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Marketer’s Role Vis á Vis Business Etiquette

By Sally Glick
Q: What should our marketer’s role be in regards to coaching the staff on business etiquette – and what tips can you give us in this area?

A: In most firms, marketers have a strong influence over the culture of the firm.  As such, they are increasingly becoming involved in “soft” skills coaching.  Business etiquette falls under the “marketing communications” umbrella because how your people (this refers to all staff, from senior partners to receptionists and everyone in between) present themselves is one of your most effective branding techniques.  For clients, centers of influence, colleagues and prospects, the way staff conducts themselves can create an impression and have an even greater impact than Web sites, brochures and direct mail campaigns because it is conducted on a personal level.

When your staff realizes that the basis of good business etiquette is simply to put people at ease, to make others comfortable so that they want to do business with your firm, then it becomes obvious why all the discussion about etiquette is so significant.

There are several behavioral areas where your marketer can be training your team. Three of the most obvious are e-mail etiquette, text messaging, telephone etiquette and dining etiquette.
E-mail etiquette

Before your marketer offers guidelines on writing proper e-mails, it is worth having a discussion on the overall usage of e-mails in your office.  While technology has significantly changed the shape of communications globally, it is often misused and overused.  Surveys of the business community report that we are spending an alarming number of hours every day attending to e-mail messages. 
This is particularly disconcerting in the accounting profession because ours is a relationship business. As such, it relies on building strong ties with our clients and colleagues–which is most successfully accomplished by sustaining constant, personal contact. While e-mail is one tool in this process, it should not be the only tool used. As easy as it is to rely on e-mail, it should never replace occasional phone calls and in-person meetings. E-mail messages can be easily misinterpreted, and the reader is left to decide the tone and intent of the sender.  All too often, the sender’s message is not construed as intended and the misunderstanding is not recognized or addressed. But e-mail is here to stay. If anything, its usage continues to increase every day. We need to recognize this, using it effectively and efficiently.

We are in a special situation because, as accountants, what we offer our clients is, for the most part, intangible. So we need to pay close attention to those times when we have the chance to provide a tangible message.  This means we should use the communication opportunities we have to consistently make a good impression, whether through print materials, a tax return, a financial statement or an e-mail!  

But no matter how often it is reiterated, e-mails continue to be sent on behalf of many firms without adhering to appropriate business writing standards.  It is important that each message be given consideration as if it was going to be typed on letterhead and mailed.  The casual, informal style that is common for text messaging and instant messaging is just not appropriate for business communications. 
It is embarrassing to send an e-mail with misspellings, abbreviations, poor grammar, incomplete sentences or even inaccurate use of capital and lower case letters.  Once it is sent, it is a permanent reminder to the reader of the sloppiness of the message. 
Beyond obvious typos, there are other e-mail issues. For example, how often do you begin an e-mail in response to a message you have received by launching immediately into your reply?  Do you ever reply with just a “yes” or “no” answer? The recipient may have to re-read the original message to recall what was asked in order to make sense of your answer. Instead, you can begin any such message by simply reiterating the question, and then offering your insights. In addition, all messages should begin with a salutation and should end with a closing as you would conclude any written communication.   

There are other concerns that your marketer can address with your staff. First of all, copying everyone on a message is often unnecessary and contributes to inbox overload  The use of “blind” copying also is concerning, as it can be misleading for the intended recipient who assumes he or she is the only one seeing this communication. 
Text Messages

The Many of the younger staff are so accustomed to using hot phenomenon of text messaging that they turn to it automatically. The problem is that using this casual communication tool encourages sloppy grammar and “make believe” contractions and new ways to spell common words! For example, “Four” becomes “4” and “you” become “U” to save time and space.  While you may support text messages specifically to college recruits, it is not yet an acceptable business tool. While it is very clear that the CEO, CFO or COI you are communicating with is very committed to e-mail messages, there is no guarantee that they  appreciate text messages. One short year from now this answer may seem ludicrous– but for now it is far too informal for business communications unless you are very sure of the client and their preferences.
Telephone Etiquette

Your marketer can help reinforce good behavior, whether using a cell phone or a standard land line telephone, because how your staff handles calls sends a powerful message to your clients and others who do business with your firm. 
Your marketer can offer the following ideas to your staff. For cell phones and PDAs such as Blackberrys, which, because of the ease of use, are ripe for inappropriate behavior. The most obvious tips marketers should suggest include: 
· turn off the cell phone when in a meeting with a client (whether in your office, their company or a restaurant), 
· phones should be off (or on vibrate) during seminars and other presentations and, in general, the cell phone should not interfere with other communications.  
It is common sense that everyone wants to be treated with respect.  Every person deserves your undivided attention, and following the above rules is a way to demonstrate how much you value their relationship.  Whether attending a one-on-one meeting or a group program, continuous interruptions to accept e-mails from your PDA or phone calls sends a clear message: something or someone else is much more worthy of your time than whatever is going on in front of you. 
There are exceptions. If you are expecting an important call or e-mail, you should alert those in the room that you are going to have to excuse yourself if the critical call or e-mail comes through. By setting realistic expectations, and asking permission to take the call, your behavior will be acceptable and you will avoid being offensive.
Overall, the telephone is an effective communications tool. It is important, though, that you consider how to use it thoughtfully. Answer the phone pleasantly.  Telephone trainers suggest you smile as you say hello – just to set the right the tone for the call. Consider stating your name when you take a call to avoid confusion, such as “Good morning, this is John Doe.” Do not keep anyone on hold for more than 30 seconds. If you have to research an answer or look for a document, say so,  and offer to call right back rather than have the caller wait for you.  If you are leaving a message for someone, keep it short. Have you ever had to listen to a message that is more than 60 seconds long yourself? It can be painful! State your name and call back number slowly and clearly at the onset, leave a brief message and then re-state your phone number.  The person you are calling will be grateful for your consideration. 
If you are away from the office and are not able to check voice mail frequently, your message should say so and should offer an alternative contact within the firm or another way to reach you, such as a cell phone number, if appropriate . 

Dining Etiquette
Another area where a marketer can support the staff is with dining etiquette training.  Because eating is such a part of our culture, and so much business is conducted over meals, it is important for your staff to be able to dine confidently with clients, centers of influence and others.
Most people do not need to read Emily Post’s book. Instead, they just need to pay attention to a few simple rules. If these are followed, people at the table will be comfortable and minor slips will be overlooked. 
Since the meal has a business focus, and conversation is expected, be sure not to talk with your mouth full. While your guest is speaking, use the opportunity to take small bites of food or a drink. Take advantage of your turn to speak only after all food or drink is swallowed. Try not to ask your guest a question just as she has started eating because this puts her in the position of talking with a full mouth. 

Beyond being respectful at the table by taking small bites, chewing with your mouth closed, not slurping your food and not tucking your napkin into the collar of your shirt, there are a few other tips your marketer can demonstrate. Silverware is used from the outside in. Bread dishes are set to the left of the main plate and the glass is always set to the right. If someone asks for the salt, pass both salt and pepper shakers. If a bread basket is on the table, and it is near to you, you may begin passing it around by taking the basket, offering it to the person on your left and then passing it to the person on your right so that it can go around the table. 

Conclusion
The key to success is to behave in a polite and thoughtful manner. For example, it really will not matter if you pass the bread basket to the left or to the right or if you pass the salt and pepper shakers correctly. What will matter much more is if you have reached across a wide table to snare the bread basket, take a roll for yourself, and then place it back on the table! Poor manners will send a message about you and, as importantly, your firm. 

If you behave without concern for others, it will send a message about the quality of the people on your staff and those around you may anticipate how they will be treated based on what they observe of your interpersonal skills. Conversely, if your staff is trained to make others comfortable, they will be setting the foundation for a trusting, strong relationship on behalf of the firm.
______________________________________________________________________

Editor’s note: If you have a specific or theoretical question about an accounting marketing topic, please e-mail it to Sally.Glick@sobel-cpa.com and Marsha.Leest@WoltersKluwer.com.  If you prefer to have your name withheld, indicate only your first name, position at the firm and city.  For total anonymity, please request name withheld.”

