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COMMUNICATION AND CUSTOMER RETENTION:  
A CASE OF AN ACCOUNTING ORGANISATION
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INTRODUCTION AND AIM

One of the key factors for the success of any business is client retention. The purpose of this research is to 
explore an organisation’s use of communication to engage their clientele and its effects on client retention. This 
is determined through the client’s continued use of provided services. The organisation in this research is XY, a 
business advisory company based in New Zealand. Their services include: accounting, business systems solutions, 
human resources, payroll, taxation, wealth management and training. In 2018, XY had four partners and 50 staff in 
Dunedin, and 10 staff employed overseas, focused in all areas of business advice. They appreciate the role their staff 
play in helping their clients and communities.

The mission statement for XY aims to provide services that surpass the expectations of their clients and to help 
those clients become more profitable. To achieve this aim, the staff and clients have to communicate with one 
another to gain an understanding of the client’s needs and thus tailor services to the best of their ability. When this 
communication is achieved the satisfied client will likely continue using the offered services. XY would like to know 
if any improvements could be made to enhance the engagement between themselves and their clients. 

The aim of this project is to gain an understanding of the impact client engagement has on client retention at XY. 
The catalyst for this research was to discover if XY engaged their clients enough in terms of contact frequency, and 
if the selected methods of communication were adequate for their client base.

RESEARCH QUESTION:

How does current engagement levels of retention influence client retention at XY?

In particular :

• What engagement methods are being used by XY to engage their clients?

• How satisfied are PH’s clients with the amount of engagement occurring between the two parties?

• What relationship exists between the amount of engagement from XY and client retention?

The engagement method refers to the communication tools used between the client and the business, for example, 
phone, face-to-face and email.
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The themes of this literature review are client engagement, communication methods, customer relationship 
management, and client retention. These themes assisted in the process of creating appropriate questionnaire and 
interview questions.

Client engagement 

The term client engagement does not have a definition that all researchers can agree on. Vivek, Beatty, and Morgan 
(2012), define client engagement as the degree to which an individual participates and connects to activities that an 
organisation offers, initiated by the customer or the business. Jones (2010) views it as the quality of interactions and 
delivery of relevant products and services that are of benefit to the customer. Engaged customers are those that 
are loyal to the business and recommend a company’s products and services to others according to Roberts and 
Alpert (2010). Engagement has to provide value, be appropriate and achieve the needs and goals of the customer. 
Once these are achieved, the customer will be satisfied (Jones, 2010). 

Roberts et al. (2010) described customer engagement as a five-level process. Level 1, the customer uses the 
product or service offered. Level 2, the customer is loyal to the product or service and continues to use it. Level 
3, the customer uses other products or services provided by the company. Level 4, the customer endorses the 
products or services to others when given the chance. Level 5, the customer promotes the product or service at 
every opportunity (Roberts et al., 2010). Customers that are actively involved in a service process show higher 
satisfaction levels and are considered more loyal than other customers (Rehnen, Bartsch, Kull, & Meyer, 2017). 
Marketing is a key player in engaging clients. It brings awareness of other services or products that the business can 
provide, thus affecting what they purchase (Roberts et al., 2010). 

There is very little research around how much engagement a business providing financial advice to customers 
should have. The level of engagement is important as this could affect the type of relationship a business wants to 
form with their clients. The less contact the business has, the less involved the client is; the more distant they feel. 
Increasing the amount of communication between two parties can result in an improved relationship, as there 
are more opportunities to build trust (Hannan, Suharjo, Kirbrandoko, & Nurmalina, 2017). A research conducted, 
involving 1,099 clients of 129 accounting firms, found that the clients wanted the accounting firms to involve them 
more (Nixon, 2011). The clients wanted more knowledge and information in advance before issues could arise. 
Regular communication with clients increases the opportunities for the firm to build stronger relationships with 
those clients. Effective communication provides a further benefit as clients feel like they are able to openly express 
any concerns they may have (Nixon, 2011). 

For this research, the term client engagement will refer to the use of communication to involve clients in a business. 
The aim of this engagement is to form a relationship that is mutually beneficial for both parties.

Communication methods

Communication is defined as a process by which two parties can exchange information through a system, whether 
it be a sign or a behaviour.  This process is the main way a business can engage their clients. The interaction model 
of communication is a model that shows the communication between the sender and the receiver who are 
participants of the interaction (Tripathy, 2018). The sender is a person who is trying to communicate a message 
to the receiver. The receiver receives the message and tries to process what is being communicated to them. The 
sender encodes a message that the receiver has to decode. This communication is transferred via a communication 
channel. Communication channels are the different methods that businesses use to communicate with its target 
market (Danaher & Rossiter, 2011). There are a variety of methods available, but each method conveys the message 
in a different way (Sinha, 2012). 



78 79Scope: (Flexible Learning), 4, 2019 Scope: (Flexible Learning), 4, 2019

According to the media richness theory, there are two main types of media, a rich media and a lean media 
(Aljukhadar, & Senecal, 2017). A rich media is used to communicate information that can be found as confusing 
or hard to explain in a short amount of time (Stone, 2012). Lean media is used to explain information that is not 
confusing and understood by any party they are communicating with (Kishi, 2008). The richness of media has an 
effect on the clients’ choice of communication channel, quality of decisions and the clients’ satisfaction (Lee, Kozar, & 
Larson, 2009). Television advertisements and radio are used as a form of lean media, as it reaches a range of people 
that can understand the information. Face-to-face and telephone communication are the richest forms of media, 
allowing for immediate feedback, where the other party can clarify the point they are trying to convey (Stone, 
2012). Written forms of communication have a varied amount of richness (Stone, 2011). Letters that are specifically 
written for an individual are richer than one written for a general group of people. Lean media does not allow for 
immediate feedback or verbal and non-verbal cues that a richer communication method may have (Stone, 2012).

Receivers of communication require a gain of information, knowledge and understanding. From previous research, 
it has been found that communication is only effective if the communication method being used is one that the 
receiver of the message prefers (Danaher & Rossiter, 2011). Kiwis Count (2010), a New Zealand (NZ) State 
Services Commission, conducted a questionnaire to seek how NZ citizens preferred to deal with public services. 
Their research found that NZ citizens preferred using face-to-face contact followed closely by phone calls and 
emails. Businesses are continually developing the way they communicate and engage with their clients. Businesses 
can form relationships with their clients by communicating with them appropriately. Accounting firms often use 
newsletters to engage their clients, as they typically find this form of communication shows the company’s expertise 
and knowledge, while also helping to promote other potential services the business could provide (McColl-Kennedy, 
Sweeney, Soutar & Amonini, 2008; Cameron & Reeb, 2008).

Customer Relationship Management 

Customer relationship management is viewed as the process, thought of development and management of 
relationships with customers (Laketa, Sander, Laketa, & Misic, 2015). Business cannot survive without customers; 
therefore a firm’s sustainable existence depends on creating and retaining their customers. Retaining clients requires 
a business to have processes in place to repeat business with the organisation (Nixon, 2011). Forming a good 
customer relationship is a key concern for business managers as it is part of the retention process (Cheng, Chen & 
Chang, 2008). Their goal is to attract and keep these customers who will become the organisation’s true customers 
(Siriprasoetsin, Tuamsuk, & Vongprasert, 2011). True customers are those who become loyal to the business. 
Attracting these customers occurs through the management of customer-related activities, like sales, marketing, 
service and support. These tasks aim to find and retain the more profitable and help the less profitable customers 
(Wang, 2012). There is limited research around the area of customer relationship management in the professional 
service industry, especially the business advisory sector (Walsh, & Gordon, 2010). 

Businesses should focus on forming relationships with their customers rather than just focusing on the transactions 
that occur between them (Zeithaml, Bitner, & Dwayne, 2009; Akbari, Kazemi & Haddadi, 2016). There are many 
businesses, such as accounting firms that offer the same types of services. This means they all compete for the same 
customer market. Bilateral communication between the client and business is required to gain the trust of the client 
(Hannan, et al., 2017). Relationships are formed from communication, turning customers into business partners. 
Through client engagement, the business is motivated to keep improving the quality of their services in order to 
retain these ‘partners’ (Hannan, et al., 2017; Nixon, 2011). 

Client retention

Businesses providing products or services intend to expand and retain their customers. In the financial services 
sector, gaining a new customer is thought to cost the business up to 14 times more than retaining a current 
one (Jones, 2010). Keiningham and Aksoy (2009) commented that approximately 20 percent of customers are 
profitable, 20 percent will cost money to keep and 60 percent will pay for themselves while returning marginal 

revenue. Retaining clients will help a business become more profitable. When clients and the business form a good 
relationship, the client is inclined to spend more, increasing the business’ profitability (Hayes, 2008). Jones (2010) 
suggests that organisations providing financial services should aim to keep their profitable customers, help their 
marginally unprofitable customers to become more profitable, and decrease the amount of resources spent on the 
costly ones. When clients become loyal to a business they will continue using the services provided, resulting in a 
retained client (Roberts & Alpert, 2010). The engagement between businesses and clients does not always lead to 
a loyal client (Jones, 2010). 

Customer loyalty is the intention of an individual repurchasing products and services provided by a business (Pi & 
Huang, 2011). This concept is important to businesses as loyalty results in clients willing to spend more, increasing 
the businesses revenue and effecting client retention (Hannan et al., 2017). Loyalty has two aspects to it, behavioural 
and attitudinal. Behavioural loyalty is shown through the client’s actions, which includes repeat of purchases, prone to 
being attracted to competitors in the market and engaging in word-of mouth marketing for businesses (Szczepanska 
& Gawron, 2011). Attitudinal loyalty is the client’s emotional commitment which is measured through repurchase 
intentions (Brunner, Stocklin & Opwis, 2008). There are different factors that can affect the loyalty of clients.

For clients to become loyal to a product or service they have to experience it first. Customer satisfaction is referred 
to as how content the customer thinks they are with the product or service they have purchased (Stan, Caemmerer, 
& Cattn-Jallet, 2013; Kaura, Prasad, & Sharma, 2015). The quality of services provided is important in making clients 
satisfied. If the quality of service they received meets the clients’ expectation, they will likely be satisfied with the 
service and continue using the business (Jayawardhena, 2010). Satisfaction will also result in recommendations of 
the products and services to their friends and associates, expanding the businesses customer base through word of 
mouth (Bose & Rao, 2011; Akbari et al., 2016). 

Companies may have reward programs in place to retain their clients. Some banks are increasingly dissatisfied with 
their loyalty programs as it is expensive to set up and run. Well managed programs increase customer satisfaction, 
helping the business gain and retain good customers (Jones, 2010). It was found that customers who were able to 
redeem rewards from the program were more satisfied than those who could not (Jones, 2010).  In the banking 
sector in India, service quality, convenience and the fairness of price were important factors in gaining customer 
loyalty where multiple businesses were offering the same services (Kaura, et al., 2015).

RESEARCH METHODS

The goal of the research was to understand XY engagement with their clients. To achieve this objective, the research 
employed an action research approach to explore the influence of client engagement on client retention at XY.  
Action research approaches require a research process on the particular area of interest for the entity (Kumar, 
2011). The results were evaluated to develop processes which improve the organisation to become more efficient 
(Eikeland, 2012). The research tools utilised in this study were a questionnaire and interviews. These two techniques 
were conducted simultaneously using a mixed research method. A concurrent mixed research method is the use of 
both quantitative and qualitative elements in a research effort at the same time (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). 
Using multiple research methods allows for increased validity of the results collected, also known as triangulation 
when two or more methods target one phenomenon (Grafton, Lillis, & Mahama, 2011).

Triangulation in a research study allows for the convergence of results collected through different research 
methods studying the same research issue. This approach is likelier to result in reliable, credible and confirmable 
information (Abdalla, Oliverira, Azevedo & Gonzalez, 2018; Bailey, 2018). Brannen (2005) states that triangulation 
allows: corroboration- getting the same results using different methods, elaboration- results giving examples of why 
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something is occurring in the situation, complementarity- using different research methods emphasises an aspect 
during research, and contradiction- results from different methods reveal (…and might partially) cause opposing 
outcomes. Using questionnaires and interviews in this study meant that the data collected were very likely to be 
independent of each other. 

Questionnaire

The questionnaire consisted mainly of closed-ended questions with one open-ended, and took approximately five 
to ten minutes to complete. Having an online questionnaire in this research helped save resources such as time and 
financial costs, while giving access to a larger audience (Kumar, 2011). Kumar also states that an online questionnaire 
enables greater anonymity for the respondents, giving rise to more honest answers, as they feel they can answer 
freely. 

At the time this research was undertaken, the level of engagement directly affected the clients using the services 
provided by XY. Therefore, the online questionnaire was intended for this population. The questionnaire was 
designed to gain an understanding of the usual amount of interaction, what interaction method the clients preferred 
and if they planned to use the services again. Some of the questions formulated for the questionnaire were based 
on previous studies on customer service and its effect on client retention (Keiningham, Cooil, Aksoy, Andreassen, 
& Weiner, 2007). This was so that results were more credible. XY staff, Otago Polytechnic supervisors and trusted 
significant-others reviewed and edited the questionnaire to ensure that the questions were understandable. An 
ordinal scale of continuous measures and Likert questions were used to gain an understanding of how clients 
perceived the engagement and communication channels used by XY. A copy of the questionnaire can be found in 
Appendix A.

One-hundred-and-thirty main clients were randomly selected using a random number generator to complete the 
questionnaire. All questionnaires were sent from XY’s marketing email.  

Since the researcher intended to question the XY’s clients, a XY’ staff member was required to help facilitate in 
sending the questionnaires to the clients (Lavrakas, 2008). The restriction on the number of respondents is to follow 
the business’ normal practice when distributing their own surveys. The online questionnaires were created and sent 
to participants by email using the marketing management system tool, m-savvy. 

Interview

To corroborate and triangulate the results from the questionnaire, a semi-structured interview approach was 
employed. The interview questions used were formed by the researcher with the aim to reflect the themes found 
in the literature reviewed. The interview questions were of an open-ended design to gain in-depth information on 
the topic. A copy of the questions used in the interview are presented in Appendix B. Each of the respondents 
were presented with an information sheet, via email, and a consent form, before the interview, regarding their 
participation. Respondents were assured of their anonymity and notified that by participating they would be 
agreeing to the information being used for research purposes. The researcher then made appointments with each 
of the managers using the Microsoft Outlook calendar. 

Interviews were conducted with eight PH managers. These managers are responsible for communicating with the 
clients. Prompting questions were also used to encourage the interviewees to expand on their responses. Each 
interview took between 10 and 20 minutes to complete. The researcher asked the questions, took handwritten 
notes and transcribed the interview.  A voice recording device was used to record the interviews so the researcher 
could review the responses and transcribe responses with more details. 

Limitations of research methods

Limitations can affect the reliability and credibility of the results collected for the research. One overall limitation 
of the research was time, given the deadlines for this piece of applied research. This meant that the questions used 
in the questionnaire and interviews may not have been adequately piloted, and thus refined, in a way to gain the 
best responses.

The sample size was limited to 130 clients, as the organisation usually sends out 130 surveys at any one time. A 
larger response rate could increase the validity of the results. The population size was further restricted as clients 
that had completed a Net Promoter Score (NPS) survey conducted by XY’, at a similar time to the research 
being undertaken, were not included. NPS is used to assess customer experience using scales from 0 to 10 (Nice 
Satmetrix, 2017). Self-selection bias was introduced into the research, as the respondents had the choice of whether 
or not they wanted to respond to the questionnaire (Wright, 2005). 

The quality of responses, can be influenced by the relationship between the interviewee and the interviewer, 
for example, some of the interviewees can feel uncomfortable with expressing some of their opinions to the 
researcher (Kumar, 2011). The limitation of time may have also affected the quality of responses as these interviews 
were conducted during the work hours of the interviewees.

Interviewer bias is another limitation that may affect the conveyance and the interpretation of the interviewees’ 
responses. 

RESULTS

The aim of this research was to answer this research question ‘How do current engagement levels influence 
client retention at XY?’  In particular, what communication methods are being used by XY to engage clients, how 
satisfied are clients with the amount of engagement occurring between the two parties and, what relationship exists 
between the amount of engagement and client retention?

Questionnaire Results

As described above, a questionnaire was used to analyse the views of XY’ clients regarding engagement level, 
communication methods and re-engagement of XY’ services. In this study, questionnaires were sent to 130 clients 
electronically.  A total of 61 clients completed this survey, giving a response rate of 47%.  Data analysis only used the 
42 clients (32%) who responded to all questions apart from question thirteen as it was an open-ended question. 
The data were collated into numerical codes to conduct statistical analyses.

As illustrated in Figure 1.  36% (n=15) of the respondents had used XY services for fifteen plus years. 7% (n=3) had 
used their services for eleven to fifteen years. Additionally, 26% (n=11) had used it for six to ten years while 31% 
(n=13) have been XY clients for less than five years. 
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While some clients in this sample used as many as 4 or 5 services from XY, over half of the client-sample use either 
one or two XY services. When breaking the data into segments, clients who had used XY for 0-10 years were 
using an average of around two services, while clients who had used them for 11 to 15 plus years used an average 
of three services.

Figure 1. Respondents’ years using XY services.

Figure 2. Number of services used by respondents.

Not important Slightly Important Moderately 
important

Important Very Important

5 9 12 11 5

XY to Client Client to XY

Face-to-Face Once a year Once a year

Phone call Once a year Once a quarter

Email Twice a month Once a quarter

Mailed letter Once a year Never

Text message Never Never

Video call Never Never

Frequency of responses:

On average, replies indicated that communication frequency was moderately important when using the services 
(SD =1.21). 29% of the respondents reported that the frequency of communication was moderately important. 
Interestingly, it was found that 12% of the respondents did not find it important. This result was equal to the number 
of respondents that did find it very important. Respondents that had used XY’ services for 0 to 10 years, found that 
the frequency of communication was only slightly important. In contrast, 11 to 15 plus years respondents found 
communication to be moderately important.

Two questions were used to find out how often the business and the clients contacted each other in one year. 
These results are shown in Table 1. The frequency of contact via face to face between the two parties was once a 
year. Clients tended to use the phone to contact XY more regularly, whereas it was found that XY would frequently 
contact the client, via email, twice a month compared to the client’s once a quarter. XY sent mailed letters more 
than the client. The data also shows that both parties rarely used text messages or video calls. 

More than half of the respondents (52%) found that communication did not improve the quality of services 
provided by XY. Three respondents (7%) found that communication improved the quality of service by a lot. When 
breaking it into segment by years with XY, 6 to 15 plus years, communication improved the quality of services by a 
little, whereas 0 to 5-year clients found that communication did not improve the service at all.

It was found that 48% of the respondents preferred using email. This was followed by phone calls, then face to 
face meetings, while 86% of the clients’ least preferred method of contact was video calls. When breaking it into 
segments all respondents preferred communication through email. Additionally, 0 to 5-year respondents preferred 
face to face contact over a phone call.

Quality of communication: On a scale of one to five, 48% of the respondents found that the quality of 
communication was ‘very understandable’. The remaining 52% found it to be between ‘somewhat understandable’ 
and ‘understandable’.

Frequency of communication: More than half (67%) of the respondents found that the frequency was ‘just enough’. 
There were 21% of respondents who found that the frequency was ‘more than enough’ and 5% found it ‘too much’. 

Service standards: 52% of the respondents found that the service standards were of a high quality, 33% responded 
that the service was of a good standard and 12% found it to be of acceptable quality, while 64% of the respondents 
found that XY had met their expectations. There were equal numbers of respondents who found their expectations 
were somewhat met and those who reported that their expectations had been greatly exceeded. It was found that 
25 (60%) respondents said they would reuse the services. This is in comparison to one client who would definitely 
not reuse the services. 

Table 1. Comparison of the average frequency of contact between XY and clients in a year.
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Interview Findings

To achieve the aims of the study as mentioned above and triangulate the survey results, this study conducted 
interviews with eight managers at XY. The intent of these interviews was to explore the respondents opinions on 
client engagement and its relation to client retention. To answer the research questions, managers were questioned 
on factors that drove customer retention.

All eight interviewees answered all the questions the researcher had posed (Appendix B). The data was collected 
to gain the opinions of what client engagement is and its effects on client retention.

Client Engagement

When the managers were asked what it meant to engage with clients, almost all replied with “communication”. To 
them it meant getting to know the clients in a formal and informal manner. “It’s about having a normal conversation 
with them not just business…” (Int D). The interviewees stated that by communicating, they were able to understand 
the clients’ needs and deliver on what was communicated. This meant they were able to show “genuine interest” 
which allowed them to “personalise” their service. They also stated that engagement meant “having that relationship 
with the client” (Int E). This relationship, as stated by some of the managers, meant that the clients or the managers 
could “feel free” to ring or email each other when problems occurred. To Interviewee G, engagement meant 
they had to make the client feel “comfortable” enough to disclose their situation or information. This showed the 
managers that the clients trusted them to do the right thing. 

Almost all the interviewees wanted to engage more with some of their clients. Interviewee C stated that they had 
enough engagement with their clients. Some interviewees stated that judgements had to be made on how much 
engagement the clients wanted, “Everyone’s different” (Int D). Interviewee E found it hard to engage with all their 
clients due to the limitation of time. Interviewee E referred to the “80/20 principle” to identify who required more 
engagement. Some interviewees stated that the engagement depended on if it would add value to the client.

Communication Method

Communication, as mentioned earlier, was important for the engagement of clients. The interviewees observed 
that by conversing with the clients they were able to learn more about the individual, helping to understand 
their needs. When interviewees were asked about the preference of communication method, emails, phone calls, 
and face to face meetings were highlighted as preferred methods. For some interviewees they found that when 
they wrote emails, it gave them and the client time to consider what was in writing. Most managers would then 
“follow up with them [client] by phone call” (Int B). One interviewee stated that they did not like using emails as 
they thought it was impersonal. Interviewee D found phone calls to be “convenient...on the phone it’s all done and 
dusted within a few minutes”. Face to face meetings were acknowledged by interviewees as the best method to 
use when communicating with clients, but as they stated it was “not always practical” for them or for the client 
(Int G). Interviewee D stated that face to face communication was “easier [as] you can read their body language” 
which let the manager know if the client understood. The interviewees stated that the communication methods 
used were based on the situation. It depended on if it was “of value”, “worth” and “of importance”. Really important 
conversations were conducted face to face and less important ones were achieved by phone or email. “Talking on 
the phone is always about finding out what’s going on” (Int G).

Customer Relationship

The word ‘relationship’ appeared 32 times in total from all the interviews, indicating how important this factor was 
to all of them. The interviewees mentioned that client relationships were formed through communication. Some 
interviewees built their relationship through monthly contact, resulting in the client referring colleagues to use the 
same services. “A good relationship I think like [Name]”. They recommended us to these other ones and now they’ve come 
on board.” (Int B). Interviewee E said, “The key to building the relationship is to have as many interactions as possible and 

as regular[ly] as possible … I think any relationship that’s strong [means] the chances of somebody actually breaking down 
that relationship is so much slimmer.” It was identified by Interviewee E that a stronger relationship also meant that 
the client had more confidence in the manager. Relationships would “fail if communication was inadequate”  (Int G).

Client Retention

Six out of eight interviewees stated that having relationships with clients was a driving factor of client engagement. 
When interviewees were questioned if they thought the engagement levels affected the retention of clients, there 
were some that said “definitely” yes. Factors that interviewees thought may be driving customer retention can be 
found in Table 2. 

Interviewee A Interviewee B Interviewee C Interviewee D

Relationship

Good service

Positive client

Perception of getting 
value

Good relationships

Monthly contact

More than one point of 
contact

Tends to be what drives 
communication, and 
attention

Service quality

Relationship

Knowing the clients

Communicating and 
responding

Available

Responding in timely 
manner

Interviewee E Interviewee F Interviewee G Interviewee H

Good client service

Strong relationship 

Delivering on what was 
communicated

Relationship

Perception of reliability

Trustworthy

Quality of advice

Being available

Quality advice

Quality service

Responsive

Available

Timeliness

Be less generic

Contact

Good service

Valued service

Make them feel valued

Some interviewees felt the level of engagement depended on the client. Some did not “necessarily want to engage 
with you”. But it was identified by Interviewee F that this, “doesn’t mean that we [the managers] shouldn’t”. Some of 
the interviewees noticed that “cost-based clients” were worried about the potential costs associated with contacting 
XY. Interviewee A pointed out the managers should be clearer about costs that could be charged. 

Other factors affecting the retention of clients include the provision of good advice and service quality. The managers 
provided these by “having a good team”, “being available” and “responsive” to calls and reducing turn-around times 
for client’s work. XY managers also try to improve service quality by personalising and making a service less 
“generic” for the clients through listening, “considering and thinking about what you’re doing” Interview G also said 
clarity is key, “we as a firm are not the cheapest. We therefore must be on quality. If we’re not delivering on quality then 
[clients will] go somewhere cheaper.”

Table 2. Factors that drive customer retention.
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DISCUSSION 

The aim of this research was to explore how the current client engagement levels may influence the client retention 
at XY. To achieve this aim, results were gathered through a questionnaire targeting XY clients and interviews with its 
managers. The following sections link the results and findings of this research in light of existing literature. These are: 
client engagement, communication methods, client relationship management and client retention. 

Client Engagement

The definition of client engagement is the use of communication to involve clients in a business forming a relationship 
that is mutually beneficial for both parties. In the findings, client engagement was about the communication, whether 
it be in an informal manner or a formal one. It was found that communication helped XY to better understand their 
clients, thus tailoring the services for each individual. Merkl-Davies and Brennan (2017) stated that in accounting, 
users of the financial statements had different skills and expertise, so it was important to be able to communicate 
with a range of clients. 

It was reported that 67% of the respondents had experienced an adequate amount of communication with XY. 
Interestingly, the staff at XY stated that they wanted to increase how much they engaged with their clients. They 
expressed that this engagement depended on each client and whether or not the interaction would add value to 
the individuals. The research found that the frequency and how well communication was understood aided the 
quality of service provided by the business. The results in the survey showed that clients with not enough contact, 
thought more communication could improve the quality of service they received. Clients who had an adequate 
amount of communication thought that more contact would not improve the quality of services. This relationship 
can be shown in Figure 3. This difference could be due to the belief that more frequent communication could lead 
to communication clarity, which would in turn improve the quality of the service received. This statement is thought 
to be true as the increased communication helps the service provider with gaining clearer information, therefore 
better tailoring of services, and improving of the overall quality of the service (Dabholkar, 2015). Dadfar, Vrege, 
and Sedigheh (2013) found that clients appreciated the transfer of professional advice because they are not fully 
knowledgeable and are in need of getting assistance from the service provider to perform well. 

Figure 3. Frequency of communication and its relationship to the Improving the quality of service.

The research showed that the amount of communication was dependent on the individual client and the manager. 
This result was supported by Schertzer, Schertzer, and Dwyer’s (2013, p. 612) research. They also found that 
“performance of professional services was highly dependent on the interactions between service provider and client”. The 
findings of the current research found that costs were a factor that had an influence on the amount of engagement 
clients wanted. As mentioned in the literature review, clients would look at the fairness of price when choosing 
services (Kaura, et al., 2015). Participants stated that the clarity of costs were required. The uncertainty of the costs 
could put off a client wanting to engage more with the business.

Communication Method

Clients and managers preferred engaging through the use of emails. Shrivastava (2012) stated that communicating 
through emails was becoming popular as it was efficient. Results showed that currently, both the client and XY staff 
contacted each other through email more frequently than any other method of communication. Some respondents 
in the interviews conveyed that they preferred emails, as it gave them time to consider the message when preparing 
it. It was also expressed that it was impersonal and inappropriate for some situations. Phone calls were the next 
preferred method of contact by clients and managers. This method of contact was found to be convenient, it allowed 
immediate feedback, so it was quicker to communicate the message to the other party. Communication through 
face to face meetings were preferred after phone calls, as seen in the findings of this research. It was interesting that 
when clients who had used XY for five years and less preferred face to face meetings and the older clients preferred 
phone contact. This result may be due to newer clients wanting to build a relationship with the manager. Managers 
stated they knew face to face was the best method in practice but stated that it was not always practical for the 
client or themselves. Staff found methods of contact also depended on how valuable the information would be for 
the client. Text messages and video calls were the least preferred method of communication for the clients. This was 
an interesting finding as the use of text messages were thought to be an increasingly widespread communication 
method as stated by Karasz, Eiden, and Bogan (2013).

Client Relationship Management

As mentioned in the introduction, clients are important for all businesses to continue into the foreseeable future. 
Relationships were a key theme in the interviews, illustrating how important these are for retention of clients. 
It was expressed in an interview that without communication there would be no relationship. Managers stated, 
through having regular client contact, they were able to gain more clients for the business. Regular communication 
was the foundation for building stronger relationships, making it harder for clients to defect from the business, while 
also promoting word-of-mouth to gain new clients. The communication process allowed the staff at PH to form 
relationships with their clients which also resulted in trust in the staff (Hannan, et al., 2017). The managers believed 
the clients were more comfortable to contact the team if required. Garaniti, Pearce, and Stanton’s (2011) research 
supports this finding as they found that communication deepens relationships, also encouraging self-disclosure.

Client Retention

In the literature review it was mentioned that clients that were retained were loyal to the business. This loyalty was 
achieved from their experience with the businesses’ services (Stan et al., 2013).  The results showed that a third 
of the respondents had been loyal to XY, using the services provided for fifteen plus years. This result shows that 
the business is providing a good experience for these clients. As Jones’ (2010) study mentioned, the engagement 
between the two parties does not always mean the client remains loyal. It was found that clients that had used 
the services of XY for longer were using more services than those who hadn’t. This result shows the loyalty of the 
clients (Roberts, et. Al., 2010).

The results of this study did not find any strong relationships between the methods of contact and client retention. 
The results also did not show any particularly strong relationship about the amount of engagement and client 
retention. Rather, it was there was a weak positive correlation between the two factors. This suggests that the 
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frequency of engagement does not directly affect the retention of clients. Instead it was found that the experience of 
service standard and meeting the expectations of the clients had slightly more influence on the retention of clients. 
As mentioned above the frequency of communication was dependent on the individual clients. The frequency of 
communication was only moderately important to the client when using XY’ services. Instead, the results show 
there are other factors that are important to the clients when deciding to re-engage in a business.

There were a range of factors found in the questionnaire and interviews that may also have an effect on the 
retention of clients. 

Quality of service – The results found that the quality of communication had an effect on the perceived service 
quality. The service quality showed a stronger correlation between likelihood of reusing services compared to the 
frequency of communication. When some interviewees were questioned on the meaning of services quality some 
responded stating it was about returning calls promptly, being “available” and “attentive”. To the managers, service 
quality also means completing services in a timely manner.

Adding value – A few of the managers expressed that clients would leave XY if they do not see value being added 
to their business. It was stated that clients needed to feel valued. Trasorras, Weinstein, and Abratt’s (2009) research, 
indicated that value is perceived differently among clients, further explaining that businesses had to have a unique 
strategy to drive value. 

LIMITATIONS

This research was restricted due to the lack of previous research conducted on the amount of engagement a 
business should have with their clients, especially in the field of accounting. This also had an impact on the design 
and quality of data collection techniques and analysis measures. 

A major limitation of this research is having social desirability response bias. This is stated to be where the 
questionnaire and interview prompt respondents to have an inclination of presenting themselves in a favourable 
image (Van de Mortel, 2008). This can affect the validity of the findings as it can skew the data, possibly confounding 
or hiding the relationships between variables. 

A limitation of this research was the timeframe. The limited time prevented in-depth analysis of the data collected, 
affecting the quality of the findings. Due to the limited time questionnaires and interviews were conducted at the 
same time. This resulted in missing the important factor of relationships in the questionnaire which was found from 
the interviews. This may have given the organisation a better insight on their clients.

This research was a small-scale study, this poses a threat to validity and also means that the findings may not be 
appropriate to be generalised to the whole population (Hackshaw, 2008). Increasing the sample size of respondents 
for the questionnaire would increase the validity of the findings. Having the time pressure also meant that survey 
responses were collected over a short period decreasing the response rate.

CONCLUSION

This research project focused on XY, a business advisory firm based in New Zealand. The project was aimed at 
answering the question ‘How do the current engagement levels influence client retention at XY?’ In particular, what 
communication methods are being used by XY to engage their clients, how satisfied the clients are with the amount 

of engagement and, whether there is a relationship between the amount of engagement and client retention.

Two research methods were used to gain a more in-depth understanding of the research problem. Online 
questionnaires were distributed to clients using XY services. Interviews were conducted with eight managers in the 
executive and accounting solutions team at XY. These research methods were conducted simultaneously using a 
mixed research method. The discussion was based around four key areas, which were consistent with the literature 
review and supported by academic literature.

In conclusion, there was only a moderate, and arguably vague, relationship found between the current engagement 
levels and retention of clients. Instead clients appeared to have an adequate amount of communication. In terms of 
communication methods, XY used emails, phone calls, face-to-face meetings and mailed letters to engage clients. 
There was also no relationship found between the amount of engagement and client retention as it was dependent 
of the individual clients and other factors.

In summary, this research produced some interesting results, followed by a number of specific recommendations for 
XY and future basis in relation to research.
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Appendix A

Questionnaire

Appendix B

Interview Questions

1. How long have you been working at XY?

2. How long have you been a manager here?

3. How many clients do you manage?

4. Do you deal with a specific service industry or a range of different industries?

5. Would you like to work with a specific or a range of industries?

6. What main services do you provide to your clients? Annual accounts, special work, monthly reports, taxation

7. What factors do you think drive client retention? 

8. What do you think it means to engage with your clients?

9. Would you like to increase how much you engage with your clients?

10. Is there a specific communication channel you prefer to use when communicating with clients? Face to face, Email, 
Mail. Why?

11. Is there a particular business industry that you noticed required more contact or would like more contact?

12. How valuable do you think it would be for XY to engage more with their clients?

13. How valuable would it be for the client to engage more with you?

14. Do you think engagement levels affect the retention of customers? How so?

Appendix A
Questionnaire
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