Marketer’s Corner

Sally Glick, Chief Marketing Officer  - Sobel & Co.
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Question: My firm is considering installing a CRM system - but we are having a hard time deciding which one to select. I also am concerned that we do not have enough information to populate it. Can you offer any suggestions?

Answer: This is an important question because it raises two critical issues – not only which CRM program is the best for the firm, but more importantly, how is the firm going to gather and apply the information it inputs into the system? 

To begin with, for the purposes of this column, CRM is not a program you buy, it is a philosophy. CRM means “Client Relationship Management” and it represents the attitude of a firm towards its clients. Those firms that sincerely want to have as much information as possible about clients in order to better serve them understand that knowledge is power. 

This is definitely not a new concept - nor is it a new idea that those organizations that  have a system for gathering client data and sharing it across the firm will gain a competitive edge. In fact, in 1988, Harvey MacKay published his book, “Swim With the Sharks Without Being Eaten Alive.” The premise of the book was to provide readers with  guidelines on how to take customer service to new heights, thereby giving them the ability to outsell their competitors. For those who remember where technology was in 1988, they will recall that MacKay was not talking about products like Goldmine or Act! He was addressing the way we need to think about our clients, centers of influence, prospects and colleagues. What he says is, “You wouldn’t believe how much we know about our customers. All of our salespeople fill out a sixty-six question profile of each one of their customers. We want to know, based on observation and routine conversation, what our customer is like as a human being, what he feels strongly about, what he’s most proud of having achieved…when you know your customers, some of their special interests or characteristics, you always have a basis for contacting and talking to them.” While MacKay sells envelopes, this advice is every bit as pertinent to our profession as well.

Those accountants who take the time to really understand their clients are the ones who have the ‘ammunition’ to consistently WOW them. But, the danger is that the knowledge resides in the individual accountant’s mind – and therefore cannot be easily shared across the firm. That is why MacKay insisted that the information be written down, recorded and quickly disseminated across the company.
That’s where the CRM system comes in. It is important that the firm find a way for sharing knowledge so that everyone can provide excellent service to each client. This can be as simple as creating a spreadsheet, or it can be as complex as installing one of the high-end programs like SalesLogix. (Twenty years ago, MacKay’s team used paper reports and note cards!) No matter which path your firm chooses, the key is in the decision to gather and record critical client data to reliably deliver improved service based on the client’s real needs.   
This becomes especially significant as the firm grows larger and the clients’ needs evolve over the life cycle of their business. To prove this point, at a recent conference of the Association for Accounting Marketing, a panel of business owners was asked what they most like and dislike about their interaction with their accountants. One answer seemed to resonate with all of them. “We want to be treated as if we are very special to the firm – we want our accountant to understand us and our business – and to use this information to customize their communication with us. We do not want the firm to try to cross sell every service they have to us.”
Those firms that have adopted a philosophy that focuses on client care do not fall into this trap. Because they know so much about their clients, they are able to offer only those services that are most appropriate for the situation. That means that they have a far greater opportunity of generating results than if they are simply rolling out a laundry list of possibilities from business valuations to cost segregation studies to estate planning to financial planning – some of which may not address the client’s most immediate or long term  concerns.
The first step for implementing a successful CRM program is to understand what you want to know about your clients and, as importantly, what you are going to do with the information. Once the firm has agreed on the importance of the data, it will be easier to set about collecting accurate information from everyone.  The data must be as exact as possible in order to avoid the adage, “Garbage in/garbage out” - which means everyone has to contribute what they know about each client. Someone also needs to be assigned to maintain the data to be sure that it remains correct.  
I was at a firm several years ago that installed Goldmine. Each partner was responsible for keeping track of his/her clients, including making notes on conversations, changes in the client’s business, industry or family matters, and other data. As a result, they were better able to manage the knowledge they had and better able to support their clients.

The difference for this firm was that they were committed to supporting the clients as a firm. The danger for most firms is that when a partner, senior manager or staff person leaves the firm to go elsewhere or retires, the client relationship may leave with them. As more and more baby boomers are preparing their own exit strategies, it will become critical for firms to have a system in place that includes a repository for storing critical information. This is usually information about the firm’s clients, but centers of influence (COIs) and prospect data should be included as well. Firms typically rely on word of mouth recommendations for new business leads, and these frequently come from COIs such as bankers, attorneys, other CPAs and business colleagues. If your firm has enjoyed receiving leads from a particular bank because of a long standing, strong relationship between a partner and one of the bankers, what happens to that pipeline if either of the parties in the relationship goes away? Firms are beginning to consider whether or not they are in jeopardy if, as partners begin to retire, their carefully built relationships are going to end as well. 

All relationships, whether they are with existing clients or others in the business community, need to be continuously nurtured and will eventually need to be handed off to the next generation. Having a system in place for the sharing of information that has been gathered through the years will simplify the transition process and speed the building of a new relationship based on trust and comfort.  
I hope I have answered you question, and in the process have helped clarify some of your concerns about choosing a CRM system. The advice is really this: do not initially focus on the program – many of the newer products have similar bells and whistles and can help you use technology to store and quickly retrieve your data. You can discuss your options with your IT department as well as with a number of very knowledgeable IT consultants who serve the accounting profession. Instead, as a marketing professional, focus your efforts on ensuring that your firm’s culture is truly client-focused. Be sure to have a plan for what to do with the data. Concentrate on enhancing and preserving what you know about your clients so that you are confident that your firm is offering meaningful and effective business and financial advice to help them reach their goals.
