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Question: Should our marketer be involved in networking activities in our community?
Answer: This is an important question, and one that is often asked - although the answer lies in the firm’s expectations for the marketing professional. Each organization has its own perspective, its own established goals and job description for the marketer – all of which may or mat not include networking and practice development activities. 

That being said, it is important to think about the potential benefits of encouraging your firm’s marketer to build his or her own personal network - as well as to consider the drawbacks that may arise as a result. 
When I was the presenter at a recent meeting of the Philadelphia Chapter of the Association for Accounting Marketing (AAM), I took the opportunity to ask the attendees if any of them are personally involved in community activities. Their response was overwhelming – every one of them commented on business groups, charities, or civic events that they attend as representatives of their firm or boards that they sit on. I was somewhat surprised at their replies – but also pleased. 
The reader who posed this question to CCH’s Marketer’s Corner has given us all food for thought. Firms that include an external focus as a component of their marketer’s role have had to weigh the advantages gained against their need for the marketer to be readily available internally. It is the primary role of the marketer to create, and then implement, the firm’s communication and branding strategies. The marketer may also have primary responsibility for the proposal process, trade shows, recruiting and culture-building, to name just a few of the many “hats” marketers wear today. 
These are time consuming and critically important strategic initiatives that help to ensure the firm’s future success. The importance of the marketer’s input and guidance in all  these areas cannot, and should not, be overlooked. So when a partner is putting the final touches on a formal proposal, he or she fully expects the marketer to be accessible as needed. That may be in direct conflict, though, with other activities on the marketer’s calendar, such as attending a networking lunch at the local Chamber of Commerce, meeting with the director of an industry niche organization or having breakfast with a colleague who is a partner or professional marketer at a local law firm.      

Short term gain will have to be sacrificed in some instances for the greater good that can evolve over the long term if the marketer has the chance to build meaningful relationships that will ultimately be beneficial to the firm. 

As I learned at the AAM meeting in Philadelphia, many firms are now making that choice. Jack Kolmansberger, Marketing Director at Asher & Co. in Philadelphia, has been building a strong network for the ten years he has been with the firm. He often attends international chamber of commerce events as well as general business organizations’ meetings in the Philadelphia area. His efforts have paid off - resulting in some interesting and complex referrals with international companies and SEC engagements. Just this year Jack’s activities resulted in a referral for an audit of a publicly traded bank. This has been especially important because this is an area that his firm wants to develop– and it also gave them the opportunity to work with other firms in their international association on this joint effort. Because of Jack’s deep network of relationships, when prospects are seeking additional resources, his firm has been able to help out. For example, he assisted with identifying an actuary when needed, as well as passing along the resume of the daughter of a fellow board member. He is able to make the community connections that are so critical – and has enabled the firm to be more valuable, giving referrals as well as receiving them.  

At PKF Texas, the firm’s partners anticipate that Karen Love, their Director of Practice Growth, will focus on a variety of community activities, acting as an extension of the firm. They appreciate that she will be most effective at helping them reach their growth goals if she spends time in the community rather than behind a desk. Karen is considered the firm’s “ambassador” - working in tandem with the CPAs to build the firm’s brand. Karen notes that her networking activities help to bridge the gap when the partners are hard at work performing client engagements. When they have their “heads down” she goes into high gear to connect with key individuals so that no one ever feels neglected or overlooked. “Not being a CPA is a positive thing,” noted Karen. “I can gather market research, viewing things happening in the community through a different perspective and that is useful for my firm.” Love has also used her relationships to  launch a women’s network group that not only broadens the horizons of the women in her firm but also provides a platform for encouraging referrals through networking. So far the program has been successful on all levels. 
It is a process that makes sense. Grass roots, personal marketing – networking in the community with centers of influence (COIs), friends, clients and other business owners- all of these can only help the firm gain greater name awareness. The more people who represent the firm, contribute to its reputation and enhance its standing as a premier organization, the better off everyone will be.  There never seem to be enough “boots on the ground” at most firms – and this is especially true from January thru April as tax season time constraints take their toll.
Networking for marketers - why not?

While there are still partners at some firms who may be concerned that a director of marketing  will not consistently have the connections with decision makers that make their networking worthwhile, this is usually not a concern. In fact, most marketers and partners agree that the marketing professional is an ideal candidate to be the voice and/or face of the firm along with the firm’s partners and other rainmakers. Marketers are articulate, knowledgeable about the firm and willing to speak passionately on the firm’s behalf.  They can complement the partners’ actions and expand the firm’s audience.  However, with this public role come new responsibilities - for the marketer must be prepared to represent the firm effectively, attend the programs that are most appropriate, and leverage a network of relationships to drive client retention and to assist in filling the pipeline for new business.
