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Developing
International
Business

Networks gain ground as a valid strategic option for
going global, says Ernestine Mckay of Ius Laboris.

ERNESTINE MCKAY
Ius Laboris

projects@iuslaboris.com

ACCA
ACCA (the Association of Chartered
Certified Accountants) is the global body
for professional accountants, supporting
147,000 members and 424,000 students
in 170 countries. ACCA actively seeks to
enhance the public value of accounting in
society through international research and
takes a progressive stance on global issues
to ensure that accountancy continues to
grow in reputation and influence.

Lighthouse was commissioned by ACCA
to co-develop a thought leadership piece that
would encompass the range of themes explored
in ACCA’s new Accountancy Futures research
and insights programme. ‘Where Next for the
Global Economy?’ marked a departure for
ACCA because of its wide-ranging, integrated
subject matter and its hypothesis-lead
approach. From the outset that was always
going to differentiate it from ACCA’s topic-
led output. As Neil Stevenson, ACCA’s
Executive Director - Brand, points out, it
was important that the themes of the report
were relevant to the future of the world’s
economy: “By taking a stance on the shape
of the world of business in the future,
we are well placed to ensure our thought
leadership programme is aligned to the
future needs of accountants in business.”

Lighthouse has many years experience
assisting professional firms to craft
successful, high-impact thought leadership
campaigns. In working with ACCA
Lighthouse combined experience of what
works in thought leadership campaigns,
with knowledge of what appeals to business
leaders. Several months after the
publication of the report, it is now possible
to look back to identify four critical success
factors which explain why this particular
piece of thought leadership gained traction
with its intended audience.

Clear objectives during project
planning phase
It is incredibly important to begin any
thought leadership campaign with a set of
clear objectives: who to target, how to use
the IP generated, and what the opportunities
for business developments will be.
ACCA had several aims for this report:
• To craft research around distinct themes
that related strongly to their core values
and mission, and, in doing so, to
strengthen their brand position;

• To start with the end-user first to
think about what is directly relevant
to their needs;

• To build upon ACCA’s expertise, and to
use this to build relationships with other
experts in the field and provide them
with a global platform to showcase their
knowledge and opinions.

A captivating subject matter
A thought leadership campaign that chimes
with the interests and concerns of its
intended audience will always garner
attention from readers. ACCA’s report
tapped into a widespread thirst for knowledge
about the changing nature of the global
economy. Lighthouse recommended taking
a hypothesis-led approach: several scenarios
were tested during interviews with leading
experts to develop a ‘big picture’ consensus,
which was reinforced with a few high-
impact statistics.

The report was designed to provoke
debate, and to encourage people to think
about how their actions today will affect the
economy tomorrow. ‘Where Next for the
Global Economy?’ provides readers with
new thinking to help them make tough
business decisions based on the insights
of those at the forefront of the debate.

Insight from leading
commentators
ACCA’s report grabbed the attention of
both readers and the media because it
brought together insight and commentary
from 15 highly-respected economic experts
into a single document. Lighthouse
assembled a bespoke panel of global experts
for this research, which included Andrew
Dilnot (former director of the Institute
for Fiscal Studies), Loughlin Hickey
(Global Head of Tax at KPMG), Saul Estrin
(Professor of management at LSE) and
Chin Kwai Fatt (MD of PwC Malaysia).

Integrated into a broader
campaign
From the beginning, ACCA wanted to gain
the most value from the material generated
through the research. The printed report
was never conceived as a stand-alone output.

The report was officially launched at ACCA’s
annual Global Virtual Conference, and
supported by an online media campaign
showcasing the views of the experts
interviewed. The research insights were
then used to generate further content,
including an article in ACCA’s Accountancy
Futures magazine and events that brought
together a number of interested parties to
discuss the report’s findings.

Measuring return on investment
The success of any thought leadership
campaign will be measured by the return
it generates. ‘Where Next for the Global
Economy?’ gained wide-spread media
coverage (see below) and strengthened ACCA’s
position as a respected commentator amongst
employers. In addition to brand-building,
ACCA’s report functioned as a useful piece
of collateral with which to gain a foot in the
door to start-up business development
conversations with both warm and cold
contacts. In Lighthouse’s experience crafting
successful thought leadership for clients, the
most successful campaigns facilitate new
business leads which amount to hundreds
of thousands of pounds of revenue.

Investing in thought leadership
campaigns requires a financial commitment,
but when executed well the return on
investment can be considerable. ‘Where Next
for the Global Economy?’ achieved nearly
300 pieces of global media coverage, including
coverage on CNN, Yahoo, and Fox TV.
In the months following the launch, almost
3000 people downloaded the free report and
two-thirds of those visited ACCA’s website
afterwards. This activity was not restricted
to the UK: the report was received well in
emerging markets such as China and Africa.

The four factors outlined above – clear
objectives; a captivating subject matter;
delivering valuable insight, and an integrated
campaign – apply not only to ACCA’s report.
They are integral to the success of any
thought leadership campaign. As ACCA’s
report demonstrates, to truly engage a senior
readership it is vital to begin with a clear
idea of their information needs, and then
to think about how you can best generate
compelling insight to meet that need.

Further information about Lighthouse
can be found at www.lighthouseglobal.eu.com.
To download a copy of ACCA’s report
visit: www.accaglobal.com/ documents/
where_next_2030.pdf.

Alastair Beddow is a consultant at
Lighthouse. He provides strategic
advice and business analysis to the
world’s leading financial institutions,
professional firms and business
services, combining high quality
analysis with an in-depth sector
understanding.
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Global alliances are no longer
required to wait in the wings while
their Magic Circle colleagues scoop

the trophies on the glittering international
stage. They have quietly come of age, gaining
ground with clients to the point that they
are becoming known brands in their own
right. So what exactly is the secret to
making membership of these legal clubs
such an attractive alternative? Creative
marketing combined with good execution
certainly has an important role to play.

It is a truth universally acknowledged
that a single firm in possession of good clients
must be in want of international capabilities.
Ambitious firms have to deliver effective
cross-border services to retain clients.
An international capacity also helps recruit
high calibre lawyers.

In the 1990s a number of mid-sized law
firms, primarily in Europe and the US,
responded to this challenge by setting up
fledgling international referral networks,
rather than acquiring operations in multiple
jurisdictions. In 2000, a few specialist
associations started to appear, many of them
initially launching their services across one
global region. Cross-border alliances brought
more differentiation to a crowded market place,
effectively offering clients greater choice. By
2005 there were over 100 multi-disciplinary
and specialist groups. Today, that number
has grown to around 140 worldwide. As legal
affiliations enter their third decade of business
and the competition to win international work
intensifies, larger firms looking to consolidate
are using their ‘best friends’ relationships as
a valuable negotiating tool.

The most successful associations have
focused on a small number of key elements –
creating niche cross-border practice groups,
building brand reputation and expanding
geographical spread. This success can often
be acquired without having to create a super
size central infrastructure or expose partners
to unacceptable financial risk. Recent trends,
however, show that as networks advance, many
are expanding their central teams to help
drive success more effectively. If firms want
to understand the benefits of membership,
they first need to recognise that this business
model has unique strengths and weaknesses.
It also represents distinct opportunities and
threats in the external market but these tend
to resemble those faced by the large global
firms since their clients generally emerge
from the same industries.>

It is incredibly
important
to begin
any thought
leadership
campaign with
a set of clear
objectives.
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Instant access benefits
Joining a well-run network promises a set of
lucrative assets that can take years to gain
from the more traditional approach to growth
through acquisition. The list includes
relaxed professional relationships built
up from years working closely together
on cross-border business, higher levels of
entrepreneurial leadership, the ability to
accelerate executive decision-making without
the consensus often required in a partnership
structure, immediate geographical spread,
authentic domestic know-how and brand
reputation in multiple jurisdictions,
experienced marketing and knowledge
resource prepared to contribute their
support from member firms worldwide.

Room for improvement
through effective marketing
As with any new business venture, the
start-up costs of a legal affiliation have to
be planned well in advance. Insightful
marketing investment can have a huge
impact on the success of the group.

When networks first started, there
was little understanding of the investment
required in business support, compared to
the cost of logistics and administration.
Management needs to allocate a realistic
budget to marketing and business
development initiatives, not least to
launch the association with a clear market
proposition. Equally important is the hiring
of a high calibre central marketing team,
especially with strong brand management
experience. In the initial phase, well-rounded
in-house skills are invaluable to launching a
global brand proposition that will complement
potent domestic brands. Hiring senior
marketing resource will also help establish
the authority needed to mandate consistent
brand practice. Persuading members
to adopt a unified corporate identity can
take years of concentrated effort. Market
segmentation is another area that tends to
be overlooked in the rush to open doors for
business. Clients will respond far quicker
to international services that are presented
to them in easily understood international
practice and sector groups. This creates a
vital source of market differentiation during
the early stages. Another area that cross-
border customers will insist on is consistent
service delivery worldwide. It’s important to
establish clear quality criteria that set high
service standards and to continue to refer to
them to manage any ongoing performance
issues. These criteria also support the due
diligence process during member recruitment.
Quality has to be managed effectively to
deliver the genuinely seamless service that
global firms have built their reputations on.
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And finally, marketing should maintain a
regular events programme that includes
management time to develop the business
strategy. Alliance membership is not the
day-to-day priority of members. Leadership
often finds it more effective to discuss
longer-term planning face-to-face, in contrast
to the regular administrative tasks that can
be conducted remotely by email, phone and
video conference.

Key steps when building up
marketing operations within
a network
• Differentiate the association’s services
by catering for global niche markets.
Segmentation and targeting are critical,
especially where start-up resource is limited.

• Focus on a few well-chosen projects and
set clear priorities with tangible deliverables.
A common mistake in the first couple of
years is to try to tackle too many projects.

• Allow time to persuade your audiences
of the benefits of the network approach.
It’s easier to communicate the concept
of a globally integrated firm than the
mystique of an alliance.

• Adjust the marketing and BD focus to
the short-term to establish a set of basic
communication tools as a foundation for
the development of a more formal function.

• Integrate marketing planning with the
association’s operational infrastructure
to be able to agree realistic timeframes
around the key objectives.

• Hire savvy, professionally qualified
marketing resource to help the
organisation move up the learning curve
quicker. There will be no ready-made,
operational infrastructure or marketing
legacy in place. If you’re tempted to
transfer an internal lawyer or secretary
into a start-up marketing role, be sure
to equip them with specialist training.

• Apply innovative online tools and multi-
media campaigns to develop market profile
and gain the competitive edge at a more
accelerated pace than through traditional
methods. The more astute alliances are
quick to seize the opportunity to develop
their websites as a public knowledge
portal and secure high search engine
ranking results.

Planning for successful
network membership
Having looked at how marketing
management can improve the benefits
provided to members, there are some critical
activities that will help participants reap
greater rewards from their membership:

• Align the firm’s internal marketing strategy
and timeframe with the international
objectives of the alliance. It’s essential to
generate awareness of the cross-border
goals and objectives within member firms
as a foundation for shared marketing
activity in external markets.

• Invest time and effort in getting to know
other member firms’ strengths and
weaknesses. If the internal relationships
work, the business ones will run more
smoothly too.

• Build external relationships with key
intermediaries and clients alongside
member firms who provide similar specialist
services. Recognise the benefits of working
with teams who have built up complementary
practice or sector group expertise in their
domestic markets. Take the time to
understand their ability to meet client
expectations in local jurisdictions.

• Take advantage of members’ shared cross-
border expertise to win share in specialist
new and emerging markets. It’s often these
niche areas where a nimble association
can take the lead and enter the market
quicker than a colossal global firm.

• Create a brand proposition that reflects
the uniqueness of the network. A strong
brand is the key defining element when
marketing to new clients. Firms that
learn to leverage the potential of a global
brand within a large network create far
more impact in local markets.

• Invest in training. Improving the
cross-border legal knowledge, business
development and project management
skills of the younger, fast-track lawyers
in member firms increases their active
contribution to the network in general, and
in particular to referral generation, as well
as helping keep them loyal to their firms.

• Team up with members whose client
portfolio and marketing culture share
common ground with your firm. Good
network relationships are based on a
compatible perspective across many
areas of the business, including
marketing and BD.

Ernestine McKay is Quality and
Special Projects Manager with
Ius Laboris, the top global human
resources lawyers alliance. She
previously held marketing and BD
management positions at Clifford
Chance and Sidley Austin. She is a
network specialist, having worked
with some of the world’s largest legal
and accountancy affiliations, GTI,
Multilaw and CMS. She has first-hand
experience helping members manage
their international expansion and
develop cross-border business in
established & emerging markets.
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