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Increase Your IQ (Intimacy Quotient) with

Customers

By Dawn Wagenaar

Accounting and sales never
used to be uttered in the

same breath. However, we all
know that service professions
are increasingly required to set
themselves apart from the com-
petition by “selling” clients on
their strengths.

To say that this is a different
mindset for accountants is prob-
ably an understatement. Many
CPAs admit that they don’t
like selling and that they don’t
want to push services on clients.
Many also report that things
have changed in the industry
and the busy season no longer
ends on April 15, so marketing
or cross-selling may barely reg-
ister on their schedules.

When you redefine the pur-
pose and goals of sales and mar-
keting internally, however, the
notion of pushy and time-con-
suming exercises in futility gives
way to a more customer-focused
culture. In fact, the new goal for
professional services is to in-
crease customer intimacy.

Customer intimacy is
achieved when you know your
client so well that you can an-
ticipate needs and recommend
solutions the client might nev-
er have considered. You are
looking out for the client’s
best interests as much as your
own. Although many account-
ing firms emphasize getting to
know a client’s business or in-
dustry, customer intimacy re-
quires looking beyond the ser-
vices they were originally hired
to accomplish.

The primary reason cited on cli-
entsurveys for leaving an account-
ing firm is that they feel the CPAs
“do not care.” This desire for per-
sonal connection is why clients will
follow CPAs, attorneys and finan-
cial professionals to another firm.
They have built trust and loyalty
with the person, not the history or
credentials of the firm.

Interestingly enough, this is
the same reason that most em-
ployees leave companies, ac-
cording to the Gallup Organi-
zation. They do not feel valued
by their supervisors or the firm.
They don't feel as though they
are making a difference.

Customer intimacy can solve
both of those issues by tying per-
formance goals not to firm rev-
enue, but to how well customers
are served. This can be done in
several ways.

Overcoming obstacles
There is a correlation between
client loyalty and the number of
services they use. According to
one survey referenced by Kolb
& Co. of Wisconsin, the magic
number is five. The retention
rate for clients using five or more
services is 98%. Retention for
clients who use just one or two
services drops to 12% - 28%.
Even if another of your firm’s
services is a perfect fit for a cli-
ent, there are several reasons
that the lead accountant will not
bring it up:
m Not enough knowledge about
the service area
® No training on how or when
to communicate additional
service benefits
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m Concern about recommend-
ing another team member

m Concern about the cost of ad-
ditional services

Before you can expect your
team to recommend expanded
services, you have to overcome
these objections internally. Find
out which of these reasons may
be holding your team back from
developing customer intimacy.

Accountants, for obvious rea-
sons, also get hung up on their
billable hours. They don’t want
to spend time talking to a client
unless it is project-specific and
billable. With this firm expec-
tation, who can blame them?
If clients are charged for ev-
ery phone call to the firm, they
are also less likely to call with
questions or concerns or ser-
vice needs!

This is a fine balance with cli-
ents, of course. But consultant
Ron Baker of the VeraSage In-
stitute contends that measur-
ing profitability by how much
time you sell is a losing prop-
osition. He says that many ac-
counting firms use lagging in-
dicators’ that reflect' measure-
ments after an engagement or
activity, such as “labor as a per-
centage of gross revenue” or en-
gagement “cycle time.”

If timesheets were no longer
available, he asks his clients,
what indicators would they use
to measure their effectiveness
and profits? Invariably, firms
turn toward value as defined by
client satisfaction, sales and re-
peat business.

The more contact you have
with clients, often the more busi-
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ness you will generate. Clients
will feel valued. You create an en-
vironment in which team mem-
bers take time to ask questions,
get to know the client, and rec-
ommend more solutions.

Tying intimacy to
performance

In order to change the percep-
tion that “cycle time” and billable
hours are the only measurements
of performance, team members
must have some incentive to
build customer intimacy.

Traditionally, firms have of-
fered either a percentage com-
mission for cross-selling services
or something simple, like $100
for a referral, that results in new
business. Firms have also done
contests tied to business devel-
opment and cross-selling. The
objections to paying fora $3,000
trip for two to Las Vegas have
paled in the face of $60,000 in
additional engagements.

Most incentive plans do not
pay for expanded services to ex-
isting clients. This is a mistake
because expanded services are
the key to customer intimacy.
Remember the five or more ser-
vices statistic?

Get your entire team togeth-
er and talk about your clients.
Rank them. Which clients can
you not afford to lose? Your
team should know this. A fa-
cilitator may be beneficial to
help you ask the right ques-
tions and do enough research
about your clients and their
industries to determine other
services to introduce.

Mitch Reno of The Rehmann
Group recommends putting a
poster in the break room that
reports new sales opportuni-
ties and cross-selling engage-

ments. One of the most suc-
cessful CPA chief marketing
and sales officers in the country,
Reno creates a celebratory at-
mosphere around new business
development so that everyone
gets excited about bringing in
new business.

Rewards should be immedi-
ate and visible to the rest of the
team. You can’t wait until the
end of the year to dole out cross-
selling bonuses. You might offer
small rewards along the way to
a larger reward or consistent in-
centives throughout the year.
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Although many
accounting firms
emphasize getting
to know a client’s
business or industry,
customer intimacy
requires looking
beyond the services
they were originally

ired to accomplish.
e y

Increasing customer intimacy
should be part of the discussion
at every performance review. Let
team members know that you
expect increased contact with
clients and a focus on providing
more service through conversa-
tions and research about client
businesses and industries.

Supporting the service shift

Giving lip service to customer
intimacy will not bring results.
Systems should be set up to help
your team succeed at these cli-
ent/performance goals. Conduct
internal training sessions on the
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services in your company and
how and when to bring them up
with clients. One of the biggest
barriers to customer intimacy
is a lack of knowledge among
staff about the firm’s other ser-
vices. Create “Service Spotlight”
sheets for staff, which would
include a summary of services,
benefits to the client, team con-
tacts, and five questions to ask
clients to identify a need.

Emphasize internal sales as
much as external sales so that
team members feel comfort-
able referring experts in other
departments to their clients. At
your next partner meeting or
firm retreat, highlight a service
area and conduct a networking
exercise in which partners or
team members write on index
cards the names of clients who
they think might need that ser-
vice. The person who hands the
“expert” the most cards wins a
prize. The expert must then con-
tact the referring partner and
learn some details before con-
tacting the client.

Agendas for client meetings
and client service checklists will
also help your team focus on cus-
tomer intimacy. Instead of asking,
“How’s business?” team members
can think more strategically.

If your firm conducts audits,
include the tax manager at au-
dit planning meetings of key
clients. Spend 10 minutes or so
addressing current and future
tax planning issues.

Encourage team members
to regularly communicate law
changes or trends that affect
their clients. Use this as a way
to introduce consulting or plan-
ning services.

Finally, develop ways of track-
ing team efforts and keeping
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people accountable. This in-
cludes tracking calls, network-
ing events, client and referral
source meetings and other ac-
tivities that support customer
intimacy. Reno set up a tracking
program on his firm’s Custom-
er Relationship Management
(CRM) system and had every
partner enter meeting dates and
contacts to meet a goal of in-
troducing at least 12 clients per
year to another expert in the

firm. To ensure their success,
Reno trained them on the sys-
tem, helped them write client
letters and brainstorm ideas. By
tracking their activity, the firm
was able to prove more than
$1.2 million in revenue from the
effort. Talk about ROI!

The biggest failure in cross-
selling is the lack of follow-up
with clients. When you have a
client who indicates an inter-
est in expanded services, put a
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note in your schedule to check
in with them and send support-
ing materials. They are asking
for increased intimacy with your
firm. Don’t let them down.

About the author: Dawn Wagenaar

is a principal with Ingenuity Market-

ing Group in St. Paul, MN, a training,
marketing, communications and PR firm
that serves professional service firms.

She may be reached at dawn@ingenuity-
marketing.com, 651-690-3358 or www.
ingenuitymarketing.com. +

Core Service Standards Support Client Intimacy

One first step to customer intimacy is to

go-to people for each client

develop and train everyone in the firm on ® Maintaining dress code standards for the
top-notch service standards. From recep- office and client meetings

tion to meeting etiquette and responsive- m Passing on any client compliments to the
ness, outline a list of best practices that entire team

makes clients feel valued. Some examples m Surveying 10% of clients randomly once a
include: year on these standards to ensure that ev-

m Returning calls within 24 hours
m Informing the receptionist of schedules and

eryone at the firm is maintaining a consis-
tently positive impression
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