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Marketing 101 for Accounting Firms –
Advice from the Experts – Part 1
Marketing is a crucial part of building any business, but one with which accounting
�rms often struggle. Many cite bringing in new clients as the top challenge to
growing their business. Referrals and word-of-mouth have long been popular
marketing ...
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Marketing is a crucial part of building any business, but one with which accounting
�rms often struggle. Many cite bringing in new clients as the top challenge to
growing their business. Referrals and word-of-mouth have long been popular
marketing methods for new business, but they can no longer be the only tools in
your arsenal if you want to continue to grow your �rm in today’s digital age.

Successful marketing begins with a plan, and the perfect strategy will be as unique as
your �rm. And while there is no one-size-�ts-all marketing plan for accounting
�rms, knowing what has worked well for others can be helpful for �rms just getting
started or looking for new ways to jump-start their own efforts.

CPA.com recently sat down with some top marketing professionals to get their expert
advice on how to build a successful marketing program. The panel included:

Pauline Gonnering, Director of Growth and Operations at Cummings, Keegan &
Co. P.L.L.P.
Joe Kovacs, Director of Marketing & Business Development and Councilor at
Buchanan & Mitchell, P.C.
Jane Willis, VP of Marketing, Accounting Channel at Bill.com
Sheila Geiman, Channel Marketing Manager at Sage Intacct

Their insights are shared in a two-part series (part 2) – one focused on getting started
and the next on execution. We began by talking with our panel about business
objectives, setting expectations and de�ning success.

Building Your Firm’s Marketing Program

How do you begin with marketing? As with all things, it helps to start with a plan.

A successful marketing plan hinges on three essential components, according to Joe
Kovacs. “First, identify your goals. Then, move them further along in the direction of
revenue-generating opportunities. Finally, gauge your success rate. Begin with basic
tactics. Start a newsletter, do a meet and greet and then follow up with higher-level
objectives such as how many referrals and leads you’re getting,” he advised.

“Firms that structure yearlong plans and execution deadlines around internal and
external referral programs and campaigns see a signi�cant increase in the quality of
leads and higher lead-to-sales conversion rates,” observed Sheila Geiman.

Pauline Gonnering stressed the importance of selecting initiatives that align with
your �rm’s strategic goals in order to focus your resources for the year: “De�ning
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plans, with strategies and targets, for our initiatives helps us implement them in a
methodical approach while managing expectations and setting realistic metrics.
Remember: The shorter the plan, the easier it is to get things done. If an initiative
requires a drawn-out marketing plan, for example, break it down into manageable
pieces. Short-term successes show progress and create the momentum for continued
success. And the team will not feel overwhelmed at how much is still left to do.”

However, marketers should note that objectives can shift. “Coming up with a clear
set of objectives is a good �rst step,” Kovacs pointed out. “From there, you should
allow them to shift and mature as you move from the initial stages of building your
business to later focusing on growing revenue.”

Budgets and Resources

All the marketing experts acknowledged that there’s no one-size-�ts-all answer for
budgeting and getting started.

Jane Willis offered some solid starting points that include being realistic about
money and resources. “Determine how much money and time you can invest,” she
counseled. “Don’t underestimate how long things will take. Start with a website and
get clear on what your messaging, customer and focus are. The site doesn’t have to be
fancy. But make sure you are focused on the target customer with your messages.
Establish your brand across all the social platforms, then pick one or two platforms
to focus on. Listen to what customers, prospects and partners are saying online.”

Willis and Kovacs also emphasized that, if your budget allows, you might want to
consider hiring a marketing professional who will drive the program and ensure that
you’re continuing to reach your clients and potential clients – even when your staff is
focused on high-value billable work. The right marketing professional will offer
strong leadership skills and take the initiative, proactively communicating ideas and
strategies rather than waiting to be told what to do.

Marketing and Sales – A Strategic Partnership
Successful marketing doesn’t occur in a vacuum. Instead, it functions best as a
collaborative effort with your sales strategy and team. How does marketing intersect
with a �rm’s sales efforts?

It often depends on the accounting �rm.
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Gonnering explained that, at her �rm, “Our partners, managers and all �rm
personnel are involved in marketing. We create customized plans based on each
person’s strengths, interests and career development expectations.”

Notably, the �rm opts to use the term “investment time” rather than “nonbillable
time.” As she explained, “Employees are allotted a certain amount of investment time
hours to utilize for marketing, �rm initiatives and career development. This concept
sets the expectation that we encourage marketing and business development efforts
early in their career.”

Kovacs explained that his �rm embraces the role of leaders as salespeople and works
to enable their sales efforts.

“The practice leaders need to be prepared, trained and equipped to handle new sales
opportunities,” commented Kovacs. “At the same time, we focus on the next
generation of leaders and salespeople, giving them opportunities to learn by taking
them to prospect meetings and investing in new leadership training. Giving them
quanti�able goals makes it less challenging for them.”

Willis identi�ed key ways that marketing departments can enable �rm partners to
sell the �rm and its services, including creating sales decks and sales training,
preparing checklists on how to recognize prospects and having a good website that
provides credibility and a clear lead follow-up process.

Geiman offered a similar approach, explaining: “Marketing can empower �rm
partners with education and prebuilt communication resources, so they feel
con�dent in talking about the company and speci�c services. The partner has to
understand the value the service brings to the �rm and why it is a priority.”

Bonus Points: Understand Why Clients Become Clients

You landed a great new client. But can you answer why? Examining why prospects
become clients and the milestones of their journey can amplify your marketing
efforts.

“Don’t underestimate the usefulness of marketing throughout the buyer journey,
from initial awareness to lead generation and the nurturing of new prospects to the
closing of new business,” advised Willis. “You need to know who is aware of your
�rm and what perception they have of you. The idea is to help establish a reputation
that encourages people to do business with you. For service �rms, it is important to
demonstrate credibility and to showcase your expertise.”
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Implementing a feedback system where customers can provide input gives you a
great resource for gaining indicators of success and areas that need improvement,
which can then be utilized to enhance the customer experience even further by
targeting your marketing to match what your clients want. Gonnering commented,
“When launching a new product or service, marketing can help set metrics for
various phases of the launch to track progress from launch all the way through
service delivery.”

While taking the plunge into marketing may seem daunting, there are a few things
you can do that are more effective for growing your �rm. For more tips, proven
strategies and insights from our experts, check out the 5 Key Principles of Successful
Accounting Firm Marketing, presented by CPA.com in collaboration with the
Association for Accounting Marketing, Bill.com and Sage Intacct.

Don’t miss part two in this series of Marketing Advice from the Experts, “Beyond
Planning: Successful Execution.”
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Michael Cerami joined CPA.com at the company’s inception in January 2001 as Vice
President, Strategic Alliances. Since then, he has been a key contributor to the
company’s growth through the development and execution of a market-leading
alliances strategy. Michael fosters a partnership philosophy at CPA.com that
emphasizes business strategy alignment, creating mutual long-term value and a
commitment to empowering the accounting profession for success in the digital age.

In addition to his Alliances responsibilities, Michael oversees the marketing,
business development and communications functions at CPA.com. He works closely
with key in�uencers across the profession, including �rm associations, state CPA
societies and the thought leader community. Michael is connecting regularly with
�rms of all sizes to discuss their strategies for leveraging technology to improve
client service and achieve growth.
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