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Are Satisfied Clients
Loyal Clients?

Surveying client needs can improve retention

BY JEAN MARIE CARAGHER

n today’s booming economy, when your
I firm has more business than you can
handle, are you paying attention to cur-
rent client satisfaction? If not, you should.
A multi-industry study by consultant

Frederick Reichheld found that between

Client Satisfaction Programs

No matter what size your firm is, every
CPA firm should have a client satisfaction
program in place. And because no two firms
are alike, client satisfaction programs should
be developed with your firm’s objectives in

65% and 85% of customers who chose a new
supplier professed themselves satisfied or
very satisfied with their old supplier. What
this means is that we cannot equate cus-

mind. For example, client satisfaction pro-
grams can be developed to address many
firmwide or practice area goals:

tomer satisfaction with customer loyalty. SATISFIED continues on page 2

doing nothing with it. That is not only
neutral, it is absolutely disastrous.”

continued from page 1

e Ensure overall client satisfaction; . . .
Types of Client Satisfaction

Programs

Client satisfaction surveys can take
many forms, including in-person inter-
and views; telephone surveys; mailed and

e Increase visibility for specific niches
or services;

e Target new business opportunities;

faxed surveys; and, now, email surveys.
The Client Satisfaction Program devel-
oped for Sax Macy Fromm & Co., PC
(Clifton, NJ) in 1998 is composed of
three components: surveys, roundtable

e Evaluate client satisfaction after a
merger or transition of engagement
teams.

\ However, do not ask your clients for
their input if you do not plan to follow

series, and specialized mailings.
. 13
up with them. “We’ve seen a lot more

progress in people getting client feed- Surveys
back,” says David Maister, a consultant .
to the accounting profession. “Yet, the

ridiculous mistake they’re making is

Personal Interviews: The first step
in Sax Macy Fromm & Co.’s Client

SATISFIED continues on page 8
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Satisfaction Program was for Alicia
Olesinski, marketing manager, to
meet with 35 clients representing a
cross-section of industries, annual
sales, and tenure with the firm. This
process may take place every two or
three years. The personal interviews
gauge the clients’ satisfaction levels
with regard to service, their rela-
tionships with the principal and the
engagement team, and the per-
ceived value of the firm. They also
evaluate the firm’s competitors who
are providing their clients with ser-
vices the firm, in fact, can provide.

e  Written Surveys: Rather than send-
ing surveys to a large group of clients
on an annual basis, surveys are
mailed to smaller groups of clients
on a regular, yet random basis.
Surveys are returned to Olesinski
who tracks results in a database. She
follows up with the principals for
each client with specific results.
Opverall results are promoted at the
firm’s Marketing Updates.

Roundtable Series

Sax Macy Fromm & Co. also con-
ducts between four and six roundtable
seminars for clients and prospects each
year on a broad range of topics, includ-
ing business fraud, financial planning,
and tax strategies. The goal is to educate
business owners.

Specialized Mailings
Not all client satisfaction activities
are centered around surveying the

clients. The principals and staff at Sax
Macy Fromm and Co. are encouraged
to send articles and other pertinent
information, thank-you notes, and other
handwritten notes to clients. Principals
are also encouraged to call clients on a
regular basis to touch base with them.

“We see results,” says Olesinski.
“QOur efforts have resulted in new
engagements and value-added services.
We have also identified client concerns
that we have remedied.” For example,
one client indicated that he didn’t know
everyone on his engagement team. This
was quickly remedied with a group
lunch. Sax Macy Fromm & Co. has
experienced very positive responses
from its clients and its principals and
staff. Olesinski developed the Client
Satisfaction Program with a firm prin-
cipal and input from the Executive
Committee.

Internet Surveys
Habif, Arogeti1 & Wynne, P.C.

'(Atlanta, GA) had not conducted a

client survey since 1994. In the summer
of 1999 it decided to conduct an online
survey. Clients were instructed how to
access the survey on the Internet. Those
clients that were not comfortable with
the Internet were asked to return an
enclosed card to receive a hardcopy via
the mail. The firm received 200
responses, 93% of which were complet-
ed online. “While we were pleased with
the response, I know it would have been
greater if we offered the hardcopy at the
beginning,” says Annette Duwell, mar-
keting director. “When the survey is
conducted again in 2001 both options

will be offered at the start.” Habif,

Arogeti & Wynne’s partners followed
up immediately on comments received
in the surveys. Duwell also plans to
meet with the firm’s largest clients as
part of the follow-up process.

Client Advisory Board

Wipfli Ullrich Bertelson, LLP
(Wausau, WI) held 1ts first Client
Advisory Board in June 2000 that was
facilitated internally. The Wipfli office
requesting the Client Advisory Board
was ranked as the Number 2 firm in the
marketplace for tax and other traditional
services. This office wanted to nurture its
perception in the community by seeking
candid feedback from its clients. Six
clients were invited to participate in a sin-
gle-session Client Advisory Board; five
accepted. Participants included three
small business owners, one vice president,
and one bank president. The session
began at 7:30 a.m. and was two hours in
length, including one break. Continental
breakfast was served. The session was
audiotaped, and an Executive Summary
was created, including highlights of the
firm’s perception, capabilities, technical
expertise, pricing, referrals, and market-
ing program. This was shared with the
office, and then posted on the firm’s
Intranet. An abbreviated version will be
sent to the Client Advisory Board partic-
ipants along with a gift certificate to an
upscale restaurant.

Examine Why Clients Leave

It is also important to examine why
clients leave. First, a system should be in
place to track lost clients. Second, lost



clients should be interviewed or sur-
veyed to determine the reasons why they
left. You will find that lost clients will be
very honest and objective in their
responses. They should be contacted as
soon as possible to ensure accurate, time-
' ly information. Third, use this informa-
tion to prevent additional clients from
leaving for similar reasons. In fact, you
may be able to win some of them back.

Neil Fauerbach, marketing director,
Virchow, Krause & Company (Madison,
W), interviews lost clients as part of the
firm’s Continuous Improvement
Program. Firm partners voluntarily
request Fauerbach to telephone lost

clients to delve into the reasons why they

left the firm.

What You Can Learn From
Other Industries

The Ritz-Carlton is the only hotel
company to win the prestigious
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality
Award and the first service company to
win it twice. The award, given annual-

ly by the US Commerce Department, is

the nation’s highest for business excel-
The Ritz-Carlton’s Guest
Recognition Program demonstrates the
importance of having all employees
involved to ensure client satisfaction.
Ritz-Carlton guests are not asked for
their preferences. Rather, they are noted
as they occur by all employees. The
employee then writes up a “guest pref-

lence.

erence tab,” and the information is
entered into a system-wide database.

Professional Exhibits & Graphics, in
Sunnyvale, CA, sends its customers fol-
low-up letters that include customer-
survey-response cards. One of the most
valuable questions, according to presi-
dent Dick Wheeler, is the one asking
customers whether or not they would
like to receive a call from Wheeler him-
self. Wheeler estimates that he makes a
personal follow-up call to about 1% of
card recipients and about 95% of callers’
issues have been resolved.

Conclusion
The keys to a successful client satis-
faction program are to be consistent and

to follow up, both with your clients and
your staff. Be sure to share results with
the partners and staff who work with
each client. Share both the good news
and the bad news! Develop a plan for
how you will follow up with each client.
For satisfied clients to become loyal
clients you must deliver superior, value-
added service. This requires listening
to clients and acting upon what they tell
you. It also means exceeding clients’
expectations. An organized, proactive
client satisfaction program will enable
you to ensure the delivery of superior
service and that your firm’s satisfied
clients are loyal clients.

Jean Marie Caragher is president of
Capstone Marketing, Inc., providing mar-
keting consulting services to accounting
Jirms. She is a_frequent author and speak-
er and is a past president of the Association
Jor Accounting Marketing. Her first
book, Double Digit Growth: Tools
From Top Firms is now available
through the AICPA. Jean can be reached
at (770) 753-8777 or <jcaragher@

capstonemarketing.com>. =



