Why Firms Join Membership Associations

Many independent accounting firms are finding that their membership in  national or international associations provides them with a distinctive advantage in their local marketplace.

This is substantiated by the fact that businesses are facing greater exposure to sophisticated technology, global influences, and a highly competitive environment. Small companies in Iowa now find themselves selling products in Asia, or importing goods from South America. No matter what their size, their web site opens the door to international opportunities. Everyone is feeling the impact as the world shrinks, and the lines that previously divided nations rapidly disappear.    

If this is the situation today, tomorrow holds even more exciting changes and challenges for both CPAs and their clients. In order for local firms to be able to provide the relevant services that their clients will require to remain competitive and successful in the future, they need a depth of resources and tools that they may not be able to access on their own. Those firms that belong to accounting associations are exposed to a variety of ideas, skills, resources, and talents. Through intense networking, the firms share everything from financial information and practice management solutions to marketing initiatives and staffing concerns.  

Networking and Benchmarking

Those firms that join together have access to the best practices of the entire group. They can continue to offer their clients the strong commitment to relationships and partner level attention that is the hallmark of a small firm, with a global perspective that is the result of their interaction with other firms across the country and around the world. Membership in associations helps broaden the firms’ capabilities, and the clients gain from this unique combination of local attention and national and international networking.    

When a firm joins an association comprised of other similar size firms, all of them haring common concerns, they are able to create a formula where one plus one truly equals three. These firms learn exponentially, each benefiting by bringing keen insights and new perspectives to the group. The responsibility they feel towards one another fosters a culture of mutual concern and sharing, and nurtures deep and lasting friendships as well. 

By sharing confidential financial information about their firms they provide each other standards against which they can measure their own progress and accomplishments, whether they are examining their partner compensation formulas, net income per partner results, hourly rates, or realization, they have realistic benchmarks to help them make informed decisions. 

Leadership and Education

The highly competitive spirit that erects barriers between local firms can unintentionally contribute to the isolation of the firm’s management team.  Those who rise to assume a leadership role in local firms can easily find themselves insulated from new and innovative ideas. Meeting with their counterparts from firms in other regions helps to broaden their own point of view and enables them to take a more creative approach within their own firms.

Managing partners frequently find that the issues they face are not unique to them alone, and often that they can solve the concerns that keep them awake at night when they share their ideas with each other. 

Senior partners need coaching, skill building, and continuing education in the much the same manner as they did when they were younger and less experienced. Through association programs specifically designed to assist the issues facing CEOs and managing partners, they can receive the executive level training from some the industry’s leading coaches and teachers while at the same time sharing their real world experiences with one another.     

Firms that belong to an association take advantage of shared educational opportunities. Partners managers, and professional staff can attend seminars, conferences, and roundtables covering a wide scope of topics which they might not have available locally, or which they might not be able to afford as a single firm. The high level of quality training in a non-competitive environment that fosters the open exchange of ideas is one of the benefits of association membership.

Marketing Support

Creating a sustainable marketing culture is now more important to CPA firms than ever before, and those firms that belong to associations find an added advantage in the network.

This is primarily because firms that do not compete in the same market are much more willing to support each other by sharing successful practice development strategies and helping each other implement proven tactics. They can share ideas ranging from how to get the best results from a direct mail campaign to how to design a web site for efficient navigation. Because the firms are about the same size, most of the ideas are easily transportable from one environment to another, and are relevant across all locations.    

Some associations offer exclusive, private label, marketing tools, including brochures, newsletters, recruiting materials, web development, and other collateral materials that would be too costly or too difficult to produce independently for just one firm, but that the association can efficiently develop on behalf of all members.

In addition, many of the associations host marketing/practice development workshops, conference calls, or seminars on a regular basis that give further opportunity to members who are seeking new ideas or confirmation of their current practices. Many of the associations have a marketing director on staff who acts in a consultative role for the member firms, assisting with the design of collateral materials, ad campaigns, or any other area where assistance is appropriate. 

Referrals and Joint Engagements

Two of the most valuable (and measurable) benefits of membership in an association are the referrals between the firms and the potential for joint projects. 

When a member firm in North Carolina has a client who is expanding into Florida, a quick call to the member firm in the area accomplishes several things: 1. It ensure that the client does not seek out a new CPA firm, creating a relationship that ultimately could result in competition for the original firm; 2. The North Carolina firm has the opportunity to demonstrate their added value to the client, emphasizing their resourcefulness; and 3. The Florida firm has a new engagement. 

This ability to tap into a referral network is even more prestigious when a client from the United States is doing business abroad. Firms that are members of an international network have a clear advantage over those that do not have relationships around the world. They can provide the necessary global assistance and guidance for their clients, further strengthening their own relationship and gaining credibility as a firm of stature.  

Along the same lines, several firms that are all in the same geographic region may join forces to propose on local engagements that demand the depth and experience that the firms have collectively, but which they may not have on their own. For example, a Cincinnati member, a firm from Dayton, and a firm from Louisville, may be able to use the power of their combined talents and industry expertise combined with their local roots, to propose on an engagement, effectively using the network to compete against a large regional or national firm.     

Member Benefits 

Regardless of the depth of resources, marketing tools, cross- referrals, and training, the concept of a national and international network is a powerful advantage for an unaffiliated accounting firm. When competing locally, the firm can demonstrate its capabilities, calling on support from other member firms, and leveraging the powerful network of relationships, while maintaining an independent status and all the benefits of a local presence. 

Firms that want to increase their size and scope but do not want to merge with another, or those who rejected the notion of consolidation, find that membership in an accounting association is the perfect solution.
