marketers’ corner

Gaining Credibility with Partners Takes Knowledge, Happy Clients, Research and Individual Attention

By Sally Glick

While many readers have submitted questions to the Marketers’ Corner in the CPA Practice Management Forum over the months, there is one question that keeps resurfacing because it causes concern amongst marketers and may CPAs as well: 

Q: What kind of measures can I take to get partner buy-in and at the same time gain credibility and respect for the marketing function?
A: As you might suspect, there are no easy answers for this one. And yet, there are many suggestions that, when implemented, have helped marketers earn the confidence of the partners and garner their support while also helping the marketing function become more of an integral part of the firm.
1. Be a knowledge broker. Learn as much as you can about your firm and about the accounting profession. Just as we urge partners to become knowledgeable about their clients’ businesses to add more value, the same is true for marketers. You will be more effective if you have a thorough understanding of the firm, the demands the partners and staff face and the trends and challenges arising in the field. This means being alert to your firm’s culture, being sensitive to staffing shortages and recruiting challenges, new opportunities, independence issues and work-life balance stress during tax season while understanding your competitors, clients and the influencers in your market.

You should be reading industry publications, the Wall Street Journal and other local business newspapers to position yourself as a source for information in the firm. You can watch for stories about clients, their industries or local changes in the business community. You can add great value by offering to pass items along to clients and colleagues as appropriate.

2. Make the clients happy. Respect for marketing goes up when clients tell the partners that you are helpful. Keep an eye out for local awards programs, perhaps Business of the Year, 40 under 40, Top Family Business of the Year or Women of Influence awards. If you have a client that should be nominated, offer to conduct the client interview and complete the nomination form. You will have a unique chance to talk to a client, and you will be building goodwill for the firm at the same time. Clients love the recognition and partners love happy clients.
3. Add value. When the partners are going on a prospect visit, conduct market research to help them have a clear understanding of the prospect’s situation. Visit the website, seek out press releases and other news sources and learn what is evolving in the prospect’s industry. Instead of just presenting the partner with a stack of reading material, take the time to highlight the most significant areas and pose questions about what this might mean for the prospect and your firm. Develop an agenda for the first meeting and give the partners some suggestions for meaningful dialogue. Offer to follow up with lost leads and periodically circle back to lost prospects with the chance that maybe you can turn losses into wins (this will really help gain credibility)!
4. Shine the spotlight on them. Talk to the partners and others on your firm’s leadership team. Identify what kind of tactics are they comfortable with. Join them when they are networking, or find appropriate events for them to attend. If someone enjoys public speaking, help them find opportunities to participate on panels or present at seminars by contacting local chambers of commerce and business groups. Consider co-hosting programs with your peers at local law firms. If someone wants to write an article, assist in getting it published. Introduce them to the local media and make connections so that they can become a resource of choice. You are a communications expert, and if you can pitch a story to the media about a partner’s special skill or capability, you will have two friends for life: the journalist who is looking for relevant content and the partner who was interviewed and will achieve some positive exposure. If someone from the firm speaks at an event, is honored with an award or has attended a conference to enhance a special expertise, send a press release. If it is newsworthy, your state CPA society will most likely print it and so will the local paper where the person resides. Chambers of commerce and other civic and business entities typically look for this kind of information for their “People and Places” sections. If one of the partners is the champion or team member of a niche, work together to help build that famous person stature that is so valuable in a niche situation.

If you take the time to gain some fame for partners, you will find that many will jump on the bandwagon and want to bask in the marketing glow.
5. Write an internal newsletter. This monthly project gives you the chance to promote new business obtained and leads in the pipeline, profile a staff person or a client, remember birthdays, celebrate work anniversaries, or just review a nearby restaurant. It may be difficult to find the time to do this, but when you promote good news, it usually has a very positive impact on the culture. Helping to improve the culture and raising employee retention is one way to gain partner buy-in for marketing!
Conclusion

The marketers who asked this question may not have been expecting a laundry list of action steps. But, as the saying goes, anything worth doing is worth doing well. Getting buy-in takes effort and patience on the marketer’s part. If you are willing to assume responsibility for being a resource, getting good press coverage, assisting with networking, and building the firm’s brand and leadership reputation, you will gain the credibility you seek. If you are respectful of partners’ time and act as a champion and mentor, you will accomplish the goal you all share—to ensure the firm’s continued success.
Editor’s note: If you have a question about an accounting marketing topic, please email it to SallyG@sobel-cpa.com and to peggy.mcgoff@wolterskluwer.com.
