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In the last 5–10 years, several factors 
have pushed firms to become even more 
client‑centered. DIY clients put increasing 
pressure on firms, particularly small firms 
heavily reliant on individual work. At the 
same time, mobile technology and consumer 
self‑service technology has increased client 
expectations for responsiveness. And making 
matters worse, persistent hiring and talent 
retention challenges can make it very difficult 
to keep up with client needs. 

Its common knowledge that attracting new 
clients is more expensive than keeping the 
ones you have. But a recent survey conducted 
by Aberdeen Group found that almost one 
third of clients are considering switching 
firms1. Firms need to be able to identify their 
at‑risk clients and really focus in on their 
needs to keep them happy. This may mean 
firing low‑value clients to make more time. 
Or it might mean converting lower‑value 
clients into more profitable relationships 
to make up for attrition. 

What’s clear is that firms need to find new 
ways to improve and expand service within 
their existing client base. Although clients 
don’t typically verbalize that they care about 
the technology you use, they do care about 
the service they get. And technology can be 
an enabler to better, more valuable service. 
In fact, firms with integrated technology have 
15% more satisfied clients (Figure 1). And firms 
with more satisfied clients also experience 
higher revenue growth (Figure 2).

So while firms typically focus on efficiency 
to become more profitable, they should 
also be taking a close look at client service. 
Strengthening your client relationships, 
as well as forging new and better ones, is 
key to building a healthy business. What 
follows is a 4‑step plan for becoming a more 
client‑centered firm.

Attracting and retaining clients is consistently a top concern for accounting 
firms. A steady churn of clients means that even firms looking to maintain 
the status quo must make an effort to keep clients satisfied and find new 
business. But in order to grow, firms need to go out of their way to outshine 
the competition. 

1  Wolters Kluwer, Game Plan for the Future: Are You and Your Clients in Sync?, http://CCHGroup.com/TrendsSurvey2016
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Figure 1: Technology Investments in Integrated Solutions Lead to 
Higher Client Satisfaction

Figure 2: Gaining Higher Revenue Growth 
through Valuable Service
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STEP 1:  Make Room for the Profitable Clients
The Problem: Some clients demand SO MUCH 
attention — way more than the value they 
bring to your business. The usual culprit for 
unprofitable client relationships are client 
representatives who are not responsive when 
you request information. Multiple emails 
and numerous follow up calls aren’t just a 
hassle. The time you spend on these fruitless 
relationships hinders your ability to serve 
other clients effectively and takes time away 
from building new client relationships. 

Perhaps even worse than clients who are not 
respectful of your time are clients who are 
just plain disrespectful. Certain clients may 
treat your staff poorly, or you may suspect 
they are lying or withholding information in 
an effort to do something unethical. Rude, 
abusive or unethical clients are thankfully 
rare, but they can poison your staff’s morale. 

Frustrations escalate when staff are 
continually pressured to do more and more 
work for a client that they KNOW will not 
pay off for the firm. These frustrations 
are multiplied when staff feel personally 
mistreated. And since great staff are even 
harder to find than new clients, it does not 
make sense to keep these clients on.

The Solution: For the rude, disrespectful or 
unethical clients, simply put, fire the client 
immediately. Your firm does not need the 
multifaceted risk associated with such a 
client. But for clients who are simply not as 
profitable as you’d like, you may want to put 
some extra effort to build their profitability 
before taking the step to let them go.

Set up a time box for the client relationship; 
in other words, define a period of time during 
which you’ll try remedy the issues you’re 
having. Set metrics or exit criteria for making 

the Keep‑or‑Fire decision. Meet regularly with 
clients to recommend additional services 
that the firm and client will benefit from. Be 
transparent with the customer about the price 
for your service and the value it provides to 
their business. You may even consider a move 
to contract/value pricing to provide greater 
transparency into the cost of services.

In addition to adding on additional services, 
consider some workflow changes that could 
reduce the time and hassle involved with 
particular clients. For example, sending 
communications electronically can often 
speed up cycle time. Use portals for secure 
transfer of sensitive information and to 
provide a sense of self service when a client 
needs access to critical files. This offers 
them a secure way to store documents and 
collaborate with your firm using the same tool.

You can also identify clients with simpler 
needs and incentivize them to bring their tax 
documents earlier in tax season so you can 
finish before larger, more complex clients 
begin rolling in. Identify clients who are likely 
to go on extension and flag them so that staff 
doesn’t spend a lot of time on them during 
busy season. 

Lastly, set a firm cut‑off date for filing 
deadlines. Let the client know that if you don’t 
receive the information by the set date, the 
extension will be prepared automatically. 
Then, STICK TO THE POLICY! If the information 
doesn’t arrive by the deadline, prepare the 
extension and send it to the client for signing 
and payment.

In the end, don’t be afraid to fire a client if 
needed. Firing the right clients frees up time 
for you to focus on attracting the right clients 
who will contribute to the growth of your firm.
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STEP 2: Embrace Your Role as a Client Advisor
The Problem: It’s an unavoidable fact: advising 
clients often involves selling them additional 
services. Sales/Marketing, whatever you want 
to call it, it is not traditionally a strength of 
accounting firms. It’s a soft skill that until 
recently hasn’t been a focus of CPA firms, and 
is often regarded with disdain. Even when 
an accountant shows a talent for sales and 
marketing, many accountants do not want to 
be sales people. Most of the time, they dread 
being required to sell or learn about sales. 
Some generations grew up in an industry 
that considered it unethical to advertise 
accounting services. 

In a recent survey, 45% of firms reported that 
“Increased Competition” is a top concern — 
more than any other challenge cited (See 
Figure 3). In a market where many firms are 
all competing over the best clients, your firm 
can’t afford to ignore sales and marketing 
skills. Even if you aren’t looking to add a lot of 
new clients, you can be sure that other firms 
have their eyes on your existing clients. 

The Solution: Acknowledge that not everyone 
in the firm will fully embrace the sales and 
marketing aspect of working in your firm; 
it’s truly not for everyone. Don’t miss out on 
retaining good talent by forcing them down a 
path where they are truly uncomfortable and 
cannot excel. 

For those that show interest and a talent 
for sales and marketing, practice makes 
perfect. How does someone learn if they 
can’t practice? More experienced staff with 
a passion and talent for marketing can 
share this knowledge and help hone these 
skills in others in the firm. Set up mentoring 
relationships to connect these staff members. 
Create opportunities for less‑experienced 
staff to sit in on meetings when possible, and 
support networking efforts like attendance at 
community or professional events.

To authentically support sales in your firm, 
focus on relationships, not selling. Not being 
a trained sales person can work to your 
advantage because of your passion for your 
services, rather than the art of the sale itself. 
This approach marks the difference between 
trust‑based selling and traditional sales. 
When passion leads, often the client doesn’t 
feel sold. Instead, they feel you building 
a relationship.

When it comes to developing sales skills, like 
any skill, go for the one‑two punch. First, 
continue any approaches that play to your 
strengths if they are bringing in results. 
Second, strategically pick an approach that 
requires you to stretch and grow. Add variety 
to expand the marketing and sales approaches 
in your firms.

Figure 3: Top Challenges for Tax and Accounting Firms

Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2016 Percentage of Respondents, n=331
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Does Your Business Model 
Support Growth? 
Bringing in new clients has always been a part of accounting 
firms, but it has never been more important. The incentives — 
or lack thereof — that firms provide for finding new business will 
have an important effect on the actions and attitudes of your 
staff. Unfortunately, you get the behavior you reward, so most 
employees, especially lower‑level ones, may need an extra push 
to contribute to your firm’s growth. What is your firm’s approach 
to acquiring new clients? 

The Traditional Model — Traditionally, bringing in new business has 
been primarily the partner’s responsibility. Of course new business 
is always welcomed and bringing in a new client, especially a 
valuable one, is a good way for more junior staff to get noticed. 
However, official incentives for finding new business are rare. 

The Bonus Model — More and more firms, in an effort to incentivize 
selling, offer their staff a cash reward for bringing in new clients. 
This typically would be a bonus amounting to a certain percentage 
of the first year’s business with the client, for example 10–20%. 
Some firms will even extend this bonus to a smaller percentage for 
2–3 years after the first the year.

The Dedicated Sales Team — Depending on your staff’s skills, it may 
make sense to hire a sales specialist or team of specialists whose 
sole focus is finding and acquiring new clients. This takes some 
pressure off of your staff and can have great results. Although a 
dedicated sales staff may cost more, the investment can pay off 
with the increase in new business they bring.

Social Media Marketing — While social media marketing is usually 
a more informal approach, it’s a great way to engage some of your 
younger staff in building the firm. Social media‑savvy staff can 
easily attract loyal clients just by incorporating their existing social 
media habits into their work life. Firms will want to be clear about 
guidelines for professionalism. Include your social media superstars 
when you’re drafting your social media policies for the best results. 
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STEP 3: Get to Know Your Clients and Their 
Preferences
The Problem: Even with the right clients and 
the right staff, your firm’s tools and processes 
may not be where they need to be in order to 
grow your firm. If the software in your firm is 
designed specifically for accounting firms, it 
may not include crucial marketing features 
that are not traditionally expected. If you do 
use marketing software, it was probably not 
developed with accounting firms in mind. 

The Game Plan for the Future survey found 
that besides the ability to work remotely, 
“tools that help me market the firm” was cited 
most frequently as a technology that would 
help the firm/client relationship (Figure 4). 
These firms reported that marketing tools 
were more important than mobile technology, 
integration or efficiency. Clearly, this is a weak 
spot for many firms.

The Solution: Use all of the rich data you have 
in your firm to learn more about your clients. 
You never know what interesting nuggets of 
information you might uncover to lead you to 
an untapped niche. For example, by computing 
cross sell ratios (i.e. what percentage of 
our tax customers do we also provide A&A 
services for?), you may find new business 
opportunities within your firm that you didn’t 
even know about. 

Incentivizing internal and external referrals is 
really important, and your internal processes 
and tools need to provide a way to track this 
for proper payment of incentives. Knowing 
which marketing/sales methods work best is 
crucial, so you should be able to capture how 
the client came to the firm. For example, do 
you know which clients or staff provide the 
most valuable referrals? Does email marketing 
work better for you than postcards? 

Once you know which methods work, creating 
targeted marketing lists is a must! Use the 
information in your system to create targeted 
physical mailers, email blasts or task lists for 
employees within the firm. 

Source: Aberdeen Group, August 2016

Figure 4: Technology that Helps the Firm/Client Relationship

25% 50%0%

Tools that help me  
market the firm

Cloud‑based software 
that allows for remote 

work on laptops or 
desktop computers

Mobile technology 
(tablets and/or 
smartphones)

Software architecture 
that allows firms 

to integrate 
various functions

Time‑saving solutions 
that make firms 

more efficient

48%

39%

35%

34%

33%

Percentage of Respondents, n=331

Focus on the Client: Developing a Client-Centered Firm6



STEP 4: Learn to Speak Your Clients’ Language
The Problem: From a client’s point of view, it 
can be difficult to see the differences between 
one accounting firm or another. Clients want 
to feel like their accountant understands 
their needs, so firms need to find ways to 
reassure them and differentiate from the 
competition. Clients whose understanding 
of their accountant is limited to a once a 
year tax engagement may be especially hard 
to impress. 

Your clients value your technical expertise in 
tax and accounting, but they are also looking 
for an advisor with unique insight into their 
own businesses. In fact, the Game Plan for the 
Future survey showed that technical expertise 
and industry knowledge were the top two 
criteria that clients seek when choosing an 
accounting firm. 

Although clients want firms that specialize, 
many firms don’t know their niche, if they 
have one at all. On the other hand, firms 
will sometimes develop niches that aren’t 
actually all that profitable. And other firms 
have strong niches but don’t communicate 
them in a way that helps differentiate the 
firm from the competition.

The Solution: Specializing in a niche can help 
you identify additional opportunities to help 
your clients in that industry. Clients who use 
more services from your firm are more likely 
to be satisfied, and satisfied clients are more 
profitable ones.

Discovering a niche is not always 
straightforward. Get to know your current 
clients — what industries are they in? Where 
are they located? What services do they 
need? Be creative! Don’t just limit yourself to 
using line of business as a niche. Look for any 
common thread.

Then, use existing clients as references. In 
a niche you want to grow and exploit, look 
for friendly clients who can refer you to new 
business or at least serve as references. 
Referrals are one of the best sources of 
new clients.

In order to successfully develop a niche, you’ll 
have to really, REALLY get to know your clients 
and their businesses. It feels great when 
someone asks you about YOUR business, or 
asks to observe what YOU do so they can help 
you do it better. (Wolters Kluwer does this 
with our own customers!) Take an interest in 
more than just the 2 months leading up to a 
tax deadline or during the audit. It’s not sunk 
cost or time lost; it’s an investment in your 
niche and building expertise in that industry. 

Use continuing education to take some of the 
same courses your clients would take. Begin 
developing industry expertise that is about 
more than just the accounting backbone of 
the industry. Really get into your client’s shoes 
and think like you are in that industry.

Once you find a niche — a profitable niche 
mind you — EXPLOIT IT!!! Shout it from the 
rooftops (tastefully of course), because, 
guess what? If you don’t make an effort to tell 
anyone, how will they know? Publish relevant 
articles on a blog or in industry publications. 
Reach out on social media or retweet an 
industry expert. Go to industry events. Most 
of all, track EVERYTHING. Continue to build 
rich data about what efforts are not paying off 
as well as the efforts that work well for your 
business and are yielding positive results.
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 Become More Client‑Centered: Your 4‑Step Plan

While specialized tax and accounting knowledge is the key ingredient to a 
successful firm, firm leaders should never lose sight of what truly powers the 
firm: its clients. Efficiency and profitability are important goals, but client service 
should drive everything you do. When you’re evaluating how to serve clients 
better, keep in mind these four steps.  

Make 
room for 
profitable 
clients

Difficult clients prevent you from serving your 
best clients. Develop strategies for minimizing 
the disruption these clients cause, including 
firing bad clients when necessary.

Embrace 
your role 
as a client 
advisor

Most accountants aren’t comfortable with 
“sales,” but serving clients well often means 
selling them on additional services. Encourage 
staff to develop their strengths, and make 
sure you’re incentivizing behavior that you 
want to see. 

Get to know 
your clients 
and their 
preferences

Through your work, you gather a lot of 
information about your clients. Use this data 
to identify opportunities and generate ideas.

Learn to 
speak your 
clients’ 
language

Clients should be able to clearly see how your 
firm is different from any other. Developing 
a well‑researched niche will give your clients 
what they want.
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