Since when is marketing not marketing?

Traditionally accounting and legal firms have been the most conservative professions in the market.  However, turbulent times in the accounting world and the Sarbanes-Oxley Act in the US have forced firms to make positive changes within their sector, not least in sourcing new business. 

However despite a resistance to the traditional marketing techniques, accountancy firms are taking a huge leap forward co-opting each employee into marketing rather than having the marketing limited to just one department. It’s certainly a trend that consultants in BrightWater Selection have noticed with their clients and candidates in the last three years. According to Brian Carroll, director in BrightWater Selection, professional services firms require employees at management level and above to promote the services of the firm to both new and existing clients. This is often a necessary requirement in the job specification.

Frank O’Riordan of A& L Goodbody termed marketing within the professional services as “practice development” at a 2003 seminar in Dublin.  It’s an interesting turn of phrase with most firms shying away from the term “marketing”, fiercely resenting the implications of aggressive product sales in a traditional “ gentlemanly” environment. “Practice development is more suggesting ‘coherent well thought-out ideas prepared to challenge the accepted way of doing things’” Frank points out. 

Anthuan Xavier, a well-known figure in the accounting world agrees wholeheartedly. Through a carefully managed campaign of client relationship building, networking, new product development and spotting niche markets, his firm BDO Simpson Xavier has, over a period of 20 years, grown from a small firm of 3 people to a staggering Top 5 firm with over 550 employees.  While BDO may enjoy the benefit of a marketing department and a full-time researcher, Anthuan is a firm believer in spreading his marketing philosophy throughout the whole firm, making no exception from the trainee accountants up to partner level. “ We’re very proactive in this regard” he states, “ we manage our strategic growth by listening to our clients needs and responding to them. The firm is focused on where we want to go but we recognise that we need to be constantly flexible about the route there”. For example in 2002 BDO Simpson Xavier contacted all the SEC companies in Ireland as under the new guidelines, their own auditors are restricted in the provision of non-audit services. This was a timely and profit making move for the firm, another shining example of how the marketing strategy of the firm has to adapt to new conditions and guidelines.

Client relationships and niche markets seem to be the main ways in which accounting firms in Ireland gain new business and easily retain their old. Alan Duffy of OJ Kilkenny notes that it is a particular point of pride with the firm that they have built up long lasting rewarding client relationships. While working with more mainstream clients, the firm is known within the entertainments circle as the specialist in this sector. Alan, a music fan himself, points out that a lot of their new business comes in via client recommendations or by simply being in the right place at the right time, whether in a music venue or talking to band managers. “ It’s really the fact that we’re constantly at the gigs talking to our existing clients” he says simply, “ client relationships here tend to be built up through our own contacts” 

It’s a tactic that works. Jon Byrne of Brown & Murphy points out that the majority of their new business comes from client referrals or their own niche markets. “A lot of our new business is primarily referrals from existing clients” he says frankly, “ we’re not in the habit of poaching clients, it’s all recommendations. We build up our relationships and are in regular touch with our clients. That’s the kind of business we want” While not aggressively marketing their services, the firm has also built up a lucrative niche market in marital separation. Partner Shane Browne worked on a case several years ago and his work there garnered him several new cases from grateful barristers. “This is proving to be a very solid market for us” Jon notes, “we’ve built up a department around this specialism and recommendations both from clients and barristers bring in 2/3 cases a day”. 

Tom Bluett of Bluett Conran & Co adds that this type of marketing is in no way restricted to the larger firms. Partner in a small firm himself, over 80% of their business comes from both recommendations and making a name for yourself in whatever niche market you develop. He has found that like any other business, further opportunities present themselves once you’ve raised awareness of who you are and what you do. “Contacts at the beginning are vital” he advises, “after that there’s no greater recommendation than that of a pleased client”

Liam Tobin of O’Connor Leddy Holmes would be a firm believer that the best marketing strategy is clever management of existing client relationships. “ The accountancy profession is not a business that lends itself to cold calling” he muses, “it’s rather taking advantage of the opportunities that arise during the course of on-going business”. His method of marketing the firm has proved highly successful resulting in a period of high organic growth for the firm during a time of uncertainty within the profession as a whole.

Des McCann of well-known city centre firm Cooney Carey points out that under guidelines from the various accountancy bodies, full frontal aggressive marketing is prohibited. While approximately 75% of their new business comes in through referrals, Cooney Carey are focusing more on a quiet marketing strategy within the firm itself. They have increased their profile by enhancing their own website and carrying out internal marketing surveys. One recent survey sent out to clients was spearheaded by the firm’s senior partner, Tony Carey. It asked for feedback on areas such as service, value and recommendations and the results were incorporated into their new year’s strategy. “The results were excellent” Des says, “and any suggestions were quickly reviewed and where possible, acted upon. We’ve found that listening to our clients is the best way to develop the firm”.

Despite this definite change, Ireland is still behind London in this regard which interestingly enough, considers itself a good way behind its US counterparts. Firms outside of the Big 4 are actively working on their marketing strategies. This explosion in new tactics started around five years ago for the majority of firms. Leah Flux, marketing executive for PKF in London points out that although they now enjoy the benefits of a full-time marketing department and recognition of the importance of their work, it has still been an uphill struggle to get to where they are now. From going from having directives handed down to them by partners or managers, Leah is now regularly advising each department on new marketing tactics and prompting even more ideas within each sector. Pannell Kerr Foster also have installed marketing co-ordinators in the biggest divisions that liase with their own department and the marketing team. It’s a strategy that works. Newsletters go out on a regular basis to their clients with issue-based articles as do salary surveys and legislation updates. Potential clients are watched carefully and sent targeted information monthly with back-up calls from either the marketing department or the relevant divisions.

Ireland still has a long way to go but the signs are encouraging. Firms who now contact BrightWater Selection specifically want people who will develop their business, in short being either a pro-active marketing professional or someone who will develop business from existing clients.  As Brian Carroll points out, “number crunchers just aren’t enough anymore, firms are looking for entrepreneurial focused employees who happen to be accountants”

Although previously looked down upon as “not quite the done thing”, marketing within the professional firms is rapidly becoming an item on the agenda of many partners meetings. Firms are now taking a more holistic approach to marketing their services, rather than the forceful ways of their industry comrades. It’s an approach that’s working, with many Irish firms either looking at employing a marketing specialist to develop their approach or incorporating marketing strategies into their audit plans. However there’s still a long way to go before marketing will become as integral a part of accounting and legal firms as the divisions they support.

