Case studies:
Achieving client-focused change
through client feedback programmes
at BDO and TMF Group

This document brings together case studies of two professional firms that have achieved
lasting client-focused change by working with Meridian West to implement successful client
feedback programmes.
The case studies are based on interviews conducted with Allan Evans (former Sales and
Marketing Partner of BDO), and Ian Bennison (Marketing Operations Director of TMF Group).

Case study 1: BDO
Background: An ambition to create a strong and sustainable client-focused brand
BDO were performing well with generally positive client reviews. However, Allan Evans, the Sales
and Marketing Partner, was aware that satisfaction scores had plateaued and, more crucially, that
clients were receiving fundamentally different levels of service across the firm.
As Allan put it, “there was something in the BDO DNA whereby
service was part of what we were, something that we were really
good at and we were proud of. It’s just that everybody had a
different view of what it was and what it should look like.” This
meant that clients working with multiple service lines or different
offices had to work out how to navigate BDO, rather than getting
the joined-up service, consistent experience they wanted.
Allan recognised that to create a strong and sustainable brand, BDO needed to change this
approach. He saw an opportunity to develop a new brand proposition that would introduce more
commonality to BDO’s service delivery, allowing the firm to be distinct from competitors. Allan
drove transformational change to the BDO brand around the concept of ‘exceptional client service
by empowered people.’

Six steps to success
Allan identifies six steps that enabled his success:

1. Identify the
commercial
opportunity

2. Identify the
potential blockers in
your organisation

3. Remove
surrounding
messages

4. Involve HR

5. Create an L&D
framework

6. Invest in the
launch

1: Identify the commercial opportunity and how will your new proposition fill it
BDO acknowledged early on, in Allan’s words, that “we were never going to lead the market by
being rocket scientists with technical ability, and we didn’t want to lead on price.” To identify the
opportunity we conducted primary and secondary research and found that 40% of mid-market
buyers of accountancy services were dissatisfied with the service they received. As Allan puts it “I
had to demonstrate that there was a commercial opportunity and the 40% dissatisfaction gave me
something.”
2: Identify the potential blockers in your organisation and get them involved as early as possible
At BDO, Allan put this at the top of his priority list. “I had to go and find those partners that were
credible with other partners but who, if I had not been able to dissuade and bring inside the tent,
would have been a challenge to the successful implementation.” It took a considerable amount of
time but Allan was able to convert their scepticism using the data. The fact that this research was
carried out by external consultants was crucial in convincing them “because it’s never physician heal
thyself.”
3: Remove surrounding messages
Having too many messages and brand statements can be confusing for staff and detracts from the
power and distinctiveness of the proposition. Allan says that one of the key things they got right at
BDO was “we got rid of lots of surrounding noise, we ditched a lot of language that was attached to
our heritage.” They made it clear internally that the new proposition had to take over.
When it came to positioning the proposition with clients, BDO’s approach was clear: “The first thing
that comes out of your mouth is exceptional client service by empowered people.”
4: Involve hr to align recognition and reward with adopting the actions behind the proposition
At BDO it took a while for them to gauge that they should be “more aggressive in aligning the
rewards systems” as there was an assumption that advisers would understand the potential
benefits to the client and “just get it.” Allan feels that BDO could have been even more successful
had he involved HR to a greater extent from the outset.
5: Create an L&D framework with a suite of training spanning classroom, online and mobile.
Let people learn on their terms, including when they are on the move. At BDO the L&D framework
was based around a principal that “aligned service to winning revenue” so fee-earners could see the
benefit to the bottom line.
6: Invest in the launch
BDO chose their partners’ conference to cement the importance of the initiative in partners’ minds:
“We took a whole partner conference over to do it and we gave them a sense of theatre and
occasion and we invited clients to join us on stage. All of that said to the partners that this is not for
Christmas, this is for life, so you’re going to have to get on board with.”

The results: Independent client validation of the changes made, and internal buy-in
BDO are having success with the client-focused brand proposition internally and externally. From
an external point of view they are performing well financially and have recorded the highest client
satisfaction score in Meridian West’s annual Mid-Market Monitor study in four of the last five years.
Moreover, they are seen as leaders on client service by others in the professional service space.
Internally there has been considerable buy-in from staff with 98% saying that they understand the
strategy and 96% positively endorsing it.
However Allan feels that consistency will be key going forward: “I think we need to still improve all
our staff members’ 365 mentality as clients can still have a pre-Christmas experience that is not
quite as good as it needs to be. I think complacency or apathy is a real thing and people do get
bored so we need to keep the energy going.”

Case study 2: TMF Group
Background: Measuring consistency of client experience across a globally diverse group
TMF Group is a large global business services provider to multinational companies. They have
established a strong international presence and continue to grow. Much of this growth to-date has
been inorganic, creating a diverse group with highly devolved management. However, the firm has
many global clients who expect consistency of service and experience across offices.
When the CEO approached Ian Bennison, Marketing Operations Director,
with the problem, it presented a significant opportunity. “We were in
eighty countries, with one hundred and twenty odd offices now, and we
weren’t asking our clients what they felt about us.” Any client feedback
that did occur was on an ad hoc basis, and when problems were raised by
clients sometimes these were not addressed by managers: “We had lots of
anecdotal feedback that we had issues in certain areas but there was
always a valid reason why that wasn’t true and everything was fine.”
Ian recognised the need for a consistent approach to client feedback and to help them to
understand client sentiment across the entire group. In 2013 he instigated an international groupwide client feedback programme. Here he shares some of the key challenges that he had to
overcome to make it a success, and why it has become an integral part of the business.

Critical success factor 1: Secure management buy-in


Engage the individuals. For a group-wide initiative like this to work, the individual offices
have to buy into the concept and the goals. Before commencing the roll out of the project

Ian contacted each of the MDs individually to brief them on the project. “It was a case of
saying that we are happy to take your feedback, this is just a first step, and this is how we
plan to implement it.” This conversation helped the MDs to feel involved and got them
behind the programme.


“Keep it as basic as possible.” The MDs would have been deterred by a project that could
be seen as burdensome to their clients and as adding significantly to their own already
sizable workload. For this reason Ian positioned the client feedback system as a simple
initiative that would require minimal time and effort to achieve: “We’ll keep it as basic as
possible and simple for your clients. It should be relatively straightforward, I’ll give you a list
of clients and really all you need to do is supply me their email addresses. I’m going to
spend, five or six hours or maybe more pulling the data together off the back of it. I will just
serve you the results.”



Bring in the professionals. “The professionalisation of it really helped to secure buy-in.
While the interactive dashboard we use came at a later stage, just seeing the
professionalism of the questionnaire that would be sent out helped get everyone on board.”
Previously there had been a concern that questionnaires would be sent out in “Excel via
email or at best a Survey Monkey type approach that wasn’t consistent.” It was important
to reassure offices that the feedback experience would be a pleasant one for their clients
that would reflect well on the relationship holder.



Preach the personal benefits. As any global organisation knows, localism can pose a
challenge. In order to ensure maximum participation it was important to position the client
feedback system as not only of benefit to the group as a whole, but first and foremost as of
benefit to the individual office. “I introduced this is as both a group and local initiative,
highlighting the benefits to both communities. They are our clients and we are interacting
with them on a regular basis and it is important to know how they feel.”

Critical success factor 2: Know when to flex
In a firm as large and diverse as TMF Group, finding the right level of flexibility in implementation
was vital. Complete rigidity would not take into account the different busy periods across the
different offices, too much flexibility and the initiative may have stalled. “It’s about being a little bit
more flexible with the execution. Given we received feedback from 70 plus countries by the end of
the first 13 months, we are obviously doing something right.”
Critical success factor 3: Putting the feedback to work


Use technology to get the most out of the feedback. A global client feedback programme
generates significant quantities of data, but most of the value comes from being able to
process that data quickly to put it to work improving the client experience. At TMF Group
this has been achieved by using Meridian West’s client feedback portal that allows
authorised staff to login in and get a quick ‘snapshot’ of feedback on their office and the
Group. It was important for TMF Group for this portal to be professional and user friendly to
ensure that the feedback is actually explored and used by individual offices.



Use rewards to drive behavioural change. Linking remuneration and appraisals to client
feedback is vital to ensure continued focus and engagement; “I’m a great believer in a very
simple statement: no consequence, no action. You can have the best will in the world but if
you’re not held accountable for changing behaviour then why would you do it? In TMF’s
Romanian office (one of the consistent best performers in client satisfaction rankings) all
managers carry a KPI for client satisfaction. Across the Group, where possible, client
satisfaction is tied into remuneration, and where that is not appropriate it will be tied into
the appraisal process.



Ensure engagement with the data. TMF Group have come a long way with their client
feedback programme, but Ian recognises they are not finished yet. At the moment use of
the client feedback portal varies from country to country; in some countries the relevant
people log in frequently and make use of the data, whereas in others it is not so common.
The solution to this problem is to integrate the feedback reporting system with the wider
CRM system, “this way it becomes day to day business tool. Once everyone becomes more
familiar with the system, I’m sure it will become a key application and the whole business
will derive even more value.”

The outcome: Senior managers empowered with the voice of the client
TMF’s group-wide client feedback programme is succeeding and delivering value because of its
consistency. For Ian the key direct benefit to the business has been its empowerment of senior
managers who can now quote the voice of the client. “They are telling us where we need to improve
and we have to listen. We cannot meet our growth targets with unhappy clients.”

