A passion for accounting – and marketing!
“Marketer of the Year” discusses his approach
Janet Ellen Raasch

Passion and accounting.  These are two words that, until recently, you’d rarely find in the same neighborhood.
At Grant Thornton LLP, these two seemingly contradictory concepts have been paired to create a memorable marketing campaign summarized in the tagline – “A passion for the business of accounting.”
Passion also describes the innovative and energetic marketing efforts of the firm’s CMSO – Edmond V. Russ.
In recognition of this fact, Russ was awarded the Marketer of the Year honor at the Association for Accounting Marketing conference held in Orlando in June.  The award is sponsored by CCH Incorporated and its new journal, CPA Practice Management Forum.

In addition, Grant Thornton captured a first prize in the market research category for an economic analysis that led to the launch of an 11-person office in Phoenix.  Last year, the firm won two awards for its marketing efforts – a niche campaign in the not-for-profit sector and a newsletter focusing on the unique challenges created by the advent of Sarbanes Oxley.

Since Russ joined the firm in 2001, Grant Thornton has enjoyed an organic growth rate of more than 25 percent a year – much of it driven by new-client acquisition.  This exceeds the growth rate of any other top-20 accounting firm.  Revenues in 2004 were $635 million.  To reach those numbers, the firm added 473 new assurance clients over $50,000 and 198 new tax clients over $25,000. And 2005 performance will set more new records.
“I’d like to say that all of this growth was due to the efforts of the marketing and sales teams, but some of it was just good luck,” said Russ.  “Our strategic campaign took off just as our Big Four competitors were totally swamped in the aftermath of Sarbanes Oxley.  In some cases, they were conflicted out.  In other cases, they were so busy with their biggest clients that they began to ignore their mid-size clients – our target market – and we were well-positioned to pick up the slack.”  
Grant Thornton LLP is a Chicago-headquartered provider of audit, tax and business advisory services to select markets – construction, consumer and industrial products, financial services, government contracting, not-for-profits and technology.  It is strategically committed to serving mid-cap, small-cap and privately held client companies. 

The firm is the U.S. member firm of Grant Thornton International, the sixth-largest global accounting, tax and business advisory organization – with 585 offices in 110 countries.  In the United States, 368 partners and 3,555 employees work in 49 offices around the country.
Strategic planning

Like all successful marketing and sales campaigns, this one started with strategic planning – and the authority to carry it out.

“I was very fortunate,” said Russ.  “Grant Thornton recognized that it had missed out on the growth of the 1990s; therefore, the firm made the decision to hire a strategist,” said Russ.  “As a result, I was brought on at the partner level and immediately given a seat at the table – on the firm’s Strategy Development Team and on its National Leadership Team.”  Russ also participates in the firm’s monthly managing partner conference call and speaks each year at the annual meeting. 

“I knew that I had to achieve a ‘quick hit’ to establish my credibility,” said Russ. “The easiest place to do this was in the area of brand awareness.  I had built brand awareness at four successful start-up companies, so I knew that this was a proven strategy to build revenues.”  Russ asked for six months to develop a plan and build a team.

“For the plan to succeed, it needed to include as much partner input as possible – the partners should see their own thoughts and even their own words in the final product,” said Russ.  “To accomplish this, I spoke with literally hundreds of people.”
Russ strongly believes in the persuasive power behind the anecdotes and direct comments of partners, staff, clients and referral sources.  When he interviews partners and others, he takes careful notes and records this information (including email comments) in an electronic database.

“When I’m communicating with the partners on a particular issue,” said Russ, “I am able to use the words of our own people as evidence of the need for action.

Russ also makes extensive use of anecdotes and comments in the firm’s print and electronic publications.  When creating a proposal for a client in a particular industry, the proposal team can use the searchable database to include testimonials from similar clients.  “This has become a very persuasive tool for us in winning new business,” said Russ.  “Our proposal success rate ranges from 30 to 50 percent.”  
Another way to win the hearts of accountants for marketing endeavors is solid research.  “We hire outside research firms and we also maintain an in-house market intelligence center to do some of our own projects – like the Phoenix economic analysis that won this year’s AAM achievement award,” said Russ.  “Accountants understand the language of numbers; very often, when words fail, they can be persuaded by the use of numbers.”
While working on his strategic plan, Russ also built the team and the structure that the firm would need to achieve its marketing and sales goals.  Today, the firm has 115 marketing and sales people allocated among 49 offices, five regions, six national industry groups and three service lines.

“In 2004 alone, we recruited five regional marketing directors, a director of national marketing services, a national proposal headquarters leader, a national industry marketing director, six business development executives and 27 marketing staff,” said Russ.  “I could never have received this award without the support of these exceptional individuals.”
How successful has Russ been in using his seat at the table to build partner support?  For 2005, Grant Thornton leadership approved a 40 percent increase in the overall firm marketing budget and tripled the firm advertising budget.

Brand Awareness

When Russ joined Grant Thornton, he received some good news and some bad news.  The good news was that the firm had a solid reputation – among those who had heard of it – for a quality product, quality people and quality service.   “The bad news was that only five percent of our target market mentioned Grant Thornton in response to an unaided awareness survey,” said Russ.
Grant Thornton adopted the tagline “A passion for the business of accounting” and the logo of a red rose – the universal symbol of passion.  The very contradiction inherent in combining the worlds of accounting and passion made these tools attention-getting and memorable.

The firm’s brand awareness plan targeted mid-size clients of the Big Four accounting firms.  Since 2001, the firm’s unaided brand awareness among CEOs and CFOs in this target market increased from five percent to 15-17 percent – a greater awareness increase than any other global 7 accounting firm.
“We still have a long way to go before we reach the unaided brand awareness of the Big Four, which is in the range of 52-82 percent,” said Russ, “but we have made an awful lot of progress in a mighty short time – and we will get there!”

Integrated print and radio advertising

Integrated print and radio advertising has played an important role in the firm’s strategic marketing plan.  “When I joined the firm, there was no advertising culture and no advertising budget.  We didn’t want to shock the partners, so we started out slowly, using spot radio to publicize our presence in six new markets,” said Russ, “We measured the results of this project and used these numbers to ‘sell’ the concept in other markets.  By 2004, we were spending $1 million advertising in print and on network radio.”
“Before you advertise, you need to know which message will resonate with your target audience,” said Russ.  “In our case, it was not what we expected.

“We went to the source and asked our partners which talking points seemed to most impress potential clients,” said Russ.  “One was the fact that Grant Thornton has offices in 110 countries around the world.  So we used the image of the accountant and the red rose in the graphics and talked about the international scope of our practice in the text.”
In 2005, the firm tripled its advertising budget to $3 million and began to advertise on cable television.  “Accountants are naturally conservative,” said Russ, “so we waited until the partners had come to recognize the value of print and network radio advertising before we ventured into television.”
The television ads feature typical, straight-laced business accountants going about their business in a gray environment.  When they get a good idea, their eyes brighten, they smile, they seize a vivid red rose between their teeth and they begin to tango around the office.  The ad ends with the firm name and tagline, “A passion for the business of accounting.”
“We are not a huge firm, compared with the Big Four,” said Russ, “so we must be very efficient in how we spend our advertising money.  We rely on an agency to help us pick the best vehicles for reaching corporate leaders, lawmakers, attorneys, investment banks and academics.”
Industry-based newsletters and other communications
Grant Thornton publishes nearly 30 newsletters and other communications, most of which are available in both electronic and print formats.  “These newsletters help us add value to current clients and demonstrate value to potential clients,” said Russ.
“We ask individuals which format they prefer; that is the format we use to communicate with them,” said Russ.  “When we added the electronic format, it increased steadily in popularity until user preference was about 50/50.  We may be starting to see a slight preference for print – perhaps due to overflowing email in-boxes or the desire to have a hard copy to read while traveling or at home.” 

How important is industry focus in the acquisition and retention of clients?  “Our research discovered an interesting divergence,” said Russ.  “It showed that industry focus is quite important when acquiring a new client, but much less important in keeping that client satisfied over the long haul.  Once prospects have become clients, they are more impressed with how well we understand their specific business.”
The firm launches new publications to take advantage of emerging opportunities in the marketplace.  “Our AAM award-winning newsletter, to help non-profits meet the requirements of Sarbanes Oxley, is an example of this kind of thinking,” said Russ.
Publicity, media relations and thought-leadership

An integral component of any brand-awareness campaign is increased publicity and media exposure.
“We selected a number of timely and newsworthy areas in which our firm could become a ‘thought leader’ in the eyes of the media and the public,” said Russ.  “These include documentation of internal controls, China, public company auditor concentration in capital markets, recruiting, hot tax issues, enhanced business reporting and a five-point plan for restoring public trust in the accounting profession (much of which anticipated changes made by the Sarbanes Oxley legislation).”
Within the firm, one professional is identified and marketed as the media champion and “go to” person for information and quotes on each of these subjects.  As a result of these efforts, the firm’s press hits this year are at an all-time high.

In another attempt to further its reputation for thought leadership, Grant Thornton created the Business Leaders Council, a group of 36 business leaders and senior executives which meets twice a year to brainstorm about issues affecting the business climate for mid-cap companies.  Following each meeting, an outside research company uses this information to survey executives at 300 companies – companies with revenues between $50 million and $2 billion and operating within broad industry sectors.
Grant Thornton publishes survey results and releases them to the media; results are also posted on the firm’s web site, where they are available free of charge to the public.  “This process helps establish the firm as a thought leader among ‘influencers,’” said Russ.  “At the same time, it allows us to better understand the needs of our clients.”
Project Jump Start

The final element of Grant Thornton’s brand awareness campaign is a direct-marketing sales program – Project Jump Start – designed to take advantage of the awareness generated by the other components.  Project Jump Start was Grant Thornton’s first national sales and marketing campaign.
“We sent out letters and industry-specific materials to our targets – mid-size companies currently being served by the Big Four,” said Russ.  “We followed up with phone calls and face-to-face meetings.  In 2004, Grant Thornton conducted 464 Jump Start meetings, which resulted in 283 new clients and nearly $33 million in new revenues.”

“All of these efforts at building brand awareness seem to be working,” said Russ.  “Before, partners had to chase after every bit of business.  Now, the process is reversed – business is coming to us.”

Service Quality Measurement

While making great progress in the acquisition of new business, Grant Thornton did not forget about its existing clients.  “Research shows that high client satisfaction is associated with higher billing rates and reduced defections,” said Russ.  “In addition, it is seven times less expensive to retain an existing client than to acquire a new one.”
In 2004, Grant Thornton implemented an ambitious and comprehensive client satisfaction program – Service Quality Measurement.  “It was tough to launch this program during a year when we were experiencing 30 percent growth,” said Russ.  “Partners were extremely busy, and the last thing they wanted was an additional non-billable program.
“We used the ‘visceral power of numbers’ to get their attention and made it as easy as possible by using technology as well as administrative and marketing support,” said Russ.  “Senior management was also closely and visibly involved.”

The program consists of scientifically designed client-satisfaction surveys mailed or emailed by a partner to his or her existing client.  “We did not use face-to-face interviews because we wanted information that was quantifiable – information that accountants would appreciate and understand,” said Russ.
“We survey annually the clients that provide 80 to 90 percent of our revenue,” said Russ.  “On our first survey, we had a response rate of 45 percent – which is very high.  Most surveys are happy with a ten percent response rate.” 

Results are analyzed by office, by service, by industry, by client size, by ownership and against peer firms – and used as the basis for continuous improvement.  Results are also provided individually to partners within 24 hours of receipt.  Engagement teams address any issues the process uncovers.
“By focusing engagement teams on key client service attributes and behaviors,” said Russ, “we paved the way to achieving first and second place results in the J.D. Power and Associates 2004 Audit Firm and Tax Firm performance studies.”

The firm immediately incorporated the J.D. Power survey results into its recruiting messages, its proposals and presentations, its television, radio and print advertising, and its direct-mail newsletters and communications.  “These results have reinforced the buying decision of our current clients, attracted the attention of new clients, and generated an enormous sense of pride among our people,” said Russ.

Grant Thornton has shared the entire Service Quality Measurement process with the industry at a number of accounting conferences.

“Now that our partners have seen the results,” said Russ, “it is no longer an uphill struggle to motivate them to implement Service Quality Measurement.  It is embedded in firm culture and perceived as a significant competitive advantage.”

Strategy.  Brand awareness.  Client satisfaction.  As “Marketer of the Year,” Edmond V. Russ uses these three tools to demonstrate his “passion for the business of marketing.”

Janet Ellen Raasch is a writer/ghostwriter who works closely with professional services providers – helping them to promote themselves within their target markets through publication of instructive articles, books and content for the Internet.  She can be reached at (303) 399-5041 or jeraasch@msn.com.

