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Developing an 
Effective 
Advertising 
Campaign
Helps Create an Effective Professional 
Image

By Terri L. Hollingsworth and Clifford E. Hutton

Six years have passed since Rule 
502 of the American Institute of Cer
tified Public Accountants was amend
ed to permit CPA firms to advertise. 
Many firms have not taken advantage 
of this privilege. The story is told that 
after telegraph wires were strung 
across Asia and western Europe, 
Disraeli, conscious of the communica
tions triumph, asked Queen Victoria 
what she had to say to her subjects in 
Calcutta, thousands of miles away. “I 
have nothing to tell them,” she sadly 
replied. Similarly, with the opening of 
new frontiers for reaching the public, 
members of the accounting profession 
must first decide whether they wish to 
speak out and exactly what they have 
to communicate in advertising media.

Traditionally, members of the ac
counting profession have not adver
tised. They have sought new business 
aggressively through referrals, Rotary 
Club memberships, public speaking 
engagements, country club member
ships, and other indirect and subtle 
methods. The environment changed 
with a Supreme Court ruling in June 
of 1977. The particular case involved 
advertising by two Arizona attorneys, 
and the court ruled that the Arizona 
Bar Association’s restrictions on 
advertising were unconstitutional in 

that they violated the right of free 
speech guaranteed by the First 
Amendment to the U.S. Constitution.1

In keeping with the court’s decision, 
the American Institute of Certified 
Public Accountants amended Rule 502 
of their code of ethics to read, ‘‘A 
member shall not seek to obtain clients 
by advertising or other forms of 
solicitation in a manner that is false, 
misleading or deceptive. The direct 
uninvited solicitation of a specific 
potential client is prohibited.”2 The 
essence of Rule 502 is that advertis
ing and promotion is permissible and 
should be informative, objective, 
tasteful, and professionally dignified. 
According to Susan R. Whisnant, con
tributing editor of The CPA Journal, 
false, misleading, and deceptive 
methods are those that:

• Create non-realistic expectation of 
favorable results.

• Imply that the CPA has a persuasive 
influence on courts and regulatory 
agencies.

• Consist of self-laudatory remarks 
that are not based on verifiable facts.

• Make unfavorable comparisons with 
other CPA firms.

• Contain testimonials or endorse
ments from clients or others.3

Interpretation of 502-4 of the code of 
ethics originally prohibited AICPA 
members from claiming to be experts 
or specialists, but that restriction has 
since been lifted.

Many accountants believe that 
advertising, when done responsibly, 
can be beneficial to both the members 
of the profession and the general 
public. Advertising is a tool that can 
enhance the image of a particular firm, 
and the profession in general, and can 
educate the public to realize the value 
of accounting services.

The Effective Campaign
C.H. Sandage, Vernon Fryburger, 

and Kim Rotzoll presented a useful 
model for building a media plan in their 
book Advertising Theory and Practice. 
Their ‘‘four W’s” in media planning 
are:

1. Who do we want to reach?
2. Where are they located?
3. What is the message?
4. When do we advertise?4

In any advertising, the aim is to 
reach a target market. For accounting 
firms, this market includes all the 
enterprises, profit and non-profit, in the 
American economy. Many accounting 
firms have chosen to focus on small 
and medium-sized businesses who are 
not presently availing themselves of 
the services of an accountant. Other 
firms, particularly those in large 
metropolitan areas, have attempted to 
reach customers that have recently 
moved to their area. Implied in the 
‘‘targeting” process is an internal 
assessment by the firm of their dif
ferential advantages. The company’s 
strengths, as well as their resources 
and personality should provide the pro
per guidance to selection of the target 
market or markets.

How does an accounting firm reach 
their targeted market? Many choose to 
place advertisements in such publica
tions as Business Week, Forbes, The 
Wall Street Journal, and Dun’s Review, 
as well as local newspapers. Correct
ly designed print ads are not only ef
fective, but are considered to be more 
tasteful than direct mail or telephone 
solicitation. Radio and television have 
also been used, although with less 
frequency.

Two types of advertising are often 
cited by authors: institutional advertis
ing and product advertising.5 Institu
tional advertising generally does not 
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relate directly to specific areas of 
business and is useful in creating an 
overall firm or professional image. Pro
duct advertising, on the other hand, in
volves informing the public about the 
scope of the firm’s overall or special
ized services. Such advertising may 
also include information on pricing, 
location of the business, and number 
of years in operation.

Thomas D. Wood and Donald A. Ball 
have conducted a series of interviews 
to determine the criteria by which 
businesses choose their particular ac
counting firm. The results, in order of 
importance are:

1. Technical expertise in the client’s 
field.

2. General technical competence, as 
evidenced by being a CPA.

3. Sufficient size to provide backup, 
when necessary, and specialists, 
if needed.

4. Reputation based on recommen
dations of business associates, at
torneys and bankers.

5. Ability to get along with the client.
6. Price.
To aid the accountant who prepares 

individual tax returns. Wood and Ball 
conducted another survey to deter
mine what criteria was used to choose 
a tax accountant. Wood and Ball 
theorized that price would be the most 
important consideration, but the 
results of the survey indicated other
wise. The criteria, ranked in order of 
importance, are:

1. General technical competence as 
evidenced by the CPA certificate.

2.Technical experience in a specific 
field.

3.Recommendation of bankers and 
attorneys.

4. Price charged.
5. Availability of accountant.
6. Length of time in practice.
7. Recommendations of friends, civic 

clubs, churches.
8. Location of office.
9. Size of accounting firm.6
Although price was ranked high by 

this target market, it was not the most 
important consideration. The survey 
results indicate that the accountant 
should emphasize technical com
petence when attempting to reach 
either market.

The timing of an advertising cam
paign can be critical. For example, tim
ing of an advertisement to coincide 
with a tax season may result in new 
business. The regular issue dates of

Advertising should emphasize 
technical competence.

printed media and specific time units 
on television and radio let advertisers 
select the best month, week, day, 
minute and second when their 
messages will be seen, read, and 
heard by the target market.

In an initial campaign, most account
ing firms probably should use a profes
sional public relations firm. Such an 
outside consultant can be utilized to 
design brochures, to introduce the 
company to business editors of various 
publications, to prepare news releases 
for these publications and to perform 
public opinion surveys which give the 
accounting firm an indication of its cur
rent public image. Gerald A. Hanggi, 
Jr., has developed guidelines to aid 
companies in selecting the proper 
media consultant. An accounting firm 
should ask:
1. Is the consulting agency involved in 

any way with my competitors so as 
to create a conflict of interest?

2. What is the agency's history and 
growth record?

3. How many accounts are handled by 
the agency and does it have time to 
service my account?

4. What percentage of the agency’s 
clients are service oriented?

5. What is the agency’s record for re
taining accounts?

6 . How do media representatives and 
other clients feel about the agency?

7. Who will be assigned to my account 
and can I feel comfortable with this 
individual?

8. What is the consultant’s fee?

Mistakes To Avoid
Undoubtedly many accounting firms 

have wasted a lot of money on cam
paigns that produced few results. Irwin 
Braun, author of Building A Successful 
Professional Practice With Advertising, 
commented that most ads he observed 
were poorly conceived. According to 
Mr. Braun, seven of the most common 
mistakes that accountants make in 
advertising are:

1 . Failure to target the proper market 
segment.

2. Using an all-purpose ad; one that 
is so general that it fails to 
distinguish your firm from the 
competition.

3 . Running a one-shot ad. To be suc
cessful, advertising should be 
continuous.

4. Saying too much. The effective ad 
should be simple, concise, and 
easy to read. Too often an ex
cessive amount of text is squeezed 
into a tiny space, forcing the type 
to be too small to be clearly read.

5 . Using a “bland” ad; one that fails 
to capture the eye.

6. Placing what is referred to as a 
“business card” ad. The headline 
of an ad is critical in attracting at
tention and nothing can bore a 
reader more than seeing a mere 
name in bold type.

7. Using the wrong medium. Many 
firms use only print ads, when they 
could use a media mix to reach all 
of the target audience, rather than 
a small segment.8

Experiences in Advertising
CPA firms have traditionally been in

distinguishable from one another to the 
general public and even to many 
users. Effective advertising should set 
a firm apart from the rest. Deloitte 
Haskins & Sells built a successful cam
paign around the theme “Beyond the 
Bottom Line.” Arthur Young’s “Speak
ing Out” series was dropped because 
management had difficulty in deter
mining measurable benefits.

The San Francisco firm of Siegel, 
Sugarman & Seput was one of the first 
small CPA partnerships in the country 
to advertise. Their seven week ex
perimental campaign appeared 
primarily in city publications and trade 
journals in the fall of 1978. SS&S 
carefully tailored the ads to their target 
market — small, growing companies 
— and established a series of controls 
and measurements. They set three 
goals: attract new business; preserve 
the firm's reputation; and obtain sup
portive feedback from other members 
of the accounting profession. That 
“unprofessional” advertising could 
damage the firm’s image was a con
cern. An advertising agency was hired 
and to avoid the pitfalls of committee 
decision-making, one partner, Arnold 
Siegel, assumed full creative 
responsibility.
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Mothers Work

MATERNITY BUSINESS 
SUITS AND DRESSES

CATALOG with swatches and fit guide $3, 
refundable with order or inquire about opening 
a store. Tel 215-625-0151. P.O. Box 40121, 
Dept. CP7, Phila., PA 19106. Visit us in

Park Place Center 
4505 Ashford Dunwoody 

404-396-8857

Carousel Mall 
201 Steele St., Suite 3AA 

Atlanta

Denver

Houston 
^w^rk 

Philadelphia 

Washington

303-355-2424

2613 Richmond at Kirby 
713-524-1033

50 West 57th Street 
Suite 410, 4th Floor 

212-399-9840

1422 Chestnut Street 
Suite 102. 1st Floor 

215-563-7472

910 17th Street, N.W 
Suite 105, 1st Floor 

202-833-1616

FINANCIAL 
POSITIONS 

NATIONWIDE
Finance, Accounting, Tax, 

Consulting, Audit & 
EDP Audit Positions

In Most Industries
& Public Accounting

At Locations Throughout 
Entire U.S.A.

Send confidential resume:
Donald C. May (CPA/MBA)

Managing Director
ALLIED SEARCH, INC 

2001 Union Street, Suite 300 
San Francisco, CA 94123

Free to applicant candidates; 
client companies pay our place
ment fees.

The budget was set at $25,000 
($16,000 for media and $9,000 for 
creative and production costs). The 
partners agreed that the campaign 
would be considered a success if it at
tracted clients with gross annual bill
ings of at least twice this expenditure. 
The ads worked: SS&S estimated new 
clients engaged as a result generated 
at least $50,000 annually. The com
pany received compliments from 
CPA’s across the country, profes
sionals in other fields, such as law and 
medicine.9

One small Montana firm developed 
an indirect approach to advertising that 
not only fulfilled the objectives of 
advertising, but also provided a public 
service. The company publishes a 
weekly column in three area 
newspapers that provides useful infor
mation in areas of interest to most 
readers. Topics have included “The 
High Cost of Dying,” “Mistakes Made 
in Buying or Selling a Business,” 
“Safe-Deposit Box Contents,” and 
“Should I Incorporate?” The articles 
have succeeded in keeping the firm’s 
name in the public eye and many new 
clients have come to the firm with 
specific problems identified in the col
umn. Others were impressed by the 
column and for the first time recog
nized the need for a CPA.10

Terri L. Hollingsworth, MBA, is ad
junct instructor of finance at the Univer
sity of Tulsa. She holds a BS and MBA 
from the University of Tulsa.

Conclusion
Although some accounting firms 

have considered the cost of advertis
ing to exceed the revenue generated 
by new business, many firms have 
engaged in some form of advertising 
during the past six years. As competi
tion increases, advertising by account
ants will increase. These advertising 
programs should be in good taste and 
preserve the dignity of the profession. 
n
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