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AFFILIATE NEWS & VIEWS

The Science of Juggling More than
Golf Balls and Umbrellas

by Jenny Miller, Marketing Manager, Eastern States, RSM Bird Cameron

As part of its Seldon Gill Scholarship 2006, The Australasian
Professional Services Marketing Association posed the following
quzstion to its members: What skills are required for marketers
to demonstrare their capability and value to a firm in an evolving
marketplace? Excerpts from one of the finalists follows, proving
professional service marketers in Australia face many of the same
challenges as their North American counterparts.

regulations than ever before and struggles to find any

market differentiation, marketing in professional
services has a real role at the strategic level of the business.
To get to this level, marketers need a number of essential
skills to demonstrate that the true value of marketing is in
a world far removed from simply providing branded golt
bails and umbrellas.

I n an environment that is changing daily, has more

Determining what skills marketers require should not be
dezided in a vacuum. Marketers no doubt have their own
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ideas, but the views of professional services practitioners are
a critical starting point. A survey of partners in legal and
accounting firms captured the views of a sample of 12 part-
ners regarding the ways in which the marketplace will
change in the next five years. Four key themes emerged:

1 Increasing difficulty in differentiating firms operating in
the same market.

2 Cost versus value, including increasing pressure to move
from a billable hours charging method to a value based
method.

3 Clients moving from brand loyalty to seeking the expert-
ise of individuals wherever it may reside. This is especial-
ly true in the legal sector where clients are moving from
using one major firm to using spectalist firms for skills spe-
cific to a matter.

4 Generational differences and staff no longer unques-
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tionably loyal to a firm in the hope of reaching the nir-
vana of partner.

When asked what major external forces would impact the
growth of their firm over the next two to three years, the
most common responses from partners were:

1 Shortage of skilled, quality professionals, especially in the
accounting sector.

2 Increase in government regulation and compliance,
making it difficult to differentiate and provide a value-based
service offering.

3 Greater pressures on establishing independence, especial-
ly ir the accounting sector.

4 The impact of the economy on the cyclical nature of
some business units.

5 Larger firms moving into the traditional spaces of the
mid-size firms.

6 The move to a panel or tender system for jobs, leading
to price-based decision making by clients.

7 Increasing use of technology to better perform business
tasks in the professional services sector.

The combined 1mpact of these changes will create an
extremely challenging environment for marketers. Success
will require that they develop a new suite of skills that
enables them to become more strategic, more innovative,
more influential with the leadership, more creative with

building internal and external brands and finally, evangel-
ists for marketing measurement.

Innovation

The professional services marketplace is a highly compet-
itive space with clearly identified markets and service
providers operating in each of these markets. To differ-
entiate in these markets is difficult enough, but there are
now added pressures to niche operators or large firms
moving into the market, clients no longer being brand
loyal but using a multitude of suppliers, increasing com-
petition on price to win business and heavy regulation
and governance, making it difficult to create unique
points of difference.

Clients have marketing fatigue and are
increasingly indifferent to approaches that
do not treat them as individuals and
impinge on precious private time.

The innovation does not stop at gaining business through
new clients. Innovation must also occur with building
business with existing clients. Professional services firms
marketing has a familiar tone of homogeneity—client
newsletters, gold days, cocktail parties, Christmas ham-
pers and networking seminars. Clients have marketing
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fatigue and are increasingly indifferent to approaches that
do not treat them as individuals and impinge on precious
private time. Marketers must find unique ways to com-
rnunicate and develop business with existing clients.

Strategy

In most professional services firms, marketing plays a
tactical role, usually under the direction of the profes-
sional partners, yet marketing has a unique lens on
the market and the positioning of the firm. Unshack-
led from the technical aspects of service delivery, mar-
keting can provide a market based view and be
instrumental in designing a real strategy that is more
than a financial plan and headcount goal.

Marketing must drive this change and move strategy
into the realm of truly addressing marketplace factors and
the required response in terms of distribution, products
and services. branding, competitive differentiation and
people strategies.

In an increasingly price-focused market with margin-
al differentiation, firms will tend to focus upon non-
marketing strategies such as cost reduction, acquisition
and restructuring for competitive advantage. This focus
loses sight of key strategic issues of growth and value
creation, where marketing can provide real insight
and direction. Marketing is well-placed to com-
mand this role as this strategic function alone can
view the business holistically.

Education of Leadership &

Relationship Management

When surveyed, the respondents were quite clear on
how the marketplace would change in the next five years
and what major external forces would impact the
growth of their tirm. However, when asked what skills
marketers might require to assist the firm in coping with
or taking advantage of these factors, the respondents
were much less clear. The skills they suggested were
mostly tactical and there was very little correlation with
the marketplace issues.

Employee Branding

Given that there is an increasing shortage of technically
qualified staff. stiff competition from overseas employers,
issues that occur with generational change, including
staff loyalty in regards to GenY, as well as retention issues
[from Donaldson’s “Curtailing the Skills Shortage in
Accounting,” www.humanresourcesmagazine.com.au,
April 19, 20051, it is little wonder that staffing was an
external factor identified by 89 percent of accountants
surveyed. Accounting firms’ current turnover rate is any-

thing from 18 percent and as high as 39 percent with a
market average of 20-25 percent. The majority of this
turnover is at the mid-professional level and could be as
high as 40 percent, at a cost of up to two hours of every
partner’s time per day [from the APMSA Conference
2005 presentation “Working with HR To Build an
Employment Brand.”}

These statistics prove there are great financial benefits
in focusing on staff retention and recruitment at the
strategic level.

Employee branding is a key skill of marketers and should
not be left to the domain of HR. Internal branding
requires marketing’s strategic input to ensure it is consis-
tent with the external brand. Marketers will require rela-
tionship management skills to successfully implement
internal brand strategies with support from HR. Getting
the employee brand right is a critical prerequisite to com-
municating to the employee market what the brand is
about, and ensuring the customer experience matches
the brand promise.

Building an employee brand requires more than a month-
ly newsletter to all staff, an accessible intranet and attend-
ing career fairs to recruit young graduates. The culture
of professional services firms is such that most of the brands
are conservative. With the strong competition for
talent, it will be important to implement innovative strate-
gies to create an exciting employee brand that people
want to be part of. Top candidates are sophisticated buyers
of employment. It is important the brand strategy provides
these candidates with the information they require to
choose the firm.

Measurement

In many industries marketing struggles with demon-
strating the value it provides because objective measure-
ments are not in place. This is a major factor in why
marketing is often first to have budgets slashed or staff
numbers decreased. With clients of professional services
firms now utilizing tender and panel processes and focus-
ing on price, we are not immune to these consequences.

Conclusion

To be successful in the evolving professional services mar-
ketplace, a marketer must demonstrate the skills of inno-
vation, strategy, education of leadership and relationship
management, employee branding and measurement. It is
important to note that these skills will not- work in isola-
tion, but must be used in combination to achieve success
and a return on the investment.

While the survey outcomes present a very big challenge
for marketers, we must remember that marketing has only
truly been a part of professional services for 10 to 15
years. We’ve come a long way and with these skills in our
kit bag we’ll be prepared for the challenge and will suc-
cessfully continue on this exciting journey. &
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