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Introduction

> As a customer-centric focus increasingly proves critical to the success of professional 
service firms, account-based marketing (ABM)—the dedication of marketing 
resources, time and attention to specific accounts and prospects—has become one 
of the most important elements of firms’ overall marketing plans.  Yet ABM can be 
challenging to execute well for a variety of reasons.

> To understand the rise of ABM and the key components of a successful ABM 
program, Alterra Group recently completed a comprehensive research initiative 
involving 50 U.S.-based practice leaders, marketers and business development 
executives from across professional services sectors. 

> Based on this research and our own consulting experience, Alterra Group has 
identified the key practices and approaches that can help firms create and execute an 
ABM program that results in greater client attraction, retention and expansion. 



THE IMPORTANCE OF 
ABM TO FIRMS’ 
MARKETING 
INITIATIVES



ABM is Gaining Importance

> The vast majority of survey 
respondents (86 percent) use ABM 
as part of their marketing mix. 

> Eighty percent said it will become 
more important to their 
organization in the next year.  
Large firms are more likely to think 
ABM will become more important.

> Why this rise in importance? For 
the majority of survey 
respondents, an increased focus 
on client retention and growth at 
their firms was a major reason.  
Also important was the belief that 
ABM has a higher ROI than other 
marketing techniques.



ABM Generates Greater ROI

> Ninety-seven percent of survey 
respondents said ABM has a 
somewhat higher or much higher 
ROI than other marketing 
initiatives. 

> This ROI is expressed in terms of 
client retention and acquisition:

– Eighty-four percent also gave 
ABM a four or a five rating 
on a five-point scale for its 
ability to help firms expand 
client relationships. 

– For 65 percent, it earned a 
four or a five for its power in 
attracting new clients. 



LEADING ABM 
PRACTICES



Making ABM Work

> While ABM is becoming more popular, it also can be challenging to execute 
effectively.  

> In studying the results of our research, and drawing on our own experiences in 
helping firms develop and implement ABM, we have identified four key practices that 
can improve the effectiveness of ABM programs:

– Choosing ABM targets:  Revenue potential is key, but qualitative factors matter 
as well

– Structuring the ABM team:  Choosing the right people with the right skills and 
placing them in the right roles

– Selecting ABM tactics:  Balancing scalability and relevance

– Measuring the results of ABM:  The more metrics, the better

> We explore each of these in more detail. 



LEADING 
ABM 
PRACTICES: 
CHOOSING 
THE RIGHT 
TARGETS



Target Selection: Revenue Potential Is Key. . . 

> Given the more intensive investments required for ABM, selecting targets effectively is a key 
success factor.

> For nearly 80 percent of respondents, potential future revenue is the key decision criteria, 
followed by profitability.



. . . but Qualitative Factors Matter

> When choosing ABM targets, leading firms complement financial considerations 
with qualitative factors: 

– The likelihood of upcoming opportunities

– The degree of continuity and openness to ABM on a given account team

– A lack of barriers to implementing ABM within the firm

– The relative strength of  available marketing resources and existing business 
development processes

> Overall, flexibility is a key trait of firms that have experienced the most success with 
ABM. 



LEADING ABM 
PRACTICES: 
STRUCTURING 
THE ABM 
TEAM



Structuring the ABM Team

> ABM programs are only as 
strong as the teams that deliver 
them.

> The most successful ABM teams 
feature representation from 
marketing—either in the form 
of strategic direction or actual 
leading of the execution of 
specific elements of ABM 
programs.  

> Leading firms also ensure 
marketers have deep account 
and industry knowledge to 
build effective and relevant 
marketing programs, and they 
tightly integrate sales, 
marketing, and account teams. 
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LEADING ABM 
PRACTICES: 
SELECTING 
TACTICS



Use and Effectiveness of ABM Tactics
> While companies have a wide range 

of ABM tactics at their disposal, 
most use a fairly narrow range of 
activities.

– The most heavily used ABM 
tactics included company-
specific educational events, 
trade show meetings, 
customized “annual reports” 
and email newsletters.

– The remainder are much less 
frequently used. 

> Tools thought to be most effective at 
fulfilling ABM goals include 
company-specific educational 
events, annual reports, and 
microsites.



> One of the keys to making most 
effective use of any ABM tactic at 
scale is providing tools and 
templates for account teams to 
customize.  This is something that 
ABM leaders in our research were 
much more likely to do.

> Examples include an “event in a 
box”—everything an account team 
needs to host a client luncheon on a 
topic of interest to most clients—or 
an email newsletter whose content 
can be customized by account 
teams.

> However, it’s critical to balance the 
use of templates with account-
specific customization to make 
messages and campaigns most 
relevant to target accounts.

Use and Effectiveness of ABM Tactics



Anticipated Use of ABM Tactics

> In the future, use of digital 
channels for ABM is likely to 
increase substantially.

> While not heavily used by most 
firms, microsites are already in 
wide use among the largest and 
most sophisticated firms. As 
more firms progress along the 
learning curve, microsites will 
become more prevalent.  

– Nearly six in 10 companies we 
studied said they plan to 
increase their use of microsites
in the next year.

> Client- or prospect-specific 
groups or blogs on social 
networking sites also are 
expected to see a major increase 
in use as part of firms’ ABM 
initiatives in the next 12 months.



LEADING 
ABM 
PRACTICES: 
MEASURING 
RESULTS



Measuring Results: More Is Better
> Professional services firms are committed to measuring the impact of their ABM programs, 

focusing on client satisfaction, revenue growth, and the profitability of client relationships.



Measuring Results: More Is Better

> Our research confirms more measurement is better.   Leaders are more than twice as likely 
as laggards to say they measure the ROI of ABM to a large or very large extent.

> Leaders do not measure indiscriminately, however.  They  focus on quantifiable business 
metrics such as revenue growth. 



Making ABM Work at Your Firm

> With its superior ROI versus mass marketing methods, ABM is a natural choice for firms 
looking to strengthen client relationships as cost effectively as possible. Given the results 
that many of the participants in our study have experienced, ABM likely will remain 
important well after the recession has passed.

> Yet ABM can be a challenging discipline. It demands different skills than traditional 
marketing activities, it forces firms to prioritize their accounts and work across functions, 
and it demands dedicated resources. 

> As our research reveals, leading firms have developed innovative ways to choose the most 
appropriate targets for ABM programs, staff their ABM teams with the right professionals, 
reuse and recycle content while staying relevant and, ultimately, measure the impact of 
their ABM investments. By adopting these best practices, professional services firms stand 
to derive substantial returns from ABM, regardless of the economic climate.



> To learn more about this research, please visit our website or contact Susan Buddenbaum, 
partner, at 216.539.9712 or sbuddenbaum@alterra-group.com

> To learn more about Alterra Group’s insights and services, please visit www.alterra-
group.com

Learn More  About the Research
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