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Over 500 accounting firm owners participated in the New Clients Survey conducted in 2019. This report 
will provide a brief summary of the results of the survey.     

Executive Summary

The news is positive for firms that want to acquire new clients and grow. 
There are plenty of opportunities to acquire clients using traditional 
methods as well as a great deal of untapped potential for firms that want 
to try cutting-edge marketing methods. 

More than 92 percent of firms added new clients in the last year, and 
the overwhelming majority of those clients came from referrals. Gaining 
clients through referral is by far the top source of new tax and accounting 
clients. 

What’s relatively new is that digital channels, namely the firm website and social media, are now 
ranking in the top five sources of new tax and accounting clients. Networking is the number one offline 
marketing source for both accounting and tax client acquisition.  

Accountants continue to struggle with their marketing skills, comfort, and level of knowledge. Their 
satisfaction with their own firm’s marketing efforts is 5.3, just below average on a scale from 1 to 11. 
The good news is that most accountants are aware of their shortcomings in the marketing space: not 
spending enough time and resources on marketing, trying things that don’t work, and knowing they 
simply need to get up to speed with something that works and can be proceduralized and repeated.  

A couple of random highlights from the survey include:
 • LinkedIn is the most popular social media channel.
 • Most firms don’t outsource their marketing, but when they do, they outsource their digital  

 marketing.
 • Top content used in marketing includes social media posts, articles, and newsletters.

The cost to acquire a client is an important measure in marketing effectiveness, with most firms saying 
it costs under $100 to acquire one new client. This is very low, probably due to the large volume of 
referrals.
 
Marketing channels that are considered “hot” in other industries are barely touched in the accounting 
profession. We are lucky to be a referral-driven business, but if we want to grow our business at a 
faster rate than referrals come in, there are plenty of underutilized methods that, when used properly, 
will generate new clients. In other words, there is a lot of growing room for accountants to build their 
marketing departments if they need or want to. Compare this to businesses in other industries who 
have already tried every new marketing idea there is and still want to grow more, and we are lucky 
indeed. 

Below you can find more about the survey results, demographics, and suggested next steps.  
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Survey Results

Of the participants who took the survey, 92.5 percent added clients to their practice in the last year. 

Revenue Added from New Clients

We were curious to know how much revenue new clients have brought the firm, and here are the 
results from that question:

 • 30 percent of participants generated a greater than 10 percent increase in revenue from   
 new clients. 
 • 37 percent said new client revenue contributed between five and 10 percent of annual   

 revenue growth.
 • 33 percent generated less than 5 percent increase in revenue from new clients

Client Acquisition Cost

While everyone knew how much revenue came from new clients, only 68 percent of participants knew 
how much it cost to acquire those new clients.  The CAC, Client Acquisition Cost, is a critical metric in 
measuring marketing success. An easy formula to calculate it is

Total Marketing Costs for the Period / Number of New Clients Acquired for the Same Period.

You may want to take out client retention costs when you calculate this metric, but be sure to include 
redirected effort (internal labor costs) spent on sales and marketing to get a comprehensive number.
 
The low CAC from survey results is likely due to a heavy reliance on referrals, many firms not marketing 
at all, and the small size of the firms responding to the survey.  
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Satisfaction Level with Marketing Efforts

We asked participants how satisfied they feel about their current marketing efforts.  On an 11-point 
scale, the average was 5.3, just below the midpoint of 6. Comments about why they chose that answer 
were numerous and varied.  Here are some examples: 

 • “Marketing efforts have not yielded much in terms of new clients.  On the positive side, I’ve  
 learned on what not to spend additional marketing dollars.”
 • “Marketing is overwhelming for me, so I tend not to give it the attention it needs, and   

 therefore, I’m surely not maximizing my results.”
 • “I feel scattered.  I don’t have a sense of what really works for me.”
 • “Not enough time to do marketing.”
 • “With new technology it’s hard to know what avenue to choose.”
 • “Difficult finding a marketing method that not only works but feels like a comfortable fit   

 for  the way I wish to do business.“
 • “We could do a lot better if we had marketing knowledge ourselves or had a marketing   

 person work for us, who was truly interested in our success.”
 • “Getting new clients, but not retaining current ones.”
 • “I am doing some things, but would like to grow faster.”
 • “Stepped out of the box this year and took the leap in social media”
 • “I am happy with the increase in clients but not always the quality of client.”
 • “We have just as much work as we can handle, from great clients.”
 • “I don’t want any more clients.”
 • “We’ve gotten positive feedback on the brand messaging and presence.”
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Many participants found marketing confusing or frustrating, while others simply didn’t spend the time 
and resources to achieve the results they might have wanted.  It’s a well-known generalization that the 
type of personality drawn to accounting is not the same personality type that is drawn to marketing and 
sales. Some would say that developing a marketing skill set is not comfortable for many accountants.  

Yet many accountants do overcome this natural aversion to marketing and prosper in their firm. It’s 
possible, but for most, it takes dedication and work and a desire to learn more. 

Inhouse vs Outsourced Marketing

Of the participants responding to the survey, two-thirds do not outsource any of their marketing.  The 
next highest response was digital marketing; 28 percent of respondents outsourced this area of their 
marketing.  Here is the full chart:

On the “other” category, some of the write-in answers included content creation and graphics design.

Content Marketing Materials 

Firms used the following content pieces to attract new business:

 • Social media posts (51 percent of all firms used this)
 • Articles and/or newsletters (46 percent of all firms used this)
 • Online client reviews and testimonials (30 percent)
 • Biographies and photos of partners and staff (29%)
 • Workshops, classes, speeches, and presentation handouts (25%)
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The least used materials included:

 • Surveys (4%)
 • Books, white papers, and/or case studies (10%)
 • New prospect kit, brochure, and/or press kit (12%)
 • Videos (15%)
 • Online ads (18%)

In the “other” column, respondents wrote in:

 • Radio, TV, and/or telemarketing scripts
 • Business cards only
 • Post cards and direct mail copy, new homeowner letter
 • Flyers
 • Directory listings
 • Client referral letter
 • Ad copy 
 • Email copy
 • Content associated with sponsorships
 • Promotional items such as pens, calendars
 • Coupon

Social Media

LinkedIn is the favorite social media platform, but Facebook is a close second. Twitter rounds out the 
top three, with YouTube, Instagram, and Messenger next.  We listed this question as a ranking question. 
I suspect that not many accountants are present on the last three platforms.  
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Sources of New Clients

We wanted to find out from you whether there was a big difference between where accounting 
firms sourced tax clients and where they sourced bookkeeping clients. In the marketing world, there 
should be a huge difference because tax clients can include individuals, which is a B2C, or business-
to-consumer, relationship, while bookkeeping and some tax services are B2B, or business-to-business 
services.  

Survey findings showed there wasn’t much difference at all, and this could be due to a number of 
factors, such as limited marketing sources per firm, providing both services to new clients, and/or low 
marketing literacy.  

The good news is that accountants are gaining new clients in a variety of places. While referrals are, by 
far, the most important and prolific source of new clients, firms are expanding their marketing channels, 
becoming comfortable with digital marketing, and continuing to use tried and true methods such as 
networking. A handful of firms are even trying new cutting-edge marketing ideas to acquire the types 
of clients they want.

Sources of New Tax Clients

The top five places where firms got new tax clients are:

1. Referrals (86% of participants)
2. Firm website (42%)
3. Networking groups (29%)
4. Social media (18%)
5. Speaking engagements, teaching, or classes (14%)
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The bottom five answers include:
1. Messenger campaigns (less than 1%)
2. Chatbots (1%)
3. Book or ebooks (1%)
4. Online forums (2%)
5. Live or recorded video, podcast, or webinar (2%)*
6. Trade show exhibit (2%)*
* Tie

Messenger campaigns are one of the hottest channels in marketing today, but the accounting industry 
hasn’t yet caught on.

Sources of New Accounting/Bookkeeping Clients

The top five places where firms acquired new monthly accounting/bookkeeping clients are:

1. Referrals (84%)
2. Firm website (34%)
3. Networking (29%)
4. Social media (15%)
5. Online listings such as Google, Bing, Yelp, ProAdvisor, etc. (10%)*
6. Volunteer work connections (10%)*
* Tie
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The bottom five answers were:

1. Chatbots (0%)
2. Messenger campaigns (<1%)
3. Trade show exhibit (1%)
4. Live video, TV, radio, or webinars (1%)
5. Book or ebook (1%)*
6. Online forums (1%)*  
*Tie

Here is the full chart:

While we know these channels are working for current firms, we can adopt a “play-it-safe” strategy and 
do what other firms do to acquire clients. What the survey doesn’t show is whether an underutilized 
source of new clients might be better and more cost-effective for firms. Simply because accountants 
haven’t tried these new channels doesn’t mean they don’t work. It just means not enough accountants 
have tried them for them to show up in the survey results.  

The accounting profession is a very lucky one when it comes to marketing. There is much hand-wringing 
about commoditization and competition, but there are also many underutilized opportunities in 
marketing where firms can grow at whatever pace they choose. We are lucky that all entities need our 
skill set in order to comply with government filings and deadlines; we are truly only limited by the limits 
we put on ourselves. 

It’s up to us as to how much time we want to devote to developing our marketing departments, learning 
new marketing skills, and building our marketing toolbox.
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Demographics  

Let’s take a quick look at who answered the survey. 

Age of Firm

Of respondents, 88 percent of firms were three years old or more, and 12 percent were in their first three 
years. This is significant because the marketing behavior is very different when you are first starting 
your practice. In the comprehensive report, we’ll be teasing this data apart to look for differences in 
growth rates, sources of new clients, and costs.  

Firm Size

Survey participants skewed toward small firms, with 41% sole practitioners and another 41% with firm 
size smaller than 10 employees answering the survey.  
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Services Offered

The top three services offered by survey respondents were:

1. Tax, at 83% of respondents
2. Accounting/Bookkeeping, at 77%
3. Advisory (69%)

Geographic Location

Participants were evenly spread through the United States and 11 percent of respondents are located 
outside of the U.S., most frequently in Canada. 
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Role in Firm

Most respondents completing the survey (89%) were owners, partners, or shareholders. Marketing 
directors or business development managers, accountants, and tax analysts make up the remaining 
participants.  

Next Steps

The next step is up to you. If acquiring new clients is important to you and your firm, then it may be 
time to evaluate your effectiveness in this area. Many firms have succeeded in this area, so if you are 
one of them, congratulations. If not, you can decide whether you want to get up to speed, once and 
for all, and master this area of your business. The good news is you’ll not only benefit in wisdom and 
revenue, your clients will also benefit for the increased business knowledge you’ll gather.  

Here are some further resources for you to consider:

At CPA Trendlines:

Book: The Complete Guide to Marketing for Tax and Accounting Firms
https://cpatrendlines.com/shop/sl17cgm/

At Accountant’s Accelerator:

Training/Coaching: Marketing Mastermind 2020
https://accountantsaccelerator.com/marketing-mastermind-2020/

Stay tuned to your email for an announcement about the comprehensive New Clients Survey report 
that we will be publishing soon.  

https://cpatrendlines.com/shop/sl17cgm/
https://accountantsaccelerator.com/marketing-mastermind-2020/

