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Is Your CPA Firm in a Rut? How to Tell—	
& What to Do About It

Many CPA firms have enjoyed record revenues and 
growth in the past five years. This is certainly a 
cause for celebration, yet success can breed com-
placency. It can turn up in retention, productivity, 
and growth potential.

  A further challenge: With things “going along 
fine,” partners and other leaders at successful firms 
may be reluctant to “fix what isn’t broken.” CPA 
firms are historically smart entrepreneurs, so it is 
important to take a look periodically to see if your 
firm is falling victim to the cycle of complacency. A 
little attention now can ensure that your firm will 
continue its strong growth and development into 
next year and beyond.

	 Diagnosing a rut. It’s not too difficult to spot 
firms in which leaders have lost that “fire in their 
bellies.” Typically what you’ll see is:

	 ● Profits become static;

	 ● Firm leaders don’t challenge themselves or 
are reluctant to try new things;

	 ● On paper, the firm is neither failing nor suc-
ceeding; and

	 ● There are no obvious concerns about losing 
clients, but new work seems harder to find.

	 Additional signs:

	 1. Leaders are more obsessed with immedi-
ate profit than with long-term growth. There’s a 

general sense that hours not spent on something 
that offers an im-
mediate return is 
time wasted. The 
issue: Negating 
the importance of 
hands-on man-
agement that takes 
time to show a 
return, like staff 
mentoring and 
development and 
personal market-
ing programs.

	 2. Leaders are out of touch with broad 
industry trends and concerned primarily with 
what’s going on in their own firms. The issue: Not 
paying attention to what the competition is doing 
or to what’s going on in the marketplace.

	 3. Members of the firm behave like drones 
concerned primarily with avoiding risk, keeping 
their noses clean, and doing what works. The issue: 
Firms that don’t encourage or reward innovation 
can’t achieve long-range success. In high-per-
forming firms, every member is responsible for 
identifying opportunities that might accrue to the 
benefit of the organization as a whole.

	 4. Members of the firm are expected to 
“know their place.” The issue: Rules and proce-
dures that exist “just because” stifle creativity and 
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you can improve on or do differently to help them 
grow their business.

	 Habit 4: Review your marketing campaign. 
You should always make time to take a look at 
which marketing efforts are driving business and 
which are not. Marketing programs must be moni-
tored and updated to keep pace with the changing 
marketplace.

	 Habit 5: Overhaul your Web site. You need 
to make regular changes to your Web site to keep 
it fresh. Make sure your information is updated 
and post any articles that have recently mentioned 
your firm. Also, take a look at your business cards: 
Does the layout (colors and design) match that of 
your Web site and other stationery?

	 Habit 6: Consider technology upgrades. “A 
new computer, phone system, or other technology 
upgrade can make a huge difference in the daily 
lives of your staff,” says Freyvogel. “Just be sure 
that everyone gets the appropriate training on the 
new technology.”

	 Complete these tasks at least once a year if you 
want them to benefit your business in a consistent, 
positive way. Remember, when small but critical 
details fall by the wayside, it’s often to the detri-
ment of the bottom line. 	 ❏

smother all urges to generate ideas and try new 
things.

	 Possible solutions. Being successful in business 
is all about forming good habits says Ty Freyvogel, 
author of It’s Not Your Smarts, It’s Your Schmooze 
and founder of EntrepreneursLab.com, a new site 
with a wealth of business advice. “If you don’t keep 
up with certain tasks—tasks that you probably think 
of as nonessential—you might get lucky and avoid 
a major catastrophe. But then again, you might 
not.”

	 Here are excerpts from Freyvogel’s checklist of 
business management habits to keep a tight rein 
on your firm’s business and avoid complacency:

	 Habit 1: Review all of your systems from 
top to bottom. Carefully examine what is working 
and what isn’t. Decide where the problems are and 
figure out what can be fixed.

	 Habit 2: Review all vendor contracts. Take 
a look at how much business you are doing with 
each vendor. Are you getting the best rates based 
on how much you are working together? 

	 Habit 3: Identify your best clients. Examine 
each through a profitability lens. You may be sur-
prised to find out that your best clients aren’t who 
you think they are. Be sure to tell them you ap-
preciate their business and ask if there is anything 
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