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Just visit the site of Clikeman, Walden & Smith and see for yourself.

By Paul M. Clikeman, L. Murphy Smith, and W. Darrell Walden

e i ped$%f account-

# 4 ip8& firms have

;& #stablished web-
P’ & sites  hoping to

) ) attract new clients
) & %* apd improve service
%fﬁ %, to their existing
clients. A review of 131 websites
belonging to small and medium sized
accounting firms indicates that many
lack the features necessary for success.
Most websites list the firm’s services
and provide an e-mail link to contact
the firm, but relatively few provide

In Brief

ware that can help?

24

important features such as detailed
descriptions of firm services, biogra-
phies of firm partners, free information
(such as tips on taking advantage of the
latest law or how to use the most
recent accounting pronouncement),
links to other websites, descriptions of
employment opportunities, or elec-
tronic forms for inquiries.

To demonstrate these various fea-
tures, we have developed the website
for the fictitious accounting firm of
Clikeman, Walden & Smith, LLP
(CW&S). The website can be viewed at

To Build or Not to Build, That Is the Question

Many CPA firms have established a presence on the World Wide Web by
creating their own website. Their objective is to attract new clients and
serve existing ones. But the big questions are: What is likely to be accom-
plished by having a firm website? What information should be on the site?
Should we design our own site? What about links to other sites? If we want
to build our own website, how would we go about doing it? Is there soft-

The answers to these questions plus many more are here. And to demon-
strate that they are serious and knowledgeable about helping firms get started,
the authors designed and established a site on the web for the fictitious firm of
Clikeman, Walden & Smith, LLP that demonstrates and employs their notion of
what a good site should be. Readers should point their browsers to www.rich-
mond.edu/~walden/cpaweb and see for themselves.
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www.richmond.edu/~walden/cpaweb
and puts into reality the suggestions
and recommendations we have to
make an interesting and effective web-
site for a local CPA firm.

Website Goals

The possible features that can be
included on a website are virtually
unlimited. The first step in designing a
website is determining its goals, then
utilizing those features that can accom-
plish these goals. Exbibit 1 shows the
percentage of accounting firm sites
having various key features.

Before building the CW&S website,
we decided on the firm’'s primary
goals. Our top priority was to attract
new clients to the firm. To attract new
clients we needed to build an appeal-
ing website that would attract viewers
and leave them with a favorable
impression of the firm. We also needed
to describe CW&S's services in a man-
ner that would help potential clients
see how CW&S could add value to the
clients’ organizations. Finally, we need-
ed to distinguish CW&S from the
dozens of other accounting firms offer-
ing similar services.

Our second goal was to use the web-
site to improve service to CW&S's
existing clients. One way to improve
service is to use the site to distribute
useful information such as newsletters,
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tax tips, and downloadable tax forms.
Another way to improve service is to
include e-mail links to each member of
the firm so clients can directly contact
their service providers.

Other website goals included reduc-
ing office expenses and recruiting new
employees. We sought to reduce
CW&S’s postage expenses by distribut-
ing the monthly newsletter through
the website and reduce long-distance
telephone charges through increased
use of e-mail. We also sought to attract
talented employees to CW&S by
including an employment section on
the website.

Website Features

After setting the goals for our web-
site, we started designing features to
accomplish the goals.

Mission Statement. If an account-
ing firm does not already have a mis-
sion statement, the partners should
write one before building the website.
The mission statement introduces the
firm to potential clients. The mission
statement must create a good first
impression of the firm and make visi-
tors want to learn more about the
firm’s people and services. The mission
statement for CW&S is included on the
website’s first page, which is shown in
Exhibit 2.

A good mission statement states con-
cisely how the accounting firm helps
its clients and how the firm differs from
its competitors. CW&S’s mission state-
ment emphasizes its commitment to
the local community and its desire to
help clients improve their efficiency
and profitability. In a website, the mis-
sion statement can serve as a gateway
to other parts of the site. CW&S's mis-
sion statement contains links to the
firm’s partners, staff, and services.
Links within the text help draw visitors
deeper into the website and direct visi-
tors toward pages the firm wants them
to see.

Description of Services. Many
accounting firm websites offer superfi-
cial descriptions of services, simply list-
ing items such as “accounting, tax, and
consulting” without providing exam-
ples of work performed or describing
how the firm's services can help poten-
tial clients. Many potential clients (and
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even some current clients) do not
understand all the services an account-
ing firm can provide. To attract new
clients, a website should describe in
detail the firm’s services, explaining
how these services can add value.
CW&S's site contains extensive
descriptions of services. For each ser-
vice, the website provides a descrip-
tion, examples of specific projects, an
e-mail link to the partner in charge of
the service, and an electronic form for
requesting additional information. A
potential client visiting the CW&S web-
site can quickly find information about
the firm’s capabilities, and can immedi-
ately contact the proper person for a
consultation.

Some clients are not aware that they
might benefit from an accounting
firm’s services. A website can help
potential clients assess their needs,
CW&S’s personal financial planning
page contains a brief online interview
where visitors can learn how they
might benefit from the service.

To gain new clients, an accounting
firm often must win clients away from
competitors. A website should describe
the accounting firm’s advantages over
its competitors. CW&S's audit page
contains an online audit interview that
poses questions about possible unmet
service needs. Responses to the inter-
view questions bring descriptions of
how CW&S might provide audit ser-
vices superior to those the visitor is cur-
rently receiving.

Biographies of Partners. An
accounting firm’s partners and employ-
€es are its most valuable assets. An
accounting firm website should proudly
display these assets by describing each
partner’s education, experience, and
expertise. CW&S’s site has a page for
cach partner describing the partner’s
background and current responsibilities.

Photographs personalize the website
and improve its visual appeal. Many
accounting sites contain formal and
informal photographs of the firms’ part-
ners and staff. Image files load more
slowly than text, however, so they
should not be used to excess. CW&S’s
website contains a color photograph of
each partner.

Choosing an accounting firm can be
a frightening task for a client who

—

knows little about accounting and
taxes. Timid clients may feel more com-
fortable contacting a firm if the part-
ners share some personal information
(e.g., family data, hobbies, and commu-
nity activities) about themselves.
CW&S's partner biographies include
information about spouses, children,
and outside activities.

Free Information. Posting free
information is one of the best ways an
accounting firm can use its website to
serve its clients. CW&S'’s site offers a
section of tax tips and a section of busi-
ness advice. These two sections
demonstrate the firm's knowledge of
tax and business and may entice
prospective clients to contact the firm
for additional (paid) advice. Offering
frequent updates, such as a weekly tax
tip, is an excellent way to get clients to
return to the website after an initial
visit. Making newsletters, brochures,
and other information available on the
Web may help an accounting firm
reduce its printing and postage costs.

Links to Other Websites. Another
way an accounting firm can serve
clients through its website is to main-
tain a link page connecting clients to
useful business and accounting web-
sites. Links on the CW&S website are
shown in Exbibit 3. A link page helps
clients find valuable information and
provides a reason to revisit the firm's
website. CW&S’s site contains links to
business, investment, and travel infor-
mation on the web.

Link pages need not be limited to
business and accounting websites.
Links to charitable organizations and
community events demonstrate the
firm’s support of the local community.
Links to humor and recreational web-
sites demonstrate the firm’s broad
interests and unique personality. Con-
sistent with CW&S’s mission statement,
the link page includes several links to
Richmond-related websites. The link
page also includes links to humorous
websites such as “The Dilbert Zone”
and “The Accountant Joke Page.”

Client Testimonials and Links.
Posting client testimonials in the web-
site may help an accounting firm
attract new clients. The testimonials
provide concrete examples of the
firm’s ability to satisfy clients. CW&S'’s
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AGE OF ACCOUN ! ; : ; tors who sign the guest book. The
RECOMMENDED FEATUR CW&S website has an electronic form

at the bottom of each service page that

Percentage of pot_er.ltial C'lients c.an use to re'quest

Sites With additional information or have a part-
ner call them.

Appearance. All of the above fea-
Description of services (e.g., tax, accounting, audit) 96.2% tures must be presented attractively to
create a favorable impression of the
firm. Internet search engines enable
Description of firm [e.g., no. of employees, industry specialties) 83.2 potential clients to view dozens of
accounting firm websites in a matter of
minutes. Background colors, fonts, and
Biographies of firm personnel 53.4 graphics must be tasteful, but should
also catch the viewer’s eye. Sites with a
bland appearance may be skipped over,
while those with poor quality graphics
create a negative first impression.
Photos of firm personnel 34.4 Ease of Navigation. A good web-
site must be easy to navigate. Viewers
may become frustrated and miss impor-
Links to nonbusiness websites (e.g., community sites, fun sites) 20.6 tant information if they cannot easily
find what they are looking for. To make
CW&S's site easy to navigate, we creat-
Online guest book 13.0 ed a page header containing buttons to
each of the major pages (e.g., partners

Feature
Feature

E-mail link to contact firm 93.9

Mission statement or firm philosophy 55.0

Links to business or accounting websites 51.9

Free information (e.g., tax tips, client newsletter) 51.9

Electronic forms for inquiries 23.7

Description of employment opportunities 18.3

Search engine for website 5.3 and staff, services, employment). These
Music or other audio 53 buttons appear at the top of each page

and make it easy for viewers to reach
Client testimonials 3.8 the page they want. For page group-
ks o Rk 31 ings, we put buttons at the left side of

each page to access related pages. For
Note: Percentages are based on 131 small and medium-sized accounting firm websites example, the partners section has but-
selected randomly from the Bowling Green State University Directory of Accounting Firms tons that allow viewers to go directly to
(hitp://www.cba.bgsu.edu/amis/cpafirms/). each partner’s biography. The CW&S

website also has a table of contents to

help viewers navigate. The table of con-

site contains testimonials from several.  ings, The section includes an e-mail link  tents shows each page in the site, and

clients, A good Way}tojgtyrengthen “the firm for more informa-  visitors can jump directly to any one.

s with clients is to ing ctronic form for submit-  Finally, the site has a search engine that
el ; 2 allows visitors to search for keywords.

Building the Website

Many accounting firms choose to
hire a professional design firm to build
their website. Before deciding, it is
iportant to consider carefully the
ve comments and decide which
s the site should contain. Many
st designers use standardized
es that may not contain all the
s necessary to attract and serve
S. Alternatively, a custom design-
1ay recommend fancy graphics and
trancous features that add cost but
it value. It is essential that account-
ing firms set their website goals and
decide on necessary features to accom-

er, which appﬁy
an e-mail lin

xperienced professionals
ly search the Internet for
pportunities. A high-quality
® can help a firm attract techno-
y-minded professionals. CW&S'’s

ner’s page includ
e-mail address. T
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plish their goals before negotiating
with a designer. We also recommend
viewing several of the designer’s other
sites to evaluate their quality. See
whether the pages are attractive and
create a favorable impression of the
firm. Visit many pages in a site and
determine whether it is easy to navi-
gate and find important information.

Many accounting firms are able to
design and create their own websites
with a minimum of outside assistance.
There are several advantages to build-
ing the site in-house instead of hiring an
outside designer. The first advantage is
cost savings. Web-authoring software
can be purchased for a fraction of the
cost of a custom designer. Firms that
build their own sites may be in a better
position to keep it current. Information
in the website must be kept up to date;
frequent updates give readers a reason
to return regularly. Finally, the exper-
tise gained through building a firm
website may open up new practice
opportunities. Many clients are interest-
ed in building websites and conducting
business over the Internet. The AICPA
believes that WebTrust assurance will
be an important new service for
accounting firms. In the very near
future, many accounting firms will be
expected to be knowledgeable about
websites and electronic commerce.

Creating a website does not require
specialized computer programming
skills. Several web-authoring software
packages such as Microsoft FrontPage
and Adobe PageMill are inexpensive
and user-friendly. These software pack-
ages have interfaces similar to word-
processing programs. Furthermore,
you can create a site using the editors
that are included in web browsers such
as Netscape’s Navigator and Microsoft’s
Internet Explorer.

We created the CW&S website
using Microsoft FrontPage 98. Front-
Page 98 contains several setup wizards
that help users design and build web-
sites without having to learn HTML
code. The Corporate Presence Wizard
automatically created a home page, a
products/services page, a table of con-
tents, a search engine, and a guest
book. At the home page, the wizard
prompted us to enter a mission state-
ment and a company profile. At the
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products/services page, the wizard
asked us how many products or ser-
vices we wanted to discuss and then
prompted us to enter a description of
each service. At the guest book, the
wizard asked us what information we
wanted to gather from readers and
then created an electronic form to
capture the desired information.

A big advantage of using the wizard is
that it automatically linked each subse-

quent page to the home page and auto-
matically created the table of contents.
The wizard also prompted us to create
a header and footer for each web page.
We chose to place CW&S’s logo and
buttons on main pages in the header. In
the footer, we put an e-mail link to con-
tact the firm and the date the page was
last updated. The header and footer
appear automatically on each new page
as it is created.

Why Invest with Ryan, Beck?

As we head toward the 21st century.
economic stability is a concern we all
share. The global marketplace can be
increasingly volatile, and it’s not
uncornmon to see dramatic shifts in the
market happen every week throughout
the world. That’s why you need the
experience, success, and stable
investments offered at Ryan. Beck. An
example is Ryan, Beck’s commitment to
offering high-quality municipal bonds.
Since 1946, we have been a leading

bonds,

clients

distributor of municipal

consistently  offering  our

Stable

Investments.

exceptional investment opportunities.
Our experience as a major underwriter
of municipal bonds allows us to bring
these offerings directly to our clients - so
1998.
undenwritings totaling approximately

8180 million. Ryan. Beck & Co. has

far in we  managed

built a reputation on wvalue and
experience. Our commitment to quality
helps us provide stability for our clients
even in the most financially turbulent
times. Make your investment in the
future with Ryan, Beck. It's more

than stable. It’s sinart.

Ryan, Beck & Co.

220 South Orange Avenue, Livingston, New lJersey 07039
(973) 597-6000 * (800) 342-2325
Offices in: Shrewsbury, NJ, Bala Cynwyd, PA, West Palm Beach, FL,
Member NASD/SIPC/SIA  http/Avww.rbeck.com
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EXHIBIT 2
OPENING PAGE OF WEBSITE

maroon headings match the background.
Using a packaged theme is a simple way
to create an attractive website.

We obtained the website’s graphics
from a variety of sources. To create the
CW&S firm logo, we selected a royalty-
free photograph from a CD-ROM pur-
chased from Digital Stock Corp. We
used Adobe Photoshop to edit the pho-
tograph and add the firm name. For the
partner pages, we used a color scanner
to create graphic images from pho-
tographs of the three partners. We
downloaded “The CPA. Never Underes-
timate the Value™ logo on the bottom of
the home page from the AICPA website
(www .aicpa.org). Computer stores sell
CD-ROMs containing thousands of clip
art images that can be used to dress up

Welcome

Clikeman, Walden & Smith, LLP is a locall’y own:d cemﬁcd publ:e accounting firm
providing accounting, auditing, tax, financial pl jon systems
services to individuals and small businesses in R.xchmond, VA and the surrounding
central Virginia area.

Mission Statement

Pm"e i) Follow the links at the left to leam more about our mission, our partners and the

services we provide. Visit our free information section for tax tips, business
suggestions, and an archive of past newsletters. Our links page will connect you with

Senices Sniictn; s nsloniad siad R ook 2505, Piket ving ot gusiat Wiok Bilce Yo Joave. a website. Additionally, there are many
free clip art images available on the
Fros Infomation ST N S L s B web (e.g., the icons and images avail-

| ks s - .
o able at Jon’s html graphics archive

www.idt.ntnu.no/~bratseth/icons.html).

EXHIBIT 3
LINKS TO OTHER SITES

Effective Image Enhancer

People obtain information in a myriad
of ways—newspapers, television, radio,
telephone, fax—no wonder this is called

Links - Nelscape the Information Age. Perhaps nothing

Fle ER Mew Go Wndow Hep
! | Reosd Home Sunﬁ Gude Pt s.m
© ¥ Bookmerks &m[w/mmwwmﬁm

Llnks

Investment Community Examples Authors

since the Gutenberg printing press has
revolutionized communication like the
Internet’s World Wide Web. While some
people enjoy surfing the web and others
loathe it, almost everyone has decided
that the web is a fast, convenient way to
obtain information about business prod-
ucts and services. An accounting firm
can make effective use of a website to
enhance its image in the community and
to promote its services. a

sz

Business Sites
BizProWeb (http/Awww bizproweb.cam). More than 675 pages of business links, newsgroups, shareware, and feature articles

The U.S Chamber of Commerce (hitp//www.uschamber org). Chamber of Commerce resources, conferences, programs and
expos; pubhcaty membership retirement plans for small businesses, Small Business Institute

American Express Small Business Exc
B to-Business Directory, markets

ge (hu.p//www

ess. com/
and pr i

“Tip of the Month,*

Family Busmess E-Journal (http-//nmq. comy/fambiznc/listserv/). A listserv discussion group dedicated to the needs and mterests of
family business owners

Paul M. Clikeman, PbD, CIA, CPA,
and W. Darrell Walden PbD, CPA,
are assisiant professors at ibe Univer-
sity of Richmond. L. Murpby Smith,

2 DBA, CPA, is an assoctate professor
and Leland Fellow at Texas AGM Uni-
versity. Professor Smith serves on the:

InfoWorth (hitp//www.infoworth com). [nfoWorth brings together a knowledgeable panel of business authors who offer free
answers to business-refated by s and small business owners

The Swmall Business Advisor (hitp-/www.isquare.com). A vast collection of resources and online information for the entrepreneur
and new business owner.

ly. default hts). Make your own travel arrangements including booking

Entering content, text, or images into
web pages is a simple, straightforward
process. We entered much of the infor-
mation by typing directly onto the web
pages created by the Wizard. We also
wrote some of the content on word-
processing software and cut and pasted
it onto the web pages.
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To make the pages consistent and
attractive, we selected one of the more

than 50 themes included with FrontPage.’

banners For e:
chose has a b
maroon highligh

Webmasters Committee of the Awmieri-
can Accounting Asso;: tion and is

LLP company logo.
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