
Achieving Strategic 
Differentiation in 
Today’s Market

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Thank you, Adam, for the gracious introduction. What a privilege it is to be here today. 



A new lens for 
strategic differentiation.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
My goal is that when we finish today, you have an entirely new lens to look through as you consider how you differentiate your firm today and in the future.  These ideas I will share today are not theoretical.  For over a decade, I've had the privilege of sitting in the seat - as a CMO, a Chief Growth Officer, a Chief Experience Officer and a President at two of the fastest growing top 50 firms.  What we are going to talk about is what I have seen work, what I know works and what is required for the future. I want to make a pact with you for our time together.  I am going to present some provocative ideas, we are going to hear directly from firm clients.  Some of what we say you may find surprising, you may agree with what we say or you may hold a different opinion.  So we invite you to engage with us, share your thoughts.  Let's make this a conversation. 



Differentiation / di-fə-ˌren(t)-shē-ˈā-shən/ n.
Any aspect of your business that creates 

preference, loyalty and margin
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I want to start by defining differentiation for our discussion today.  Differentiation is how you distinguish yourself from your competition by emphasizing an aspect of your firm that creates preference, loyalty and margin.  Many of you probably think of your brand when I say differentiation, but it is much broader and deeper than that - we'll get more into that in a bit. I am sure that we can all agree that our profession is changing and it's changing quickly.  We need to prepare for the future with some urgency. So let’s get to the heart of the issue. Is your firm truly differentiated? If I went around the room and I were to ask each of you that question I am sure everyone would say yes – at least on some level. 



What differentiates your firm today?
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Take 2-3 min to write down what differentiates your firm from everyone else in this room.  What drives preference, loyalty and margin?Did anyone have anything distinctly different from what we have listed that does not fit into one of these categories? What is emerging here tells us something.



A clear declaration of commonality.
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What we are hearing today in this room is exactly we are seeing and hearing across the profession. What we actually have here is actually a clear declaration of commonality. The things that differentiated firms a decade ago - services, expertise, culture - are now table stakes – resulting in commoditized services, declining fees, talent drain, and erosion of profit. When there is a clear declaration of commonality - clients can't differentiate - and they default to choosing on price. The question that will win the future is how do we achieve strategic differentiation now in 2024 and beyond - so that your firm is not left behind. 



Strategic differentiation is created by 
the experiences you design and 

deliver to clients and employees.
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I'll get right to the punch line - what creates strategic differentiation now are the intentional experiences you create and deliver for your clients and your employees. Why, because we are now living in an experience economy.  What does that mean? Show of hands how many people have heard the term experience economy? Rather than go into some academic definition of this, let's look to your own experiences.



What made the experience stand out? 

What is the single best experience 
you've had with a brand?

How did that brand make you feel?
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Let’s start by each of you writing down the single best experience you’ve had with a brand either in your business or personal life.  To get everyone going - some people might say Apple as an example. Identify a specific experience that stood out with that brand.  Be specific about what made that experience stand out.  And how did that brand make you feel.  I know this may feel like unfamiliar territory when we talk about how brands make you feel. Let's get a few people to share. [Ask 3 people to share their answers.]



Easy, effortless and memorable 
experiences win.
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All of those brand experiences you described clearly delighted you. Doing business with them was easy and effortless.  And based on your ability right now to recall the experience, they were clearly memorable, which plants the seeds for loyalty and recommendations to others.   While those brands make it seem easy and effortless to do business with them, the truth is the experience you all mentioned have carefully planned, designed and operationalized through the intersection of people, process and technology.    You do not need to write this down, do you believe your clients find working with your firm memorable?  In a few minutes we will share what a group of accounting firm clients had to say.



Brands make promises 
and operations keep them.
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If you take away one thing from today is that brands make promises and operations keep them. Let us be clear we are not talking about claims of differentiation that you make on your website and through marketing.  You make a brand promise and then it gets operationalized into how you run your business, develop your people, serve your clients, engineer digital interfaces and create memorable experiences at every touchpoint.  



Experience-led brands 
perform better.
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I want to make the case for evolving to an experience-brandExperience-driven brands perform better.  Experience is not soft or a nice to have.  Experience brands enjoy significant financial and competitive advantage Let's look at some data from Forbes.



Companies with an 
experience-led 
mindset outperform 
their industry peers by

8%

The case for experience-led differentiation

84%
of firms that work to 
improve their client and 
employee experiences 
increase revenue

American consumers will pay 

17% more

to purchase from a company 
with a great experience

Source: Forbes
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Read



Companies with engaged 
employees outperform their 
competitors by

147%
73%

of customers say a positive 
brand experience impacts 
their loyalty and retention

Companies that excel in 
client experience have

1.5X
more engaged employees

The case for experience-led differentiation

Source: Forbes
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Designing and engineering experiences drives results.This data bears out in some of the top experience brands in the world.



Brands defined by their experience
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 Apple - all about easy & intuitive interfaces.  Their retail experiences gross the most per square foot than any other brand globally. Amazon - completely about ease and efficiency.  And to think they started out selling books and now their market cap is $1.94 trillion and growing as the largest e-retailer in the world. JP Morgan - they are not just the leading investment and retail banking firm.  They have created an incredible private client experience that focuses on deep and personalized relationships with your client advisor. Porsche - they are committed to not just creating incredibly engineered sports cars, but they have created Porsche experience centers where patrons pay hundreds of dollars for a few exhilarating hours on their track to experience the performance of their cars - which is really just a paid extension of a test drive. Tiffany - they have just invested hundreds of millions in their flagship NYC store where the architectural craftsman and detail of the store aligns to the craftsmanship and care they take in their product. Let's also take a second to recognize the elephant in the room.  The companies we have been discussing are consumer brands.   The fact of the matter is that what we have come to expect in our personal lives from the companies we do business with - those expectations do not change when it comes to our business life including working with our accounting firm.   



Experiences that create 
emotional connection drive 

preference, loyalty and margin.
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At the end of the day, all of these great experience brands we just talked about achieved superior financial performance by delivering a remarkable experience that created positive emotional connection.   At the top of the session, we asked about your most memorable brand experiences.  What made them memorable was how they made you feel - things like cared for, special, like family. Differentiation is what creates preference, loyalty and margin.  Differentiated experiences create positive emotional connection. That's what drives results. These types of emotional connections are not typical with accounting firms.  



Most accounting firms deliver 
transactional exchanges.
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For the most part accounting firms are transactional when it comes to serving clients - we simply get the audit or the tax work done. The technical expertise and the transactional work is what's expected by clients and the minimum expectation. 



More than you imagine, 
the emotional connection created by 

your employees matters to clients.
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More than you imagine, the emotional connection your people create with and for your clients - is what actually matters.  You'll hear that from clients in just a minute. What creates emotional connection?  I will give you a hint, it's not the technical skills.



Dr. Dana Ackley, Pioneer in Corporate Emotional Intelligence

33%
of skills that drive career 
success are technical. 

Only 66%
of success is driven by high 
emotional intelligence skills.
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Only 33% of skills that drive professional success are technical. 66% of success is driven by high emotional intelligence skills. These numbers are not convenient generalizations.  They are based on decades of scientific research by Dana Ackley - the pioneer of emotional intelligence in the workplace.  I am excited to share that Dr. Ackley is part of the Evolve Partners team.



16 learnable emotional intelligence skills
• Self Awareness
• Emotional Expression
• Empathy
• Flexibility
• Assertiveness
• Interpersonal Relationship
• Stress Tolerance
• Self-Regard

• Social Responsibility
• Impulse Control
• Self-Actualization
• Problem Solving
• Happiness
• Independence
• Reality Testing
• Optimism

Presenter Notes
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When I say emotional intelligence I mean things like self-awareness, empathy, flexibility, optimism and interpersonal relationships. Emotional intelligence skills are what allow your team members to create emotional connection with your clients.   These emotional intelligence skills are key to being not only a superior revenue generator - BD is 90% EQ - but also being an excellent client advisor and having the ability to cross-sell.   And they are the skills required to be a great leader - so you attract and retain the best talent.   The good news is that all of these can all be taught. Quick show of hands - how many of us have taken a class in math, in science, in english?  How about empathy?  Last week I asked this question at an accounting firm conference I was speaking at and only two people raised their hands.  



Technical Skills

Emotional 
Intelligence Skills

Technology and 
Data Skills

The skills of tomorrow
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The employee of tomorrow (and tomorrow is not far off) will need to have highly indexed highly indexed emotional intelligence skills but also highly indexed technology & data skills.  The technical skills are table stakes and the minimum expectation to work in this profession There is no path to the high-margins of meaningful advisory work without these skills.   Your Learning & Development teams, with executive support, need to get after training the emotional intelligence skills as well as the technology and data skills - those are the key to your people being good advisors and ultimately generating more revenue for your firm.Let's talk about why experience-led differentiation is a business imperative. As a I this is not a nice to have, nor is it soft.



Experience-led differentiation 
is a business imperative for 

accounting firms.
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It's because a new generation is taking the helm of businesses who are or will soon be your clients.  They are digital natives, that want things to work easily and effortlessly and want to be able to manage every area of their life in a frictionless way. They buy a car on demand, order food on demand, and even find love on demand.  This generation is also our employees who want to work in thriving work cultures, want to be developed vs. told what to do, want their firms to have an impact in the communities they serve and require work-life balance and flexibility. This is the largest generation in history.  Firms that do not design their client and employee interactions for this generation risk their future.  Because not serving them how they wish to be served is a decision to shrink rather than grow. Second, an entire cultural shift has been happening - we are living now in an experience economy as I shared earlier.  We are all programmed and expect that things need to just work - easily and effortlessly - just like our mobile phones - what did we all do before them? or Amazon? Now we expect the product TODAY. These expectations are now ingrained in us and it does not go away when it is time to engage an accounting firm. So, what happens in firms today. Today – client interactions as we said are transactional.  Being transactional does win the hearts nor the preference, loyalty and margin of your clients. That’s why if you are simply a transactional provider you will always compete on fees.  There are a lot of firms with client experience and employee experience initiatives going on.



State of CX: 
An inside-out approach
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What we’ve seen is that most are centered on back-office efficiency and technology improvements. We see firms take an “inside out approach”.  If we improve our processes or throw more technology at the client - surely we will create a better experience.  Do we ever ask a client what kind of experience they want with us?  The answer is unfortunately no. Do not take our word for all of this...let’s hear from accounting firm clients.While you all were in busy season we talked to a number of accounting firm clients - businesses and high-net worth individuals, companies of varying revenue sizes, in different geographical areas and business owners who represented different generations from Boomers to Gen Z.



Across generations, revenue and wealth brackets the 
accounting profession is seen as antiquated.

Clients see the grind and turnover of team 
members and feel it degrades quality and service.

They are frustrated the relationship with their 
accounting firm comes with so much friction.

Here's what we heard from business owners and CFOs:



Here's what we heard from business owners and CFOs:

Even as new technologies are rolled out, it feels 
piece meal and not smooth and integrated.

Clients see a disconnect between firm culture claims 
and team members behavior.

If there is a memorable emotion it is generally 
neutral or negative.
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I can tell how important this alignment is from my time as the CMO/CGO at Aprio.  Back in 2015 the firm did not have the best reputation as a workplace. Part of the rebrand from HA&W Aprio was a re-imagination of the culture that elevated the people and the experience delivered to clients. That transformation made the firm a best place to work in every market they operated in within 18 months and was a significant ingredient in their extraordinary growth story. Is experience important to clients? With the exception of aging Boomer generation clients, the importance of a firms delivering a modern, positive experience increasingly matters.



Client Verbatims

"Firms ring their employees out like dish rags, squeezing out every ounce of productivity from 
them.  They do not see the people as humans, just a cog in the production model. The 
employees are so overworked that I do not feel I get their best thinking nor the best service".

"The firm I work with touts how great their culture is. That does not match at all with my 
interactions with their employees. The employees, not the partner, is who I spend the most 
time with and that experience is sub-optimal - they are grumpy and clearly not happy. The 
employees are the asset."

"I work with the tax, audit and what they call the advisory practice. There is clearly no 
communication between the teams.  I get asked for documents multiple times and 
when we meet the delivery team is not on the same page".



Client Verbatims

"I want my accounting firm to be an extension of my company.  Advise me, identify 
opportunities for my business, make suggestions, show me you truly care and are invested in 
business. I do not get that today, but if I could that it would be game changing".

"My firm has rolled out a lot of new technology in the last two years. It is complicated and 
clunky and they can not help me trouble shoot when the technology does not work".

"The user experience of the technology platforms really matters - it needs to be easy. If 
I am sitting on the beach, it should be easy to sign off on my return and it is not".



Client Verbatims

"I have to ask my firm to meet with me and discuss my business. I want my CPA to 
bring their financial acumen and help us grow our business the right way. I want a 
financial thought partner".

"I would jump in a heartbeat to another firm if I knew they would actually care for me and 
my business. Unfortunately, I think all these firms are transactional, so I just tolerate my 
current experience".

"I have no emotional connection with my accounting firm, they are kind of there, are 
mechanical, and sometimes antiquated".



Client Verbatims

"They have not put the emotional intelligence into their product to even consider how 
the client could feel".

"They are always running hot, in production mode. It feels like a factory".

"The only memorable experiences I've had with my accounting firm are 
unfortunately negative".

"I send my tax documents over and they go into a black hole until one day my 
return appears. Being able to see the status of my return would be great".



Human-to-human interactions 
create the experience.

Presenter Notes
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Net net...In an age of technology, what clients value is human-to-human interaction. That is what creates the experience. Employees ability engage, expertly advise and demonstrate care for clients is the multiplier.   Everything we do inside of firms needs to be in service of those human-to-human interactions.  This is where culture, training and developing your people become essential to the delivery of your client experience.  Technology should be employed to free up our teams to provide the proactive counsel and insights clients want. There is an old saying by Richard Branson that goes - clients do not come first.  Employees come first.  If you take care of your employees, they will take care of your clients. All that to say the that the employee and client experience are symbiotic.  You have to address the two. And yes, we have been talking about for years in this profession, but it is not been fully operationalized nor designed from a client's POV.   The firms that can do this well will earn a competitive advantage.



Designing and operationalizing
experiences.
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Let's talk about how you should go about designing and operationalizing experiences in your firm.



EFFICIENT, WORRY 
FREE, VALUE PROVIDER

HIGH TOUCH, PREMIUM 
CARE PROVIDER

Focus on technology, 
data, easy interfaces, 
self-service reporting

Focus on culture, training & 
people development, consistent 

and integrated sales & delivery, as 
well as an advisory mindset

What kind of experience-led firm do you want to be?
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First, you need to decide kind of experience-led firm do you want to be.   Are you going to be a "premium care provider" - offering high-touch, advisory experiences or are you going to be the "value provider" making it so simple and efficient that you are doing business at volume. 



Designing and operationalizing experiences

BRAND
JOURNEY

OPERATIONS

Voice of Client and Voice of Employee Programs

KPIs - Firm, Service Line and Individ uals

Attract

Intentional
Culture

People
Development

Technology &
Digital Tools

Data 
and Analytics

Engage Onboard Deliver Serve Retain & Grow
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Second, you need to take a comprehensive approach to experience design. Don’t just jump in with more technology, data and process improvement.   As we said earlier, brands make promises and operations keep them - so the promise you make to your clients and employees needs be make real across your entire client and employee journey.   Technology and process are certainly part of the solution – don't get us wrong – but your experiences must consider your culture, how you train and develop your people, how you use sophisticated digital tools to create easy and effortless client interactions and how you leverage data to uncover insights that allow your employees to be better advisors – when all of these are integrated to create a differentiated experience, that is when you will win in today’s market. I want to call your attention to the two bars at the bottom. The first is voice of the client/voice of the employee programs.  I see a lot of firms do annual client surveys - if they do them at all.  One and done annually is not sufficient.  You need a real-time pulse on client sentiment.  A step to getting there is end of engagement surveys.  You need to have a client listening program in place so that you are getting real-time sentiment that you can use to continuously optimize the client experience - this needs to be someone's job - the curation, analysis and development of strategic recommendations - and it needs to be fast and agile. KPIs - what gets measured, gets done.  You need to establish CX/EX KPIs for the firm, for service lines, industry teams, in partner goals, senior level employees goals. While we are telling this to a room full of accounting firms, those experiences, will look different for each firm sitting in this room – with some input from clients/employees and some creativity.  It may include rethinking your business models to build a better plane.   



The path forward
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So, if it sounds like we are saying you need to rebuild the entire airplane while you are flying it – in a sense we are - just not all at once.  Each firm will have its own unique set of needs, priorities and a phased implementation roadmap - so you have move at the pace that's right for your firm.   We know there are firms in this room of all revenue sizes - creating experience-led differentiation can be scaled for firms of any size.   And we recognize that this strategy is not for everyone.  However, if you want to remain independent or take on investment this needs to be part of your strategic planning. 



Becoming an experience-led firm

What kind of experiences can your firm uniquely deliver?

What would your firm need to do to deliver these 
experiences consistently?

What existing business models, practices or processes 
would you need to re-imagine?
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I want to leave you with some questions to consider back in your firms…



Get a whitepaper of our talk.



Danielle Berg
danielle@evolvepartnersllp.com

www.evolvepartnersllp.com

Thank you



Questions
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