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BRAND NINJAS:
FIGHT PRICE PRESSURE AND WIN!
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As a professional service firm, you may be pressured to 
drop your price in order to receive work from a client.  
You are better than that. In fact, you can build a brand  
so that fees are no longer part of the prospect equation 
or the client conversation. In our eBook: “Brand Ninjas: 
Fight Price Pressure and Win!,” learn how top firms earn 
premium fees in their market. You don’t need a samurai 
sword or throwing stars. You need a strong brand and  
differentiators that make you invaluable in the eyes of 
your ideal clients.
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CHOOSE YOUR  
MARKET POSITION
There are some brands that immediately make  
you think of high class: Tiffany, Jaguar, Nordstrom, 
Ritz-Carlton. When you think of these brands, you 
think of quality, great reputation, premium service 
and also a premium price tag.

There are other brands that make you think 
value, consistency and comfort: Target, Chevrolet, 
Marriott, Keds.

What comes to mind when people think of  
your firm? Have you ever considered your  
market position?

Professional service providers around the world talk 
about the pressures to compete on price while also 
finding new ways to grow their firms and increase 
profits. But statistics show that market leaders earn 
higher hourly rates, have fewer collections issues 
and garner higher profits compared to their less 
visible competitors.

Perception influences behavior. If prospects  
and clients perceive your firm as the best fit for 
them — and you have shown that you deliver  
what they want — they will happily write higher  
checks regardless of the economy or other 

influencers. Instead of competing on price, you 
compete on brilliance.

Once they’ve experienced your firm as THE ONE, 
anyone and anything else pales in comparison.

To establish your market position, there are several 
things that must happen within your firm and 
outside of it. They include: clarifying your story, 
creating messages around that story, determining 
target audiences, choosing the vehicles that reach 
those audiences, developing content around your 
key messages, monitoring response, refining and 
expanding the messages.  

None of these steps directly relate to billable client 
hours. This is partly why few firms establish a 
market position and the higher profits that go with 
it. It’s an exclusive club whose members actively 
invest time, money and people to achieve their 

position. But let’s take a look at what these steps 
really require, and you’ll realize that more firms 
could have a market position without spending a 
fortune or sacrificing client service.

Clarify Your Story.
Firms become known for certain things. 
Although their work and experience evolve, their 
perceived position in the market may not. An 
accounting firm may be known for its work in 
telecommunications. Another is known for its 
work in affordable housing. Law firms may hold 
a market perception as just a creditor’s firm or 
a construction law firm, when in fact they offer 
a full menu of legal services. Construction and 
engineering professionals are frustrated by RFPs 
that want to compare firms by project types 
(school, fire station, senior housing) rather than 
their skills and knowledge of construction.

Instead of a brand based on knowledge, strengths 
or thought leadership (brilliance), professionals 
often acquire a brand based on the types of clients 
they serve (billables).
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To create your true story, you have to find out why 
your clients choose you. Create a story around 
strengths and differentiators rather than client 
types or service offerings. To do this, you need to 
really understand the experience of working with 
you through your clients’ eyes. Mere buzzwords 
like “Excellence” or “Quality” or even “Exceptional 
Client Service” will not cut it. You need to invest 
in the research that helps you create valid and 
powerful stories and messages.

Create Messages.
Once you have feedback on the quality of work and 
knowledge that you deliver to clients, the next step 
is creating unique and memorable messages about 
your firm.

These messages might relate to government 
relations advocacy on behalf of an industry. They 
might highlight your in-depth analysis or thought 
leadership on business challenges. They might 
include your connections and involvement in  
an industry.

Your messages should focus 
on the value you bring 
to your clients and the 
experience of working with 
you, not just the services 
you offer.

Choose Target Audiences.
Once you have your story and messages to  
share, decide who should hear about them.  
This includes referral sources as well as targeted 
clients and prospects.

By understanding who you want to sell to and 
serve, you pinpoint your market position. Your 
target audiences create a direction for distribution 
of your story. It’s not for just anyone.

Get Beyond Just Advertising or PR.
How do you get your story out to support your 
market position? The traditional way has been 
through media. But as you know, media has 
changed quite a bit.

When choosing media, you no longer have to 
rely on traditional public relations, hoping that a 
reporter, editor or radio host features you. You can 
still share your story with this media — which we 
call “pitched” media — but you can also choose 
“paid” and “proactive” media. Pitched media 
still provides you with targeted visibility and 
credibility; however, there are more options to 
share your message — and more control over  
the result.

—Pitched Media
With pitched media, you typically create a 
relationship with a reporter, editor or host and 
start sending story ideas — hoping that they 
show interest, pick up the idea and cover it. The 
result might be a feature article, a quote in a larger 
article, an opinion piece, a guest interview, a 
speaking gig or a case study.

—Paid Media
Paid media is coverage that you gain by paying 
a fee or subscription. This might include paid 
articles, ads, sponsorships, paid radio or TV shows 
or paid distribution of press releases. You broker 
these opportunities through the chosen media’s 
advertising channels.
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—Proactive Media
Proactive media is the newest way to establish 
a market position. You create your own media 
vehicles such as blogs, web content, videos, social 
media pages and networking (LinkedIn, Facebook, 
Twitter), e-books, workshops and other content 
that shares your story. This type of media costs 
more time than money, and results in building 
credibility, visibility and better search results for 
your firm website.

Choosing the vehicles to support your story can  
be quite complex and costly if you don’t have  
a strategy.

We recommend  
creating a 12-month media 
plan that includes  
a hand-selected menu  
of media from all three 
categories — media  
that fit your audiences and 
messages. This way, you’re 
not just buying ads or 
experiencing the letdown of 
traditional media rejection.

Provide Premium Content.
To leverage pitched, paid and proactive media, 
develop content that shares your messages and 
story. The key is to present your story and messages 
in ways that educate, inform and inspire your 
audiences. The best content goes beyond purely 
self-promotional information and establishes your 
people as experts on particular topics. The quality  
of your content will determine your success  
with attracting new prospects, referral sources  
and clients.

Your content may include op/ed commentaries 
on current trends, paid advertorials about experts 
in your firm, press releases on issues or firm news, 
thought leadership pieces on where you believe an 
issue is heading, interview videos, client success 
stories, how-to and tips articles, Top 10 lists, 
webinars or newsletters.

This is often the place where our clients begin to 
resist. They have the impression that developing 
content will take time away from clients and 
everything else they already have on their plate. 
They can’t envision how this process will help them 
create a market position. They aren’t comfortable 
with the idea of thought leadership on topics 
that depend on technological, governmental or 
economic changes outside their control.

These concerns are absolutely legitimate, but will 
keep you in the pack of professionals who all look 

the same from the outside. You will continue to 
compete on price rather than brilliance.

Monitor Audience Response.
These efforts are measurable. You can see over time 
how your placement and distribution of content 
in various media plays out — thanks to various 
measuring and monitoring tools provided by the 
media and your website host.

For example, you could purchase placement of a 
thought leadership article on a news page targeted 
by city, a specific industry and even a specific 
age group. Once published, your article can be 
measured by views, click-throughs from the article 
to your website and article comments or feedback.

Refine your Strategy.
As with any marketing effort, developing a market 
position happens over time. What I am describing 
here is just part of an overall strategic marketing 
plan that includes tactics such as networking and 
building a sales pipeline and coaching your team 
beyond technical skills. You will learn what works 
well and what doesn’t fit. You’ll learn which efforts 
are bringing in the most business and attention 
from the audiences you prefer.
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You will start to see initial results within six months, 
but a full picture should emerge after 12 months. 
You will notice that clients and your competition 
are viewing you a bit differently. You will experience 
less resistance to fees and advice. You will notice 
higher quality candidates and prospects connecting 
with you. You will have more space financially and 
mentally to choose business opportunities with 
confidence.

To consciously choose your market position is not 
an easy path, but membership in this club does have 
its privileges.

A few years ago, we heard Thomas J. Winninger, 
CPAE, speak on the topic of “Absolute Truths of 
Competing Against Price.” Because of the state of 
the economy, the content of his talk resonated with 
the audience even more as each of us consciously 
thought about bringing value, not just cost-effective 
service, to our clients. His talking points are still 
relevant today.

•  “ What is your customer buying?” It’s about what 
the client needs and getting your offerings to 
match those needs. Remember that the client 
is buying from both a logical and emotional 
standpoint. People want to know that they are 
getting something for their money that helps 
them gain or save money. They also want to 
feel cared for and special.  

•  “ It’s not what you sell, but what they buy 
that creates value.” Does the experience or 
relationship your client has with you bring 
them back for more?

•  “ It’s planning, not purchasing, that creates 
relationships.”  Take time as a firm to define 
what great service means. It doesn’t mean 
anything until you define what “great” is and 
deliver on it. Without definition, you cannot 
deliver on it. 

VALUE: THE NEW  “BLACK”  
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•  “ It’s not what you know about yourself, but what 
you know about them that creates value.”  How 
can you bring added value to your client 
through knowledge of their industry or their 
specific business? 

•   “Sell outcomes, not just specifications.”  Focus on 
the client’s highest need and show how you can 
support it. What will they experience as a result 
of your service?

•   “Give three choices when you can.”  By bundling 
your offerings into three different levels of 
services, you can provide your client with options 
to choose from. It also helps them easily identify 
what you offer compared to your competition. 

These points may not be new, but they need 
to become our foundation – our new “black.” 
Answer these basic questions to clarify the value 
and difference you bring to clients. Build messages 
around your answers that can be used by all staff 
to enhance your brand and competitive difference.  
Use those messages throughout your print, online 
and social media messages. Get your clients and 
referral sources to use the same messages, and you’ve 
built a Ninja brand.  

TURN YOUR STAFF INTO 
BRAND AMBASSADORS
We once asked a newer professional why we should 
choose her firm, and her answer was something like,

 “No real reason.”

[Cue crickets here.]

Whether you’ve leveraged them or not, your 
firm has brand ambassadors.  They include your 
employees, your clients and your referral sources. 
Even your postal carrier is an ambassador if you do 
it right.

When you are in a crowd of strangers and you are 
asked to introduce your firm, what do you say? 
Now boil that message down so everyone can share 
it consistently:

Your firm story: 
Talk about why your firm continues to exist after 
five years or 50 years.

Your promise to clients: 
Talk about the end result. Is it more money in 
their pockets? A worry-free retirement?  Lower 
operating costs?  Faster track to market?

Your competitive difference: 
Take a hard look at your competition and ask 
yourself how you are different. If you say, “We do 
quality work,” it only serves to differentiate you if 
your competitors are comparatively shoddy. You 
need to stand out in some significant ways. If you 
say, “We do the work for you,” that may set you 
apart as the hassle-free choice…great for clients 
who are pressed for time and don’t want to train or 
babysit your people.

Talk through these differences with your team 
at least once per year. Have them role play 
conversations. Then test it at your next networking 
event or with your postal carrier. Ask people 
for first impressions of your image based on the 
message. If it’s close to what you intend, you are 
building new brand ambassadors!
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TELL YOUR BRAND 
NINJA STORY
“When it comes down to it, all we have is our story.” 
Hugh Jackman (from the movie “Australia”) was 
right – the power of a story is an amazing tool. We 
all want to be part of the story. More and more 
companies are starting to understand the power of 
story. One of our favorite restaurants, Chipotle, is 
great at storytelling. When you sit down with your 
burrito, one of the first things you can do is check 
your pop cup for the latest story. It might tell you 
why the pork is naturally raised or about the farmers 
who raise it or why they choose Daisy sour cream 
among others. 

Tracey Crevar Warren, accounting marketing 
guru, says that to be truly inspired, influenced 
or persuaded, there are two things we must do: 
Connect and Engage. What’s the best way to do 
that? Through storytelling. She hit it on the head 
when she said that stories help people overcome 
angst. People want to know how you were able to 
help someone overcome their angst. Now remember, 
we buy on emotion as well as logic.  
So if you tell me a story (in some form or fashion), 
I will feel more connected to you because I believe 
you understand what my issues are and might be 
more likely to solve them.

Warren says there are five stories to tell: 

•  My story

•  Why I am here story

•  My firm’s (group) story

•  Success story

•  Overcoming objections story

I urge you to start telling stories. Tell your prospects 
a story about how you helped a client similar to 
them or tell a referral source why you do what you 
do. You will start seeing a difference in how people 
connect to you. You will become a brand ninja. 

Try it. Everyone has a story; 
start telling yours. 

5 KEY NINJA TACTICS 
FOR GETTING LEADS 
ONLINE
Go Niche. 
The online world is cluttered. People will refine 
their search until they get the information 
they need. According to Michael Brenner, vice 
president of marketing and content strategy at 
SAP: “Marketing today is difficult. … 44 percent 
of direct marketing is never opened. Roughly 99.9 
percent of online banners are never clicked. Buyers 
wait until they have completed 60-80 percent of 
their research before reaching out to vendors.” 
Use specific key phrases such as “paternity rights,” 
“mechanic’s liens,” or “estate planning with gold” 
and create content that gets noticed. You can use 
keyword tools or analytics to find out how people 
are searching for your services, then build your 
content around those niche pains and questions.
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Use Consistent Images. 
When a visitor comes to your website, they’re not 
just looking at the words. We form a gut impression 
from the images and colors we see. Use images that 
really convey what makes your firm different, and 
don’t forget to include high quality, professional but 
friendly photos on the bio pages.

Make Connecting Easy. 
Give visitors to your site many ways to connect  
with your people so they can choose the one they 
like: email, phone, social media, video, blog or 
newsletter subscription. Provide these options  
on the home page and on the bio pages.

Tell Them What’s Next. 
It doesn’t have to be a hard sell, but make the 
next step crystal clear for visitors who are in need. 
When they come to your website, offer an article 
download, a question box, podcast or special event 
as a reason for them to stay and learn more. Set up 
the next step so you can follow up with a phone call 
or courtesy email after they connect with your site.

Be Memorable. 

In your words, images, videos and the general 
layout of your site, make it as clear as possible why 
you stand out from the crowd. Brand recognition 
is one of the top ways that firms are commanding a 
premium price. A strong brand is worth  
11-35 percent in realization and adds to your  
value: $183 billion – or 34 percent – of Apple’s 
overall $623 billion value is ascribed to the 
intangible contribution of “brand” to its valuation. 
Firms that know this work to protect their brand 
both in external content and in the firm’s internal 
communications. Big Four accounting firms rely 
heavily on the value of their brand to attract clients. 
The same holds true for the high-perceived value 
of advisors who can list high-profile projects and 
cases they’ve represented, awards they’ve won and 
keynotes they’ve given.

Want more InGenius 
ideas? Visit us at www.
ingenuitymarketing.com 
for more eBooks, podcasts, 
videos and articles to help 
you build a great brand and 
grow your firm. Just click 
on Toolkit!
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OUR BRANDING STORY
Freed Maxick & Battaglia, PC, a New York-based 
public accounting firm, had discussed rebranding 
for about a year before a rebrand initiative was 
approved in fall 2011. Leadership wanted the new 
brand to launch by January 2012. The marketing 
director convinced leaders to invest in market 
research to inform the new brand, including 
competitive research, client and referral source 
interviews and internal interviews. The goal of 
such intensive research was to identify themes that 
defined the firm’s competitive differentiators and 
market position so that the rebrand truly reflected 
firm value and difference.

Against the Clock
One of the primary challenges was time — less 
than a month to complete the market research. 
Another challenge was the firm’s expanding market, 
which includes Canadian clients as well as several 
niches. The new brand had to reflect Freed Maxick’s 
growing global and sophisticated presence as a Top 
100 accounting firm.

Freed Maxick engaged Ingenuity Marketing Group 
to conduct approximately 12 client and referral 
source interviews and six leadership interviews over 
two weeks. Based on those completed interviews 
and analysis of top competitors, Ingenuity  
detailed several key branding promises, a market 
positioning statement and client testimonials 
to support the firm’s new name, tagline, logo, 
advertising and a completely rebranded website and 
collateral materials.

Ingenuity Marketing Principal Wendy Nemitz 
then conducted a half-day session on the approved 
key promises to ensure firm-wide understanding 
and purpose in future marketing and business 
development initiatives. She also announced the 
approved new tagline Ingenuity recommended for 
the firm: “Trust Earned.”

Award-winning Results
Taking this research and literally running with 
it to meet the rebrand deadline, Freed Maxick’s 
internal marketing team assembled their resources 
to develop a series of ads that were integrated into 
web, digital, mobile, video, outdoor, radio, social 
media and print. The ads highlighted 10 firm 
professionals and the integration of their hobbies 

and passions with client and firm value. The ads 
reflected the key promises gleaned from market 
research, one of which was top performance.  

The firm launched its completely rebranded 
website on time in January 2012 while leveraging a 
variety of media channels to promote the changes, 
including a new brand video, logo infographic and 
social media updates. The results garnered multiple 
awards from The Association for Accounting 
Marketing as well as major press attention from 
Accounting Today for both Freed Maxick and 
Ingenuity Marketing Group. The marketing 
director, Eric Majchrzak (marketing director at the 
time), was also named one of the “Top 100 Most 
Influential People in Accounting,” by harnessing the 
power of well-branded, online marketing and social 
media to become a top rainmaker for the firm. 

What’s your branding story? 
If it doesn’t differentiate 
you from the pack for real 
results, it’s time for a refresh.
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Ingenuity Marketing helps professional service firms grow 
through strategy and implementation systems: 

InGenius growING™: Strategic, smart and systemized growth.

InGenius brandING™: Message-based branding that puts your 
whole team on the same page and clearly spells out your firm’s 
unique value.

InGenius attractING™: Content marketing strategies to build a 
reputation as the best place to go for trusted advice. 

InGenius marketING™: Access the complete services of a 
strategic marketing firm.

To learn more, visit www.ingenuitymarketing.com  
or call 651-690-3358. 

Like Us on Facebook! Follow Us on LinkedIn!


