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How Small Is Too Small for an In-House “University”?

By Sally Glick

Q: We are thinking of launching an in-house “university” at our firm. Since we are only a 70-person firm, are we too small? If not, how do we get started?

A: Your firm is definitely not too small to offer your staff a comprehensive, continuous learning environment.  In fact, you would probably be surprised to know that this idea has become common in middle market accounting firms. 

A centralized university setting in your accounting firm is a good way to provide training on “book smarts” like accounting pronouncements and tax changes as well as “street smarts” such as training in soft skills that enhance key business skills. In addition, the firm’s university is the best place to introduce or emphasize information about your capabilities and services.     

The concept of creating a structured, organized educational program, an exciting trend in the 21st century accounting profession, has its roots in corporate America dating back about 20 years. According to a recent issue of Inc. magazine, there has been an explosion of in-house universities, with the number of corporate universities quadrupling since the 1980s.  This trend reflects an increasing demand for continuing adult education. That businesses have always invested in training their employees is nothing new, but establishing a structured “university” is a different model than the typical in-house training that took place in previous generations. The current concept involves more than just changing the name of the company’s existing training department to “corporate university.” 

From Burger King to Motorola to Home Depot, Fortune 500 companies are formalizing programs that integrate strategy, innovation and value by offering education at all staff levels across a wide spectrum of subjects.  Employees can take classes on everything from business school-type management to technical topics to foreign languages and “soft skill” training, such as business writing and public speaking. This is especially important in the field of accounting which expects that its practitioners will be at the cutting edge of the profession. To ensure technical expertise is at the appropriate standard, the profession mandates that the appropriate continuing professional education (CPE) credits are obtained to maintain a CPA license. 
The in-house university also provides the perfect setting for teaching leadership skills. The curriculum can expose employees to programs that will help them be better managers and leaders, programs which will complement the lessons they learn while on the job. This is as critical for accounting firms as it is in the corporate world. The profession is, after all, about people – and the communication and interaction between them. Better trained leaders who are insightful, sensitive and experienced in managing people and projects contribute much more to their firms. However, they may not typically be exposed to ‘soft” skills – but the in-house university addresses that by providing ongoing courses in these critical areas.   
In today’s labor market, with employee shortages a critical problem, providing opportunities for personal development is one way that companies are able to:    (1) distinguish themselves during the recruiting process; (2) raise employee retention rates; and (3) increase productivity and customer satisfaction by building a well-trained, skilled team.  The accounting profession, like all business sectors, is facing a critical labor crunch - and firms of all sizes are identifying new opportunities to attract and retain quality employees. This is obvious in the shift to building a more corporate-like infrastructure which includes hiring human resource professionals, marketers, technology experts and now training directors. The focus is on providing all types of advantages to the staff – most especially educational opportunities - in order to both improve the recruiting process but also to create a staff that delivers world class service to clients.  
Alternatives are available

If it is not feasible for you to set up your own in-house university right now, alternative educational initiatives are available that might be useful for your firm, such as sending employees for outside training (perhaps to a local college’s Executive MBA program), your state CPA Society’s educational programs or sending employees to conferences and local events focused on CPE. 
But…Here are the Benefits of an In-House University

Keep in mind, however, that the decision to establish an in-house university has a much broader appeal. It provides you with the opportunity to offer programs to all staff, not just a select few, and it also affords you the opportunity to control the course offerings. In other words, you can create a university that specifically addresses the needs of your firm and your employees--helping you attract, train, mentor and develop staff.  
To make sure that you are able to differentiate your previous training functions from your new in-house university, you will need to 
· state the goals for the university
· establish an action plan to implement the university program 
· communicate it within your firm 
The internal communication component—that is, “marketing” the idea and creating awareness, interest and support—is especially important because it will help build enthusiasm and participation among your employees and allow the university to become entrenched in the firm’s culture.  This is a good place to enlist the support of your marketing professional. He or she can help design the internal campaign and help demonstrate the benefits the university while provide for the firm, the employees and the clients.
Defining your goals. Start by defining your goals:  what benefits will be derived? who will be the target? what courses will be most appropriate to sustain a program that offers a lifetime of learning?

Choosing a champion.  Choose a champion who will assume overall responsibility for managing the university, recognizing that you the person will need support from the entire leadership team. 
Setting up the logistics. Decide what courses should be included in the university, being careful to establish a diverse curriculum that is robust, relevant and challenging. Here, you need to think about how the course offerings will affect your work schedule.  For instance, will you offer an 8-hour course in one session or two.  You will also need to select the faculty. You may prefer to use teachers from your own firm or you may offer a mix that includes outside experts as well, perhaps professors from local colleges or other professionals in the business community.  Finally, you need to determine where the course will be given; in your conference room or at the local state society facility, for example.
What Other Firms Are Doing

I asked a few accounting firms who already have in-house universities to share some ideas with us.  Akron, Ohio firm Bober, Markey, Fedorovich & Co. formed “BMF University” to formalize their core value regarding the importance of lifelong learning. Through the university they are able to offer a core curriculum that includes accounting, audit and tax courses along with optional courses in Excel, Quickbooks, Adobe, Engagement and other technical topics. Topics are developed at the beginning of the year and classes meet at regularly scheduled times.  

PKF Texas, in Houston, has an internal, program called “PKF University.”  Before launching the university, the firm set up a task force to create the curriculum and the schedule. The task force continues to meet regularly in order to address current topics of interest as they arise.  Topics range from “Getting it Together – the Art of Wining Referrals” to “Discovering Untapped Markets” to departmental programs on new initiatives within the firm’s practice groups.  The programs combine education and entertainment and, while not mandatory, attendance is high across the entire firm. Raissa Evans, the firm’s Practice Growth and Marketing Manager, said, “All our team members are on the same page and excited about what we are doing.”  

Accounting firms across the country are now following the example set by corporate America as they prepare to launch their own in-house universities. The programs are proving to raise the skill level and knowledge of the employees and, as importantly, to increase the sense of team spirit and firm pride.

______________________________________________________________________

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.”

