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Overview
Accounting firms come in all shapes and sizes, from mega international firms to one woman 
shows to mom-and-pop shops. They all have one thing in common, though: their focus is on 
serving clients. If you’re a partner in a firm or running your own, you’ve probably wondered 
what can help you stand out from the pack. Accounting firms face a bit of a challenge when 
it comes to distinguishing themselves. Let’s face it; they’re a dime a dozen. How do businesses 
know which firms are paying lip service to quality work and exceptional client service and 
which bring the goods? That’s the purpose here. We’re going to share with you the ideas and 
practices from the most innovative and fastest-growing accounting firms. We surveyed over 
500 accounting firms about their business, growth, and services they offer. And we found 
that the fastest growing accounting firms have five things in common. We’ll break down the 
themes for success and provide tactical advice you can apply to growing your own firm. These 
techniques won’t be for every firm, but if you’re committed to giving yours a boost, you’ll read 
something here that’s going to work for you.

1. Successful firms establish a niche
Traditionally, most accounting firms would seek clients of all kinds and end up specializing in 
several industries. Over time, a firm might try to hold itself out as having niches; “We specialize 
in construction, car dealerships, real estate, financial institutions, nonprofits, and agriculture.” 
If this sounds like you or your firm, allow us to let you down gently. Having a real niche means 
a firm provides services for a very specialized group of clients. If your firm serves half-dozen 
industries or more, you don’t have a niche. Establishing a niche means making tough decisions 
about what kind of firm you want to have. Obviously, you can chase client after client to 
build a successful firm, but consistently, those that serve a smaller number of specific clients 
outperform the rest.
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Wait, don’t we want more clients?
The idea of reducing your clients to a narrow group of businesses seems counterintuitive,  
but it will do a number of things for you:

1.  A niche builds credibility, meaning you’ll 
have a reputation for serving that industry.

2.  With this renowned reputation, you reduce 
the need to market your services.

3.  It will expand your firm’s reach, as clients 
will come from far and wide seeking your 
services.

4.  Your firm becomes more exclusive, 
meaning fewer competitors.

5.  And with 1-4 covered, your firm will have 
greater earning power.

It sounds crazy, but you want fewer clients, aka the right clients. Other benefits of establishing 
a niche include:

Simplifying your business. By streamlining your operations, your team can easily replicate 
systems, cutting down exceptions and one-o processes.

Offering industry-specific services. When you know an industry, you’ll master its quirks, 
providing services that other firms won’t touch or might not know about.

Industry niches
Imagine a firm that believes it has “niches” in the industries mentioned above. Maybe that 
firm is saying that it has niches in all those areas to attract new clients. Perhaps the real niche 
is in car dealerships. That is, they have dozens of clients, and the firm’s partners are widely 
considered experts in car dealerships. That’s a legit niche.

Let’s say construction, real estate, financial institutions, non-profits, and agriculture aren’t 
real niche industries for this firm. These are just clients that are leftover from retired partners 
that the firm kept around. In reality, the firm doesn’t have partners who are real experts in 
construction, real estate, financial institutions, non-profits or agriculture and the services 
provided to them are pretty basic. You might—might!— consider transitioning these clients to 
another firm that does specialize in these industries. “But wait,” you might be saying, “Are you 
saying that we should get rid of clients that are giving us money?”
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Yes. That’s exactly what we’re saying. Why? Shedding clients that don’t fit your niche will 
accomplish two things:

1.  Allow the partners and staff who work on those clients to refocus their efforts on niche 
services or industries.

2.  It helps give credibility to your positioning as an accounting firm. That is, it helps create 
a firm that is truly different; one that clients will seek out. “WE ARE THE PREMIER CAR 
DEALERSHIP ACCOUNTING FIRM IN THE COUNTRY.” If your firm can market itself that way 
honestly, authentically, and deliver on the quality of work that infers, you will not have to 
chase clients ever again. 

By allowing your partners and staff to focus on your specialized industries, they are building 
their expertise. And if you’re building a firm of experts, you can position your firm as precisely 
that—a firm full of car dealership experts. That positioning gives you an immense amount of 
credibility and moxie. You can never get enough of either of those things.

Remember, niches take time
It’s important to understand that establishing a niche won’t happen overnight. Although you’ll 
want to narrow your focus, it will have to happen slowly. Lots of firms will market or position 
themselves as a niche but serve other clients as well to keep the lights on. All the while, you’re 
working to establish that niche, piece by piece.

2.  Successful firms offer multiple services  
to their industry niche.

Traditional services, progressive technology
Historically, most accounting firms have focused on compliance-driven services such as 
accounting and financial reporting, audit, and tax preparation. More recently, technology 
has disrupted these services to their core. Repetitive tasks like manual entries, calculation, 
verification, sampling, and even elements of research can now be accomplished through 
automation or artificial intelligence. The technology can perform these chores faster, more 
accurately, and they’ll do it without complaining.

The advent of this technology has created some anxiety in the accounting profession. However, 
the opportunity that emerges is that savvy firms will leverage the technology to provide the 
essential, compliance-oriented services more efficiently, using the bulk of their talents to focus 
on value-added services. Clients will still get great service on the payroll, accounting, et al., 
and get more of the personal touch that comes with a sharp advisor who loves to help solve 
their clients’ most complicated challenges.
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Services of your clients’ dreams
Your clients need payroll services. They need accounting and financial reporting. They need 
tax preparation and compliance. Some of them may need assurance services. But what do 
they want? What do they desire from an accounting firm? What does their dream accounting 
firm do? Do they even know the possibilities? That might sound like an odd way to articulate 
professional services, but that’s what the most innovative accounting firms are thinking about: 
providing services that their clients want, dazzling them with acumen they don’t expect from an 
accounting firm.

Virtual CFO/Controller Services If some of your clients are nascent companies, they may not 
have a controller or CFO. That’s where you come in—filling an important role that can lead 
companies out of the woods when financial conditions are tight or uncertain.

Coaching This is beyond just mentoring your clients’ owners or top employees. Coaching can be 
therapy, dreaming, exorcism, brainmining, and more all rolled into one.

Consulting Consulting sometimes gets a bad rap because it can be an obscure or even 
misleading term. However, when firms approach “consulting” in a meaningful way, the term 
can be narrowed into specific, relevant services. Maybe your clients need to establish their 
own niche, consider new products or services, or acquire or merge with another company. 
Accounting firms who can consult on these matters make themselves invaluable to their clients.

And this is just a start. Firms that focus on creating value will never lack for opportunities 
to take their clients’ businesses to the next level. Combining these high-value services with 
technology-driven compliance tasks will make your firm indispensable.
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Industry-specific services
One important last word on services for an industry niche: clients are likely to want specialized 
services for their industry. Makes sense, right? If you’re going to specialize in a group of 
businesses, they are going to expect you to know the various intricacies of the market, and 
what services those companies will need.

Some examples of industry-specific services include:

1. Valuation services for real estate or investment companies

2.  Research and development tax credit services for technology, pharmaceutical, or science-
based enterprises

3.  Supply-chain management for manufacturers Page-turners are game-changers. A few 
years ago, Zappos turned their handbook into an actual comic book called Zap!, which they 
created by getting input from a committee of employees (oh, and the HR department too).

As we said earlier, it’s essential to capitalize on your niche by providing services that your 
clients want but maybe wouldn’t expect. However, you can’t expect clients to be all-in with you 
from the start. Like building a niche, providing a suite of services to clients will take time, and 
most importantly, trust. The kind of trust that is earned by performing the most essential tasks 
without a hitch.

3. Build trust with payroll
Payroll is an essential element to virtually every business. Accounting firms that provide 
exceptional guidance in this area will endear themselves to their clients. Whether businesses 
realize it or not, the service and processing of payroll will provide a fundamental sense of 
security and trust. It seems basic and ordinary, but payroll is paramount in any business with 
employees. Think about it—if a business doesn’t pay its employees the right amount, on time, 
every time, it won’t be a business for very long.

That kind of trust can’t be bought, so if you earn it, your payroll clients will come to you first 
when they need another critical business function handled. With each added task, you build 
greater trust and soon enough, these clients will come to you for high-value services.

That’s what you want! As we discussed in the last section, your niche will become stronger as 
you provide a wider range of services for a narrower set of companies. By starting with the 
essentials like payroll and bookkeeping, you’ll prove to your clients that you are on top of the 
most important details, setting the stage for a mutually beneficial partnership.
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4.  Offer benchmark data for your industry.  
Become the market leader.

Another advantage to establishing a niche for your accounting firm is that you will become 
privy to all kinds of information related to your industry. Initially, you will collect and curate this 
information on your own. You will learn the best sources of information, establish relationships, 
and market your positioning to organizations in your niche. It could be academics, trade 
groups, tech companies, thought leaders, and even other firms. The more you make yourself 
available to these known entities, the more they will reach out to you first to share new and 
relevant information. If you have a number of partners focused on this effort, you’ll build a vast 
network of key people and institutions for your niche.

All these efforts to make your firm known will accomplish a number of things:

1.  Build goodwill among the community of stakeholders for your niche (e.g. academics, trade 
groups, tech companies).

2.  Establish your position as a professional services firm that is committed to serving this 
community.

3.  Make you an influencer within this community that organizations wish to share their 
developments in research, new technology and initiatives. Leaders may be offered the 
opportunity to speak and present at relevant events to share their expertise.

Consider an example—say your firm keeps a blog on its website where it shares insights and 
commentary on significant developments and trends for your industry niche. Pretty soon you 
find your email inbox peppered with press releases from trade organizations and various 
companies that are either emerging as players in this area that have news to share and they 
want you to cover it.

Whether you build content around these pieces of information is worth considering, but it’s 
indicative of your expertise in a specialization. It’s an excellent sign that you’ve established a 
niche!

Once that’s happened, you now have the credibility and moxie—remember those two things 
that you can never get enough of?—to go out into the market and collect information about 
this niche that might be relevant or of interest to the community.

Say your chosen niche is law firms. Seventy-five percent of your clients are connected to 
the legal field in some way, allowing you access to a wealth of information about the field. 
You might survey partners about their profit-share or nonpartner employees about their 
compensation. After collecting this information, you can share the results, identify trends and 
make projections. The best thing about this access is that you can survey or study around 
anything you think is important or of interest to the community.

With enough exposure to a number of emerging issues, you may even consider writing a white 
paper to report on the full scope of a problem that other organizations in this area need 
be aware of. Collecting this information, analyzing it, reporting back, and making it readily 
available will go a long way solidifying your reputation as a leader in your chosen niche.
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5.  Get rid of timesheets and the billable hour
Finally, we’ll address a couple of issues that are near and dear to many accountants’ hearts: 
timesheets and the billable hour.

Later, timesheets
For ages, the timesheet has been an administrative necessity for accounting firms everywhere. 
It’s been thought for years that firms needed to track the time spent by partners and 
employees to record its cost. There are several reasons why the usefulness of timesheets  
has run its course, but it’s best illustrated by a story that’s been told over and over in a number 
of variations:

A man’s washing machine breaks down, so he calls a 
technician to come out and fix it. The technician arrives,  
takes one look at the washer and tells the man that she’ll  
“Be right back.”

She returns with a hammer, slowly feels around the side of 
the machine with her hand and once she finds the spot she’s 
looking for, she rears back and hits it with the hammer. She 
punches the start button and the machine springs to life like 
nothing had happened.

“That’ll be $1,000, please,” the technician says.

“$1,000? For what?” the man cries out.

The woman responds, “$5 for the hammer. $995 for knowing 
where to use it.”

Good one, right? You’re going to remember that if you’ve never heard it before.
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Now, there are a lot of lessons in this fable, so let’s discuss several here:

1.  Clients don’t pay for time, they pay for outcomes. Yes, the man in the story felt gobsmacked 
by the cost of the fix, but ultimately, whether he realized it at that moment or not, he got the 
outcome he wanted. The clients of accounting firms, whether they consciously realize it or 
not, also want a specific result. This might be a completed tax return, insights derived from 
coaching sessions, or any number of others. Do they care how much time it takes to achieve 
the desired result? Most of the time, the answer no.

2.  Communicate the value of the service you are going to provide. In this story, the focus is 
usually on the customer’s ignorance and the technician’s brilliance. But let’s face it, the 
technician didn’t do a great job of explaining the service or its value. If she had revealed the 
$5/$995 split, the man could’ve refused the service. Instead, he was floored by its cost. It is 
essential that the customer knows what you’re going to do and what you charge for it. If the 
client doesn’t like the terms, then it’s worth asking them about their desired outcome, and if 
they have a budget. At that point, you will discover the client’s idea of value for the outcome 
and you can discuss how each of you stand to benefit. This extra effort will give both parties 
a clear understanding of the expectations. 

3.  Explaining the scope of services is important, too. In this story, it’s clear that the man 
didn’t have a good understanding of the services he was about to receive. Once again, 
communication is vital. If the technician took the time to explain the hammer, the magic 
words, and hitting in the right spot, the man could’ve decided whether he thought the price 
he would be responsible for would be worth it. The better his understanding of the value and 
the services he’s going to receive, the more likely he is to trust the technician. Who do you 
think he’ll call next time his washing machine breaks down?

4.  Your services are valuable. Don’t worry about offending people with the value of what you 
do. It is valuable! Everything we have discussed so far should serve as a reminder of just how 
excellent your firm can be. By being an industry expert, you’ve established your business as 
one that performs work that draws enormous value.

What’s interesting about all this is that time—or the tracking of it—are irrelevant. The value of 
the service and the satisfaction of the client are of utmost importance. Bye bye, timesheets.
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Beat it, billable hour
Timesheets’ partner in crime has always been the billable hour, so it makes perfect sense that 
firms that are ditching the timesheet can kick the billable hour to the curb as well. The move 
away from the billable hour has been a controversial topic for many years among accounting 
firms.

Part of the reason the billable hour remains in use is that it is entrenched in the psyche and 
business models of accounting firms. In other words, inertia is keeping it alive. But to be fair 
to all its stalwart defenders out there—the billable hour retains its utility among many firms 
because it is relatively easy to use and it’s been working for years! Accounting firms have 
enjoyed enormous success over decades billing by the hour. Why would they want to change 
that?

There are several reasons for moving away from the billable hour, but let’s focus on a few here:

1.  Overbilling. If your firm gets paid by the hour, that means: more billable hours = more money. 
As long as you’re billing by the hour, time will entice firms to overrun on budgets, leading to 
confrontations with clients. They will want an explanation, while you try to provide one, all 
the while, the purpose (i.e., the outcome) of the relationship is lost, and the value you provide 
is forgotten.

2.  It’s an administrative burden. Think of all the time it takes to develop a time budget for a 
project; it relies heavily on past experiences, experiences that you may not fully understand 
or that assume the project will proceed as it has in the past. This can result in flaws in the 
budgeting process from the beginning, before you’ve even started work. Your client will not 
be interested in hearing excuses about “unforeseen circumstances” that cause their bill to 
increase unexpectedly.

3.  It undercuts the value of what you do. Fundamentally, the billable hour is not a proper 
measurement of the value you provide to clients. The value that you bring to clients in the 
form of insight, business acumen, experience, and wisdom is not best measured in time. It is 
best measured in the results you can help those clients achieve.

Like everything we covered so far, getting rid of timesheets and the billable hour won’t be 
easy. Most accounting firms approach this change carefully, often taking incremental steps 
to implement value pricing methods or alternative pricing arrangements. The most innovative 
accounting firms maximize the benefit for their clients and capture value in the process. Those 
firms that move away from timesheets and the billable hour have a better chance of creating 
mutual success.
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Conclusion
It’s an exciting time for accounting firms. Their services and expertise remain in high demand 
as business becomes more intricate while expanding across the globe and beyond. The 
most innovative firms make themselves indispensable to their clients as advisors, confidants, 
coaches, cheerleaders, even therapists when the need arises.

Innovative accounting firms accomplish this by identifying and establishing specializations or 
niches, focusing on a narrower group of clients to provide greater value. This can often start 
with payroll or bookkeeping services, something fundamental to many businesses, and can 
expand into other areas of value-added services, including consulting and coaching.

This expertise builds credibility for your firm that can transform into benchmarking information 
on a range of topics from compensation to benefits to transactional data and more. Curating 
and reporting on the critical issues to the industry or service community further strengthens 
your firm’s reputation in the specialization you’ve chosen to pursue.

Finally, innovative firms choose to conduct their business with new methods, moving away from 
timesheets and the billable hour, and by reducing the administrative burden on their teams 
and focusing on outcomes for clients. Accounting firms that concentrate on producing value 
are more inclined to capture it for themselves, ensuring that they can avail themselves to create 
more success and prosperity for others. Who doesn’t like the sound of that?

Discover how Gusto helps innovative accounting firms  
with payroll, benefits, and HR

Speak to a Partner Advisor today by emailing  
advisor@gusto.com or visit www.gusto.com/accountants
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