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10 Signs Your Firm Is Not Achieving
Its Growth Potential
(And What to Do About It)

Firm performance is relative. A 25% growth in revenue can seem impressive on its own but, if
the industry is growing at 50%, it's not quite as remarkable. Most firms understand that a
rising tide raises all boats. Leaders at top firms know that exceptional performance requires
growing their firms faster (i.e., capturing above industry growth rates) and more profitably
(i.e., achieving the benefits of scale).
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Is your firm growing faster and more profitably than your competitors?

If yes, congratulations. You’re a high performer. If the answer is no, your strategy may not be
effectively delivering what you need to maximize the ROI of your growth investments.

To create a virtuous growth cycle, professional services firms require both a prudent strategy
and an action-oriented structure that works in harmony with each firm’s unique structure and
operating environment. Failing to put this 2-prong framework in place wastes your marketing
investment and creates systemic risks to the business. Without it, you let competitors define
who you are to their advantage, chase sales opportunities not aligned with the value you
provide, create longer sales cycles, waste valuable consultant time, and ultimately grow more
slowly. With it, you can own your markets.

Here are ten signs that your firm is not realizing its full potential and the steps you can
take to strengthen this framework and improve its performance.

1. You lack market focus.

Focus is the key to growth and brand strength. The specialist wins. The generalist loses.
Selecting a focus is hard for professional services because of organizational structures
decentralized incentives, solution fungibility, and a host of human foibles. However, the top firms
weigh opportunity costs and make tough choices. By identifying and focusing on an ideal client,
you can home in on his or her unique issues, understand them, speak his language, and build
much more scalable solutions. When you specialize in a market, attribute, issue, or client, you
become exceptionally good at delivering it and the market recognizes you accordingly.

From a marketing perspective, identifying your key market segments streamlines marketing
messages, simplifies lead generation, guides straightforward marketing metrics, and helps
existing clients refer more people to you. Most importantly, it demonstrates to your clients that
you see their uniqueness, understand their business, and are “relevant” to solving their issues.

TO DO: Choose your focus, identify your ideal client, and align your services to outperform your
competitors.

2. Your brand is not relevant in your best market opportunity.
Your brand must have relevance (i.e., permission to play) in the space you want to pursue. If it
does not, realigning it should be your priority.

There are three brand relevance drivers clients use to evaluate and choose professional

services firms:
1. Expertise - unique knowledge for which a client is willing to pay a premium
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2. Results - a demonstrated ability to apply Expertise and create value on time and on
budget

3. Simpatico - human and organizational connection related to trust, shared worldview, and
ease of doing business)

Academic brand with sirong Expertise, but Slmpatlco
limited Results and Simpatico strength
Strong
Relationship brand, strong Simpatico, but
limited credibility for Expertise or Results
— Balanced brand, with Simpatico, Expertise,
and Resulis strength
Weak
e ——
Strong \
— Strong
'-.-*
Results .
Expertise

If you are moving into a new market (e.g., Fortune 500™, middle-market, C-level buyers,
industry, etc.), you must earn the right to play. The graphic below shows examples of the
relative brand relevance driver strengths and challenges of various brands.

In the absence of applied Expertise (i.e., Results), the Academic brand will have to guarantee
uncertain Results, discount fees, and/or demonstrate an exceptional relationship-selling ability
to close the sale. The Relationship brand will also guarantee uncertain Results or discount fees
for a lack of demonstrated Expertise. However, it may not require significantly discounted work
because it has strong relational trust on which to build. The Balanced brand has the required
relevance and brand strength to demand a premium in the market.

Consider this, if you are an accounting firm that sees growth in the personal finance space, you
must recognize that your clients perceive you as their “accountant.” You have great credibility
when talking about tax codes and general ledgers, but not much when you start talking about
small-cap stocks and annuities. If you are a managed service provider managing Microsoft
Office™ licenses you do not immediately register as a cyber-security expert. Even McKinsey
had to build its relevance to attack the new area of strategy “execution.”

TO DO: Assess your firm’s permission to play and close the gap by building your Expertise,
Results, and Simpatico in your focused markets
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3. You have no differentiated intellectual capital agenda.

Next to relationships, thought leadership is the lifeblood of a professional services firm. Thought
leadership reinforces your overarching value proposition and firmwide brand positioning. It
builds awareness and familiarity with your services, communicates a worldview that builds
Simpatico, and illustrates the Ideal Client issues you want to own. Most importantly, your
Intellectual Capital Agenda connects your clients’ issues and your solutions in a meaningful way
so your clients see how you can help them.

According to Source Global Research’s 2022 survey of 16 attributes companies consider when
selecting a firm, the top attributes are:

1. Brand and reputation,
2. Quality of firm experts, and
3. Sector knowledge and expertise.

Importance of attributes ranked over time

Quality of the firm's subject matter experts Quality of thought leadership Sector knowledge & expertise

SOURCE: Source Global Research

Having isolated partners in your firm creating one-off thought leadership pieces is better than
none but having an agenda tying your intellectual capital to an overall theme and brand position
provides differentiating lift. Think McKinsey on strategy, Gallup on manager effectiveness, or
Clayton Christiansen on innovation. Taking the intellectual agenda one step further and building
it throughout your service delivery and brand architecture is world-class. Accenture and its
“high-performance companies” set the standard.

TO DO: Determine the client issues you want and can own, then, build your Intellectual Capital
Agenda to execute.
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4. You're still trying to successfully engrain CRM into your culture and processes, while
the rest of the industry is a technological decade ahead.

Client Relationship Management software (CRM) is a sliver of a modern, effective growth
platform. Firms with a comprehensive sales and marketing tech stack can deliver more client-
centric messages, get innovative ideas to market more quickly, break through the marketing
noise, and seamlessly integrate business development and marketing efforts (i.e., manage the
revenue cycle).

Marketing technology enables more client-centricity, data-driven decision-making, and the ability
to measure against the right metrics. If terms like marketing automation, inbound, ABM,
conversion paths, velocity, pipeline contribution, first attribution, and social listening are not in
your firm’s vernacular, it is time to shift technology gears fast.

TO DO: Complete a technology assessment and fill the gaps aligned with your growth priorities.

5. Your sales and marketing communications talk about “trust,” “quality,” and “trusted
relationships.”

Trust, quality, and relationships are key components of a strong professional services brand. As
a result, most firms fold these words into vacuous taglines and marketing copy that are
undifferentiated and silly sounding (e.g., “Building relationships, producing results”). These
attributes are table stakes, and EVERY buyer expects them. You can’t own them. Don’t waste
time telling clients that you are trustworthy and relationship oriented. Instead, DEMONSTRATE
these attributes in how you “show up.”

Build these attributes into your culture through recruiting, training, performance measures, and
compensation. Focus your firm around a differentiated and ownable brand positioning. Then,
equip and reward your people to deliver on the key brand drivers: Expertise, Results, and
Simpatico. Finally, structure your firm easy to do business with and make helping others be
successful your top priority.

TO DO: If you are pushing this trite messaging, drop it and start communicating Expertise,
Results, and Simpatico.

6. You hop from one marketing fad to another.

From Facebook, QR codes, content marketing, and video to podcasts, the list of marketing fads
is long. Marketers are a creative group, and the advertising industry is built on “new and
improved.” | am not against innovation. | just think that innovation occurs when new tactics
remove client irritation and confusion from the buyer’s journey—not add to it. When it comes to
selecting new marketing channels, it pays to be prudent.
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To maximize your client communication, distribute your ideas and solutions based on your
client’s preferred channel—not the latest fad. Your marketing automation system should allow
your clients to personalize the content and delivery channels they desire. To get efficiency,
Marketing should develop a communication framework with processes, turnkey programs, and
templates that work across practices to reduce costs, speed time-to-market, and build brand
consistency.

TO DO: Choose your best marketing channel based on marketing ROI, NOT the latest fad.

7. Your sales and marketing teams operate in competing silos.

The perennial “conflict” between marketing and sales is NOT a problem to be solved. Itis a
tension to be managed. As they say, “iron sharpens iron.” The best firms understand this and
expect symbiosis from these two crucial teams.

Hire broad-based marketing professionals and O

integrate them into the business. By embedding 7 O /()

the marketers in the business, marketing can

better understand the strategic objectives of . _

practice leaders and account managers and g;ﬁ?en;iﬁgn;ﬁ;rtlrrfgr:fit?\?'err;zlgé di?.ngr

customize marketing delivery to support their "Excellent,” who said they would exceed their
objectives. revenue targets in 2021.

Marketing can help the practice teams O
demonstrate to the client that the firm truly 5 9 /()
understands its business and has the credibility to
help. This creates a more timely and efficient
feedback loop that allows marketers to identify

new client needs and market opportunities that
can be scaled across the business.

Of those who rated alignment as "Poor," "Fair"
or "Good" who reported that they would exceed
revenue targets.

SOURCE: Revenue Marketing Report - February 2022

TO DO: Pick one primary objective to be shared
by both marketing and sales. Sales accepted
leads is an excellent one.

8. Your marketing team has a reputation as “the brand police.”

Peter Drucker said that “A business has only two functions: marketing and innovation.” If your
marketing function is spending more time policing fonts, Pantone colors, whitespace, and
boilerplate than it is on client understanding, opportunity assessment, solution development,
and revenue generation; you’re misallocating resources and getting left behind.

TO DO: Have your agency build user-friendly templates that provide a consistent look and feel
(what I call your firm’s Tiffany box.) and get going on the real work of marketing.
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9. Your marketing metrics are focused on activity, not results.
Low expectations kill marketing ROI. It seems obvious, but Marketing’s metrics and objectives
should be tied to firm-wide strategic goals (not policing the “brand” and making things pretty).

Strategic marketing goals measure strategic impact: market penetration, market share, and
revenue growth. These measures are the most applicable in measuring marketing
effectiveness, but they are often costly to obtain so firms talk about them without measuring
them. As aresult, firms default to the cheapest, most visible, and simple overall metrics for
measuring marketing (headcount, budget, and activity). These measures have their place, but
are incomplete, set the wrong expectations, and lead to incorrect decisions.

Marketing Metrics

[

Production / Efficiency \ / Effectiveness \

« Articles/Blog Posts * MQL/SQL * Brand relevance

* Brochures produced * Budget/Spend * Market share

= Press releases written * Campaign ROI « Client lifetime value
« Events held « Cost per Lead « Conversion Rates

* Web traffic * Headcount + Pipeline Contribution
* Social media followers * Revenue per head * Marketing Mix ROI

* Media mentions * Velocity « Brand Relevance

* Clicks + Client satisfaction/

+ Downloads retention

« Referral Strength (NPS)

N AN /

Firms that are setting your industry’s growth rate are not counting blog posts and social media
“likes.” They are measuring strategic impact because these metrics drive behaviors that actually
move the performance bar. “Strategic” more often means “shared” outcomes. Like sales
accepted leads, metrics like Client Lifetime Value are the result of collective effort and synergies
across silos. Fewer silos mean more client-centricity and higher performance.

TO DO: Choose a “marketing” metric that drives a strategic impact.

10. You have no institutionalized client feedback system.

A consistent client satisfaction process not only provides an opportunity to identify problems but
is also one of the best sources to uncover new client issues and needs. The feedback system
does NOT just measure post-project satisfaction. It should measure the complete cyclical
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buyer’s journey, identify, and eliminate friction in the process, and prioritize key actions to
enhance the client experience from beginning to end.

Marketing should play a key role in managing the process. The line should lead the adaptation
of service delivery accordingly.

TO DO: Use technology to create a closed-loop feedback system.

Conclusion

The above list of signs is not exhaustive; there are many others. However, if you have any of
these indicators, | encourage you to address them. They are low-hanging fruit that will allow you
to strengthen your brand, differentiate your expertise, accelerate your speed to market,
generate more leads, amplify your marketing ROI, and compound sales productivity.

Taking the time to develop a smart growth strategy, aligning the organization’s structure and

systems to support it, and delivering it through a balanced set of tactics will ensure that you are
investing in the optimal approach to realize all your firm’s potential.
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