Reminders Help Client Relations

By Jonathan S. Ziss, JD

Insightful lessons can be learned by review-
ing professional liability issues. With this
in mind, Mather & Co., a division of
Bollinger Inc., provides this column. For
more information, contact Mather at

philadelphia@bollingerinsurance.com.

lient communicadon begins with

the engagement letter, abour which

one cannot say o much. As we all
know, the engagement letter communi-
cates your role in the relationship, what
you will do, whart you will deliver, what
you will be paid. A comprehensive en-
gagement letter is a must. Bur thar is
just the beginning of effective client
COMIMUMNICACIONS.

Once the engagement is under way,
the client cypically will need 1o assist the
CPA in some way. Whether that is gather-
ing documentation, completing personal
tax work sheers, ordering appraisals, ar
executing authorizations, clients are acrive
participants in your work. As a resulr,
they must do whart they are expected o
do within a prescribed time frame.
Clients, however, often see themselves
as passive beneficiaries of your service.
This can lead ro a dangerous disconnect.
They need your leadership and guidance
in this area.

You delegate rasks to staff every day,
and you supervise and manage those rasks
via task lists and a tickler system. Why
not manage your clients the same way?

Begin by conditioning their expecra-
tions. In the engagement letcer, make sure
you note that you might nced more infor-
mation or input. This can be a generic
reference, but be clear that if the situacion
arises in which you need their participa-
tion, you will let chem know in writing
whart needs to be accomplished and by
whar date. Include a statemenc to the

www.picpa.org

ctbecr thar you are relying on them to
assist you, and thar there are certain tasks
that a CPA cannot accomplish withour
them. Also, let them know that the quali-
ty and cimeliness of their support should
be on par with the quality 2nd dmeliness
that they cxpect of you. This is a blune
message, but it is clear and ic makes sense.

Consider a ticlder system for your
clients, and not just to collect receivables.
For example: “Dear Mrs. Hunter, last
month [ explained cthar you need to pro-
vide me with an appraisal of the Maryland
property. Thirty days have passed, and we
have not yet received the report. We need
thar informarion to complete the paper-
wark to file for the charitable deduction.
Unless 1 receive it from you, I will be un-
able to complete your requested filing.”
Following up after a prescribed amount
of time is crirical. Clients, like you, are
busy. They may pur things to the side
with every intention to complete them,
bur they might get sidetracked or forger.

This socz of client contace has a num-
ber of benefics. Firse, it fosters compliance
by motivaring clients to action. Second,
tickling your clients helps to re-emphasize
the engagement letter’s statemmenc of
what you expect from your client and
what your client should expect from you.
A “tickling protocol” also reassures disci-
pline in your internal processes, which
reduces managerial steess and uncerrainty.
Externally, it also serves as a form of soft
marketing, reinforcing the face thar you
exist, that you care, and thac you get
things done.

Beyond these benefits, should your
relationship go bad, you will have creared
an evidence trail where you do not have
to rely on recollection alone. Also, clear
correspondence, whether traditional or
e-mail, can provide a fixed point in rime

from which to reckon when a stature of
limirations began to run.

Too much client communication is sel-
dom, if ever, the root of a litigation prob-
lem. Too lictle communication frequendy
is. So, reach our and rickle your client.

You'll both feel better for the effore.

Jonathan S. Ziss, JD, is a parmer with
the law firm Margolis Edelstein in Phila-
delphia, where he concentrates in the area
of proféssional liability. He can be reached
at jaiss@margolisedelstein.com.
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