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Building Her Business Her Way… With
Experience, Empathy and Understanding
Like many �rm owners, Karla Dennis, EA and owner of Karla Dennis and Associates,
Inc., started her career in corporate America. She was a tax supervisor overseeing a
team of eight employees and clocking major hours. When she decided to start a
family ...
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Like many �rm owners, Karla Dennis, EA and owner of Karla Dennis and Associates,
Inc., started her career in corporate America. She was a tax supervisor overseeing a
team of eight employees and clocking major hours. When she decided to start a
family, she knew that working 100+ hours a week wasn’t going to work.
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“I’m a worker. I give everything 150%, and I knew that I couldn’t give 150% to my
family and maintain the level of commitment required for my job.”

After having her �rst child in 1991, Karla took a leap of faith and opened her own
�rm. She set up a DBA, got an 800 number, and advertised in the Yellow Pages…
because that is what you did in the 90s.

And it worked. She started to bring in clients quickly, setting up appointments in her
home where she was raising her new born son. “People were ringing my doorbell
while I was changing diapers,” Dennis recalled.

For a long time, Karla played all the roles in her businesses—including answering
the phone, scheduling appointments, advertising, and processing client work. She
knew that if she was going to grow her business, she had to add staff.

Dennis started by hiring an assistant. “I had a one-bedroom home, so we sat in the
same room and worked. In such close proximity, she listened to all my calls and
learned how the business worked. I didn’t realize back then that you had to train
your staff; my �rst assistant learned by osmosis,” she joked.

A few years later came Dennis’ second child. Busting at the seems, she knew that she
could no longer work out of her home, so she began the search for of�ce space. After
signing the lease, she experienced what most entrepreneurs do — that twinge of fear.

“It was scary because I knew that I was now responsible for a monthly lease. I took a
deep breath and just said to myself that there was no turning back; I was going to
make this happen. I was going to be successful and build my own little empire…my
way.”

Dennis proceeded to build her business via referrals and through community
involvement. She joined the La Palma Chamber of Commerce, where in the �rst two
years she became president. She also got involved in several civic events, such as the
La Palma beauti�cation project.

“This was a way to network and bring in clients, but also a way that I could give back
to the community and build my reputation as a business owner that was here to
serve my local community. People do business with people they trust, and I built
trust through community activity,” said Dennis.

In the �rst year alone, Dennis brought on four more staff members and grew her
business by 300%. Not too shabby!
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Tapping into the personal side of business

Well-spoken and highly educated, having the smarts to run a successful business is a
given with Karla Dennis. What truly differentiates her �rm is a devotion to the
emotional side of business. Dennis works hard to understand her clients on every
level—and that includes everything from their families, their fears, their coffee
preference and, of course, the numbers.

Dennis prefers the term empathy—something at the core of her �rm’s culture. She
explained: “My clients complete a questionnaire right up front, which asks questions
that focus on what’s important to them. I want to get to know the person before I
know anything about their numbers. I want to know what drives my clients,
including their business, families, passions, and goals. All of this information helps
us best serve our clients and get them to where they want to be.”

She offered an example of why getting personal pays off.

Recently, a woman contacted her for help with her mother’s tax documentation. The
daughter had located a folder with some tax documents and years of thank you cards
and other personal communications from Dennis and her team. She asked Dennis to
help consolidate all the tax documents needed to handle her mother’s estate, a
request that was quickly ful�lled. As a result of the personal attention given over the
years to her mother, the daughter also signed on with Dennis’ �rm.

“Our clients feel how much we care about them…beyond just statements and
reports,” Dennis stated.

Dennis went on to describe another example: “I had clients that recently came in to
thank me for providing them with the FAFSA forms required for college student aid.
This is a function of our tax software, so why not offer a little extra to clients? I knew
these clients had kids that were going to college, so providing them with the right
forms would be helpful. This is all part of getting to know clients on that personal
level. It keeps our clients loyal to us, and it just feels good to help at this level.”

But this level of service doesn’t come easy, it requires taking the time to record notes
in each client’s �le. In fact, Dennis trains her staff to document personal information
after each client contact, even as detailed as how they take their coffee. “We have
extensive notes in our CRM, so when a client comes in we can ask how their kids are
doing or if they are feeling better when we’ve heard they’ve been sick. It’s so much
more than being a trusted advisor, it’s also about being thoughtful.”
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She went on to say: “This type of personal interaction makes people feel good, and
people want to work with people that make them feel good. When clients walk out
the door, I want them to feel better than when they walked in; I want them to feel
better about doing business with us.”

In fact, Dennis, so protective of her clients and ensuring that they have the richest
service experience, takes great care when hiring and training new staff. Her �rst
objective is to �nd candidates who �t the �rm’s culture. “Skills are important,” she
said. “But I will choose the right personality over skills every time. Employees have
to be a good �t for the culture we’ve created. I can train someone on skills; I can’t
train someone on personality.”

Emotion plays big into Karla Dennis’ business model. So much so that her mantra is
well known throughout the �rm: “People don’t care about how much you know,
until they know how much you care.”

40 states and going strong

Dennis’ unique combination of tax and accounting expertise and personal touch
have helped her grow her �rm well beyond her home state of California. To date,
Karla Dennis & Associates, Inc. services clients in 40 states across the country.

“I’m licensed to do business in all 50 states,” said Dennis. “My goal is to have clients
in every state.”

As tech savvy as she is thoughtful, Dennis has built a �rm that enables her and her
team to serve clients across the country as easily as if they were in her home town of
La Palma. “I have many clients that I’ve never met in person. That’s the beauty of
technology; we can serve anyone from anywhere. We run on a powerful web-based
platform that has obliterated the boundaries of distance and time.”

While she relies on technology to expand her �rm, Dennis is quick to add that you
can’t lose that personal feel. “As much as we are living in an era of automation, we
deal with people, and people want to feel like their advisor cares about them. We’ll
never lose that.”

Karla Dennis & Associates, Inc. exempli�es what it means to be a “Great Practice.”
The balance of experience, technology, and a caring culture have fueled the �rm’s
success. Progressing from a small home of�ce where she changed diapers in between
client meetings to a booming enterprise supported by eight full-time staffers is proof
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that Dennis’ business model is a winner. Whoever said “Nice guys �nish last” clearly
never met Karla Dennis.

 —————-

Kristy Short, Ed.D, CMO and a partner in OsityLLC (a Rootworks company)—a business
dedicated to providing branding, marketing, and public relations services exclusively to the
accounting profession. She is also a professor of English and marketing. Reach her at
kristy@osity.com.
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