growth opportunities.

How can accounting and advisory firms 
adopt a more future-forward mindset?   
Firms should adopt a much more holistic and aggressive 
approach. They should be asking, “What can we do to be 
different, and genuine?”

In Kevin Carroll’s book, “Rules of the Red Rubber Ball,” he 
talks about finding your passion, exploiting that and going 
deep within that passion. The firm of the future needs to 
go for it, think long and hard about their marketplace, and 
understand what clients are asking and need. Pick one area, 
grow it, build it and make it work. Expand it from there. 
Rethink the model. Create diverse, compelling, interesting 
services, and employees and clients will come.

Dave Sullivan  
Director of Business Development   
Perkins and Co 
Dave Sullivan is a shareholder and director of business development at Perkins and 
Co in Portland, OR. He joined the firm in 2000 after careers in TV journalism, media 
production and consulting, and is the first non-accountant owner in the firm’s history. 
Dave discussed how firms must evolve for the future – and what attitude firm leadership 
needs to adopt for success.

8 Growth Strategies Fall 2021
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We want industry data to make more informed decisions with the ever-changing industry of public 
accounting. This could include information for financial purposes, marketing, administrative costs or 

recruiting. The struggle I find is getting timely and accurate data to benchmark against. As there  
have been more mergers and acquisitions in our profession, this will continue to be tougher to obtain.

Will Clegg, partner, HHM CPAs 

A strong marketing team understands the needs of the practice leaders, the firm and the marketplace, 
synthesizing all of that into a comprehensive vision for the firm’s future. They need to create and execute 
a holistic plan. For example, when we realized the messaging on our website did not reflect our desire to 
help all those affected by COVID-19, we developed a resource center that felt like a form of community 

outreach. Marketing collaborated with tax to provide timely, helpful information to people who were 
struggling and show our compassion for clients and the greater community.    

Harriet Greenberg, co-managing partner, Friedman LLP 

What do partners need from their 
marketing departments now?

We rely on our marketing department to find new ways to reach prospects and develop business  
in the more virtual world. Marketing also helps keep us focused on meeting the needs of our current clients 

and being proactive with our communication. They research and keep us informed about changes in  
our competitors’ service offerings and marketing messages. They are partnering with HR to ensure our 

messages to recruits are on-brand and staff are getting the coaching they need to become  
our next generation of firm leaders.

Petra Orquiola, partner, Williams Benator & Libby, LLP

One positive outcome of the pandemic was learning we can help our clients while working remotely. 
We also learned we are not reliant on a specific geographic area to look for clients. Marketing keeps the 
website fresh, which enables us to quickly respond to questions and referrals coming from all over. 

Social media also plays a large part in business development. Now marketers must not only post 
and oversee the firm’s social media accounts, but also push that content to the partners and other 

prominent firm team members, and get them to post on their Twitter and LinkedIn pages.   

Donna H. Laubscher, partner, Henry+Horne 

Interviews by Hannah Kubik

First is helping people understand the difference between marketing and business development  
(one-to-many versus one-to-one), and how a marketing plan for individuals is different from  
a business development plan. Doing a presentation to an association is marketing, whereas scheduling  
lunches and one-on-one meetings is business development. Second is to set priorities for where we  

should be spending our marketing resources. Third is working with leadership to understand the firm’s 
strategic plan and make sure our marketing and business development plan aligns with these goals.  
Suzanne Forbes, managing partner, James Moore Certified Public Accountants and Consultants
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When the COVID-19 
pandemic hit, most 
staff at accounting  
and advisory firms – 
and the staff of their 
clients – packed up and 
went home.    
For the firms, however, business didn’t 
stop or even slow down. In fact, clients 
needed more services and guidance 
from their advisors than ever. How and 
where accountants and advisors did 
their work and nurtured relationships 
changed radically and quickly, with 
nearly all interactions shifting from 
face-to-face to virtual. 

More than a year later, while 
client relationship and business 
development partners are excited 
about the prospect of heading back to 
in-person client meetings, there’s still a 
need for and an interest in a paradigm 
of hybrid communications that will 
define the new normal. 

Business developers are finding new 
ways to blend the digital approach 
with the personal touch of a 
handshake — all the while ensuring 
everyone feels safe and respected.

Information, Information, 
Information 
“My client relationship cycle was 
unchanged for decades,” said Lee M. 
Cohen, founder and managing partner 
of LM Cohen & Company in New York 
City.  “I’d meet with clients to plan 
the work; then I’d finish a project and 
schedule an in-person meeting to 

develop a plan for implementation. 
What changed during COVID-19? 
Everything. It was insane.” 

Cohen said his clients needed 
“information, information, information,” 
including constant updates on the 
U.S. Small Business Administration’s 
Paycheck Protection Program and 
other stimulus offerings. 

“It got to the point that it made good 
business sense not to bill clients for 
our work helping them with PPP loan 
applications,” he said. “The flow of 
information from us turned into  
a continuous flood.”

To find a way to stay in front of 
clients, Cohen held a series of socially 
distanced outdoor meetings at  
his home. 

“What we gained by meeting in 
person was invaluable and has 
carried through into how we conduct 
business today,” he said. 

A New Client 
Relationship Reality 
For Andrew Sledd and Amy Menafee, 
partners at Keiter, based in Glen Allen, 
VA, the demands of audits made it 
clear they had to get in front of their 
clients.

“We had an audit close down halfway 
through,” Menafee said. “Fortunately, 
MS Teams had already been installed, 
so I reached out to my client to 
establish new rules of the road that  
will very likely carry through and 
become our new hybrid procedure.” 

Menafee also arranged to meet her 
clients safely outdoors and even 
hosted networking meetings in her 

yard. Problems did arise with the 
timely transmittal of records because 
clients were often not in the office with 
access to paper files. 

Finding times that worked for clients 
and partners to access the records was 
a challenge, but it built a level of trust. 

“Many of our clients are located 
throughout the country, so the firm 
has successfully managed client 
relationships virtually for years,”  
Sledd said. 

When the pandemic shut down 
the firm, the frequency and level at 
which they had to use tools such as 
virtual slideshows to help sell new 
engagements changed.

For Menafee and Sledd, the new client 
relationship reality will be face-to-face 
augmented by virtual meetings.

“Now we’re experts on video meet-
ups and screen sharing; we are chat 
mavens, and these new client work 
arrangements are here to stay,” 
Menafee said. 

Richard Shippee

Client Relationship Management:  
A New Paradigm
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TLC for New 
Relationships 
As partners feel their way into the  
post-COVID era, some see the need  
to approach client relationship 
practices differently with prospects 
and new clients than they will with 
existing clients.

Timothy Schnall, a principal at Untracht 
Early of Floram Park, NJ, thinks the 
second half of 2021 will be a critical 
time to nurture newer relationships  
in person. 

“We have to get back into our cars and 
on planes; and we’ll have to get back 
on the live event circuit to be seen as 
providing content and advice – and to 
start branding again,” Schnall said. 

He believes many established clients 
will not insist on returning to personal 
visits but will welcome them, and  
he is content with the emerging  
hybrid style. 

“We’ll meet in person for engagement 
kick-offs, for key progress reports and 
for closings, but much of the work will 
get done virtually.”

Jason Martin, managing partner 
for the Memphis office of HHM 
CPAs, sees a pivot point coming in 
client relationship management for 
firms concentrating their growth 
opportunities on added-value 
consulting services. 

“Those firms not going for the 
consulting work will be handling lower 
growth commoditized attest and 
accounting engagements, and likely 
will miss out on the advisory work that 
is driving profit and providing the most 
value to our clients,” Martin said.

Being in the room helps move these 
types of engagements forward, he said. 

“Just by being on site when another 
firm was not, we talked a proposal 
through to a win.” 

Technology Learning 
Curve 
Practitioners at firms that made the 
shift to digital meetings and workflow 
became comfortable with certain 
platforms and ways of doing business, 
and improved relations with certain 
types of clients, Schnall said. 

“During the worst of COVID-19, our 
client meetings essentially went to 
zero,” he said. “We were 100% reliant 
on collaboration software such as 
Zoom and Teams. Planning calls, work 
product reviews and closing calls 
became virtual, but I believe our client 
relationships improved as we brought 
in this new technology to an already 
electronic relationship.”

Cohen agreed. 

“Prior to the pandemic I never thought 
I’d bring on a new client without 
meeting them in person. But now 
it’s happened,” he said. “I do sense a 
yearning by prospects and clients to 
get back in touch with us personally. 
They want to see me and I want to  
see them.”

Richard Shippee, director of 
marketing and communications 
services, Whitman Business Advisors. 
Contact at shippeecomm@aol.com.



What are the next big trends in the 
accounting world? 
I’m seeing more roles for strategy officers and heads of 
innovation along with incubation labs to think about 
new products and services. To see what’s next, firms need 
someone focused on looking forward while everyone else is 
looking down. 

Globalization, sustainability and diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) are trending in all business sectors. Ask 
yourself how these values are reflected in your mission 
statement and incorporated into your firm’s 
brand identity. Clients are reimagining 
themselves, and firms need to do the same. 
Transformation is bigger than just digital. 
Real business transformation involves 
people, process, technology  
and finances. 

How will culture and 
diversity affect the 
profession in the next  
five years?   
As we think about who our clients are 
going to be, statistics show we will have 
a majority minority community which will 
also reflect decision makers. We will need to 
represent those decision makers or find ourselves 
not as competitive. I see the convergence of grassroots and 
formal initiatives. Allies are coming from all areas, and leaders 
are stepping up boldly and courageously to say we can 
do better. DEI is an intentional endeavor. We don’t want to 
promote people before they are ready, but we can look at the 
pipeline and identify gaps and barriers. Give people stretch 
opportunities to earn their way up and get more people 
in our succession plan. Reflect this in your marketing and 
recruiting efforts.   

How can small and medium-sized firms 
position themselves for sustainable growth 
in the future? 
Consider joint ventures with other firms to cast a wider net 
than you could by going it alone. Small and medium-sized 
firms are more agile in how they work and who they work 
with. Broaden your professional network to identify firms 
offering complementary services where you can collaborate 
to bring a powerhouse solution to market.  

Which technology innovations will give 
accounting firms a competitive advantage?  
Firms have the unique opportunity to think about business 
processes differently, leverage technology, provide strategy 
and look ahead to inform clients on things we think they 
should be doing. I see data analytics as both an offering and 
an internal practice operations tool to get more predictive 
about identifying risk and opportunities for the firm. 
Robotics process automation (RPA) is another area that is 
especially helpful on the practice side. With all the proposed 

regulations on deck, scenario modeling is an area where 
firms can help clients prepare for possible 

financial impacts. 

What can marketers do to 
position their firms for 
growth? 
Differentiate your solutions to speak 
specifically to business problems 
and focus on the client’s perspective. 
Have a multi-pronged approach 
to focus on an account strategy 

(knowing who are the targets), solution 
strategy (what do they need) and an 

industry strategy (how and where to reach 
them to build brand awareness). Firms need 

to have a strong digital presence to be “found” 
when prospects are searching for solutions. Your 

online presence and penetration will continue to be essential 
to validate your substance and culture, even when we return 
to a mix of online and in-person relationship activity. People 
want to see an authentic depiction of what it’s like to be 
engaged with your firm.

How can firms respond to major business 
shifts and disruptions? 
Volunteer and be active within professional associations 
like AAM, AICPA, Financial Executives International (FEI) or 
the Institute of Internal Auditors (IIA). Meet other peers, 
learn from each and build a referral network. Get known for 
something, even if in just one niche. Timing is everything. An 
idea that did not work three years ago might be prime for 
today’s environment. What are areas you can expand in, and 
where can you evolve? Take time to really think about what is 
most profitable for your firm. The future is now!

Kimberly Ellison-Taylor
Kimberly Ellison-Taylor has spent her professional career as a business leader, adjunct professor, keynote speaker and volunteer 
advocate. She has been recognized among Accounting Today’s Top 100 Most Influential People in Accounting and CPA Practice 
Advisor’s 25 Most Powerful Women in Accounting. She currently serves as immediate past chair of the American Institute of 
Certified Public Accountants’ (AICPA) Board of Directors, and is the founder and CEO of KET Solutions, LLC.  

Interview by Mary Yanocha
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Audience engagement — turning passive spectators into active participants — is the goal for most presenters. Using an audience 
engagement and presentation platform, sales and marketing professionals can create slides to provide necessary information and 
engage through live polls, quizzes, surveys, Q&A sessions and other tools to solicit real-time input. Audience engagement tools 
can be used in both face-to-face and online presentations on various devices. Here are some options to help engage current and 
potential clients.

Paid Option 
Pay options of Mentimeter are available starting at $9.99, with 
more robust options available for $24.99 per month. These allow 
users to import presentations and export results to Excel. 

Digideck by Sportsdigita is a cloud-based sales and marketing 
presentation platform that transforms the customer journey 
into an experience to drive business growth. Digideck offers 
immersive, media-rich experiences with full CRM integration, 
analytics and personalized experiences to drive revenue. 

Unlike the free options, Digideck allows users to create dynamic, 
branded presentations that are pre-configured for specific 
opportunities based on relevant data synced from a CRM, with 
the ability to incorporate video, motion graphics, animated GIFs 
and high-resolution images. Branded presentations for leads or 
partners can be automatically generated by integrating contact 
information from external web forms and surveys. Fees are 
customized based on user requirements, with an initial set up 
fee and recurring annual costs. 

Free Option 
Mentimeter focuses on preparation, engagement and 
follow-up with a platform that enables professionals to 
create presentations and collect data via live polls, quizzes 
and questions in real time and analyze data to gain 
insights into trends. The free option allows users to present 
to an unlimited audience with no restriction on the 
number of presentations, along with two question slides 
and up to five quiz slides. 

Another option is AhaSlides, which accommodates up to 
seven live participants with unlimited questions, quizzes 
and Q&As. This is a far more robust option if presenting to 
a smaller audience.

13accountingmarketing.org
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While most 
conversations about 
diversity, equity and 
inclusion (DEI) center 
around hiring and other 
HR-focused topics, 
creating a truly diverse 
and inclusive firm can 
have a measurable and 
lasting impact on nearly 
every other area of a 
firm.   
The time to adopt DEI as part of a 
culture and growth strategy is now. 
Consider the recently released  
census data:

• While overall population growth 
slowed in the past decade, the 
growth that did occur (about 23 
million people) was made up 
entirely of people who identified 
as Hispanic, Asian, Black and 
more than one race. 

• The white population declined 
by 2.6% for the first time. People 
who identify as white now make 
up 58% of the U.S. population, 
down from 64% in 2010 and 69% 
in 2000.

• The largest population increase 
was among people who 
identified as more than one race. 

• Nearly 1 in 4 Americans now 
identify as either Hispanic or 
Asian.

• 98% of Americans live in a 
county with a growing number 
of Latinos, and 95% live in one 
where the Asian population is on 
the rise. 

• Diversity is rising in 19 out of 
every 20 counties in the U.S.

What does this data 
mean?  
The U.S. is becoming more diverse 
than ever, and it isn’t a trend that will 
reverse itself. If your firm is in a city 
of any size, or even a suburb, your 
population is less white than it was 
10 years ago. 

Add to this the fact that firms are 
reporting an increase in DEI-related 
questions in RFPs, particularly 
those sent by financial institutions, 
government and nonprofits. Firms 
that can’t show they are making 
efforts toward being more diverse 
and inclusive are at a distinct 
disadvantage — and will continue 
to be — as more businesses want to 
know they are working with partners 
who approach DEI as an important 
part of doing business. 

How can firms appeal to, 
and demonstrate they 
embrace, a more diverse 
population of clients? 
“We approach business 
development in a way that makes 
us more welcoming,” said Jennifer 
Cantero, director of marketing 
and sustainability at Sensiba San 
Filippo. “If we are going to call on 
a grocery store in the heart of the 
Latin community, we aren’t going 
to send someone who can’t speak 

Spanish. That is tone deaf. It’s all 
about understanding the culture 
and language of the prospect. We 
aren’t going to meet with a beer 
manufacturer in a suit but will wear 
jeans and plan to stay for a beer with 
them, too.” 

Another firm focused on DEI is 
Crowe MacKay in Vancouver, British 
Columbia. 

“To be seen as authentic to a diverse 
pool of prospects, you must walk the 
talk internally first. If you start going 
external with your DEI message 
before changing your internal culture, 
you are setting yourself up for some 
high-risk kickback,” said Brittany 
Pitruniak, marketing manager. “It’s 
also important to be a true part of the 
community and to bake ‘giving back’ 
in all your markets. There’s a lot of risk 
in being first, but there is even more 
in being last.” 

Jack Kolmansberger, chief marketing 
officer at Herbein + Company of 
Reading, PA, also likes the idea of 
giving back to the communities that 
support the firm. 

“We have always given back to the 
community, but it was often more 
business-focused in nature. This 
year, we committed to support a 
local hospital that is doing mobile 
mammograms for underserved 
areas to support the community 
and expand our horizons as well,” 
Kolmansberger said. “It feels 
empowering for our firm to be taking 
charge of our dollars and giving back 
to the community in this way.”

As firms work DEI into their culture 
and strategic business development 

Business Development

The Time is Now: Incorporate DEI into 
Your Business Development Strategy
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efforts, they must consider the 
following:

• Train the partner group and 
entire firm on unconscious 
bias, including what it is, how 
to recognize it and what can be 
done to overcome it.

• Develop prospect personas 
to ensure marketing and BD 
efforts aren’t purely focused on 
homogenous target markets but 
reflect the characteristics and 
identify needs that are important 
to buyers. 

• Create mentor programs that 
give women, people of color 
and LGBTQIA team members an 
opportunity to connect with firm 
leadership and show them how 

to navigate a path to leadership 
within the firm.

• Invite a diverse cross-section of 
firm employees to the room when 
decisions are being made about 
new markets to pursue or services 
to offer. Allow everyone to share 
opinions and insight without 
talking over them or dismissing 
their ideas. According to a Forbes 
study, teams that are more 
diverse and inclusive make better 
decisions up to 87% of the time. 
They also make those decisions 
twice as fast and with half the 
number of meetings and deliver 
60% better results.  

Any firmwide culture change is hard. 
It takes time and is a collection of 

many small steps in the right direction. 
However, the results are well worth 
the effort. If firms aren’t thinking about 
these factors and making strides to 
move forward, they will start losing 
market share to their competitors — 
and no one wants that.

Bonnie Buol Ruszczyk, marketing 
strategist, bbr companies llc. Contact 
at bonnie@bbrconsults.com
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Marketing Technology  
Playing More Strategic Role  
in Firm Growth

Accounting and advisory firm marketers need 
technology to do and tell them more than ever 
before.
While new marketing technology (martech) tools are rolled out every week, it seems, 
tech-savvy marketers are looking beyond individual tactics to ensure martech 
solutions integrate with other firm technology to play a bigger role in firm growth. 

Automation for the People 
When it comes to martech, FlashPoint Digital’s Chief SEO Strategist Brian Swanson 
thinks accounting and advisory firm marketers don’t have to be tech experts to 
effectively leverage tech tools. They do, however, need to have a bit of passion and 
learn the vernacular.

Heather Kunz

Focus Article
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“Marketers who understand the 
power of martech to generate leads 
are more likely to be invited to sit at 
the table with firm decision makers,” 
Swanson said. “If a marketer can take 
a website budget of $150,000 and 
generate $750,000 in revenue, the 
partners will be happy to give them 
what they want going forward.”

Website automation products will be 
essential in the next 10 years, he said, 
but it’s not just about moving data 
from one system to another. It’s about 
qualifying a lead to move it through 
the sales process more efficiently.

Swanson cited examples of essential 
automation such as AI-based chat 
features commonly used now by 
multinational business-to-consumer 
corporations, as well as SEO tools 
such as Yoast SEO Pro and those for 
structured data. Structured data is 
a standardized format for providing 
information about a page and 
classifying the page content. Search 
engines use structured data found on 
the web to understand the content of 
a page, Swanson said. 

“That information needs to be added 
by someone, but many firms don’t 
understand its function and don’t 
do it,” he said. “There are several 
plug-ins that automate structured 
data population based on AI read-
out of the article or blog. There’s a 
corresponding component called 
JSON script that needs to go with the 
blog or video, and that’s becoming 
automated instead of it being left up 
to the individual user.”  

Other tasks that can be automated 
include ongoing tracking of keyword 
positions and website crawls using an 
independent crawler to look at a site 
and identify problems.

Content Still King 
Website automation by itself won’t 
generate leads, Swanson said. He 
recommends that firms develop 
their content foundation first — 
targeted articles written by partners 
or ghostwriters, canned subscription 
content, webinars or videos.

“The background of all the changes 
Google has made over the years is 
content quality,” Swanson said. “That’s 
why ghostwriters are in demand in 
our industry. The way we convey 
information may change over the 
years, but it will always be about 
informing and educating the user.” 

Swanson said keywords are 
important, but marketers must have 
the content there first. If they’re 
targeting leads for valuation, their 
site must have content about 
valuations. Over time, the technology 
and tactics will change as new 
platforms come out, but thinking 
about how to transition a prospect 
from the website into a lead won’t 
change, he said. 

Integrating for 
Effectiveness 
For Jennifer Boehm, director of 
marketing for UHY LLP’s mid-Atlantic 
region, investing in automation is all 
about efficiency.  

“We currently use ContactEase and 
Constant Contact, but the systems 
don’t talk to each other,” she said. 
“We pull contacts from ContactEase 
and put them into Constant Contact, 
but the contact intelligence, like who 
opened the email, doesn’t make it 
back into ContactEase.”

Boehm is leading her firm’s efforts to 
evaluate CRM systems to integrate 
the database and email marketing 
capabilities. 

“The things they can do are just 
amazing,” she said. “We can create a 
customer journey for someone who 
visits our website and fills out a form 
or attends an event. Introductory 
emails are sent automatically and 
if the contact doesn’t respond in 
a certain number of days, it sends 
a follow-up email. We can see all 
the touchpoints and determine 
if someone is truly interested in 
our services before we ever talk 
with them. It’s amazing contact 
intelligence that can push our  
firm further.” 

Boehm also is researching martech 
solutions for general business 
templates, proposals and social 
media aggregation. She said the 
biggest reason to implement new 
technology is efficiency.

“I’m the only marketing staff in our 
region,” she said. “If 50% to 75% of 
my time is eaten up with proposals, I 
can’t focus on other initiatives. There’s 
also benefit in having the correct 
information, being able to customize 
proposals to the RFP and creating a 
better, cleaner proposal. Someone 
just forwarded me a recent proposal 
from one of our offices and it had 
our address from 15 years ago. With 
an automated proposal tool, we can 
standardize across the region.” 

Out of the Silo 
In many firms, martech tools 
are relegated to the marketing 
department, with marketers left to 
master and use them on their own 
while the partners and professional 
staff are busy with client work. 
This siloing of martech leads to 
disjointed data, duplicative functions, 
inefficient user interface, privacy or 
security risks, off-brand messaging 
and difficulty tracking ROI. Siloing 
compromises not only the client 
experience but the firm’s ability to 
remain competitive.

“We have this hugely valuable 
treasure trove of client relationship 
data,” said Alyson Fieldman, Marcum’s 
chief marketing strategy officer. “But 
we need to better integrate them to 
get the maximum value.” 

Fieldman is working to connect all 
Marcum systems that contain client 
and relationship data. She said the 
firm uses its CRM almost exclusively 
for pipeline management, but they 
realize it can be much more than that. 

“We’re using AI, linking everything 
from lead generation to our CRM to 
our time and billing solution” she 
said. “It will be integrated with several 
different systems — ON24, HubSpot, 
D&B, Introhive, our time and billing 
solution, the conflicts check solution 



and our client feedback tool. The 
data has to be in one place, or we 
lose the value of it. We hope having 
an integrated data hub will help us 
look for predictive analytics in real 
time. Right now, our relationship 
data gives us visibility into lagging 
indicators. AI is really remarkable 
for uncovering things before they 
happen so we can take advantage of 
those opportunities.”

Another AI solution Fieldman is 
considering is Axiom Consulting’s 
Orgaimi. The tool promises to 
leverage relationship data from the 
client perspective, help with smart 
client segmentation, identify targets, 
assist with cross-selling, provide 
white space reporting, determine 
which accounts are under or over 
serviced, and help with revenue 
forecasting, staffing optimization and 
workforce planning. 

“I think firms of the future really have 
to leverage the enormous value 
potential of their own relationship 
data,” Fieldman said. “We have this 
data available today, but many 
firms, including Marcum, don’t 

have visibility into all of it; it’s not 
actionable. We’re starting to create 
more dashboards using PowerBI, but 
that’s just the tip of the iceberg. We 
want to use our relationship data to 
predict opportunities, to think about 
what’s coming next. We need to be 
able to look forward rather than just 
being able to look backward.”

Parting Words of Advice 
 
Swanson: 
Find a blueprint of success. Find a 
firm that’s larger than yours, doing 
what you want to do and find out 
how you can replicate their success 
in small chunks. Identify the steps, 
inputs and processes that are needed 
and move forward little by little. 
Even little changes – if your website’s 
bringing in $10,000 this year and you 
get it up to $75,000 by implementing 
two changes – will make you your 
firm’s hero. 

Boehm: 
Make the business case for what you 
want. It might be a hard sell because 
people don’t like change, and we 
know that whichever product we go 

with, it won’t be perfect. Show how 
it will make things more efficient and 
grow the firm. Be patient. It might 
take baby steps to get everyone  
on board. 

Fieldman: 
There are so many pieces to the 
marketing puzzle and technology 
can support all of them, but it’s easy 
for your head to start spinning. For 
smaller firms, look at what you are 
doing well today and figure out what 
you can do to maximize those assets. 
If it’s a content management strategy, 
figure out how you can invest in that. 
If it’s your client data, figure out how 
you can invest in that. 

Heather Kunz, manager 
of marketing and business 
development, Williams, Benator & 
Libby, LLP. Contact at hkunz@wblcpa.
com.
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Firms should look at how their budgets 
are allocated and measure the ROI — 
as much as they can — on each tactic 
and medium. In many cases, things 
such as print, radio or TV advertising, 
sponsorships, and cold calling or 
telemarketing can be cut drastically. 
Money spent on generic syndicated 
articles can be better allocated to 
create original content specific to your 
geographic area, services and industry 
niches. It will be more valuable to your 
clients and prospects even if your 
posting frequency drops slightly. Firms 
should continue creating webinars 
and other digital training, which allow 
more people to attend, and continue 
allowing people to meet remotely 
if they prefer. Many people realized 
they get a lot more done if they don’t 
have to leave the office, so allow more 
choice when you can. 
 
Bonnie Buol Ruszczyk 
bbr companies, llc 
bonnie@bbrconsults.com

In our ever-evolving digital world, 
relying on only one medium for 
marketing should not be revived. It’s 
like putting all your eggs in one basket: 
it’s very risky! Instead, branch out, 
try new things and sample different 
media to find the one that works best 
for your firm. 

What should live on is focusing on 
the client experience. The old ways 
of marketing and selling to clients 
just don’t work anymore. Provide a 
seamless experience — from when 
prospects initially show interest in 
working with you through when they 
become a client. Focus on providing 
the best client experience so they 
continually come back to you and 
buy additional services. Then your 
marketing will almost take care of 
itself. 
 
Heather Robinson 
Boomer Consulting, Inc. 
heather.robinson@boomer.com

Print marketing collateral should 
become a thing of the past. It has 
become outdated and requires 
in-person or snail mail to deliver to 
prospects and clients, which is no 
longer a given or a requirement to 
do business. In addition, print isn’t as 
budget-friendly as digital collateral, 
and it isn’t eco-friendly. Digital client 
education should continue including 
webinars, live streams and podcasts, 
as well as the use of social media to 
promote these live and recorded 
sessions. These marketing vehicles 
allow for very efficient, responsive, 
one-to-many communication 
that helps prospects and clients 
understand their options, clarify 
their questions and act quickly when 
needed. 
 
Jennifer Wilson 
Convergence Coaching 
jen@convergencecoaching.com

What marketing tactic should not 
continue after the pandemic, and 
what ‘new’ strategy should live on?  

Consultants’ 

Corner
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You don’t have to go it alone.
Comemeet your people and see why
hundreds of winning professionals are part
of the AAM community.
The Association for AccountingMarketing is….
• An organization of people who do what you do— accounting
marketers, business developers, partners and consultants.
• Tools and resources you need to do your job and grow your firm.
• An opportunity to expand your knowledge and advance your career.
• Information you need to guide your firm through uncertain times.

Here are just a few of our great benefits.
• Conferences offer career-specific education opportunities found
nowhere else and are discounted for members.
• AAM Connect, an onlinemembers-only community,with hundreds
of industry professionals.
•Webinars and roundtables give you access to a peer network of
like-minded marketers to empower your sense of professionalism
and marketing community.

• AAM’s quarterly journal, Growth Strategies, and monthly electronic
newsletter, The AAMMinute, provide in-depth articles on a variety
of marketing and business development-related topics.
• Industry-related surveys and resources offer keen insights and
market data to support firm growth.

Join Now and Save!
Starting October 1 through December 31, join AAM for 2022 and
receive the remainder of 2021 for FREE. It’s a small investment for a
big return on your career.

“AAMhas helpedme in numerous ways throughoutmy nearly 20-year career
in accountingmarketing – from the beginning, when I was the Director of
Marketing for a small local firm, to today inmy Business Development role at
a Top Ten National firm. I’ve benefited from visibility AAM offersmewith firms
of all sizes throughout the country, access to the collective knowledge of its
members through discussion lists, webinars and conference sessions, as well
as connections to leadership with industry associations such as the AICPA,
which are instrumental to the accounting profession.”

Laura Snyder, Senior Manager, Crowe LLP


