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Dedication


This book is also for Mary.




Introduction


WARNING: THIS BOOK WILL NOT SOLVE ALL OF YOUR DESIGN BUSINESS NEEDS


This book is not meant to be the last word about running a design business. That would require thousands of pages!


Instead, I hope this book will serve as an entry point to the essential tools and attitudes you’ll need to work at a design business - or own one yourself. It may serve as a useful refresher on familiar topics or as a primer that will aid you in bootstrapping a new business venture. Depending on what you need help with, you can read it from cover to cover or jump from one topic to another.


THIS BOOK IS A PEEK UNDER THE DESIGN BUSINESS “CONE OF SILENCE”


In your design career, you may have been like me: Digging through blogs. Trying to keep my projects on the rails and my clients happy. Learning to translate bits of information into useful knowledge for running a design business.


But I always found that the best advice came from group therapy.


When I lived in Seattle, every Wednesday night was dubbed “BurgerDrama”: An assortment of friends and refugees from various design studios, agencies and in-house design departments around the Puget Sound region blowing off steam in the middle of their work week at a local bar and grill. Every time we’d meet, there would be a point in the conversation where the “cone of silence” would lower over the table. While munching on onion rings and guzzling IPAs, we would share the successes, failures, trials and tribulations of running design businesses. No client secrets. No unverified gossip. Just lessons from the school of hard knocks and the occasional story of a crazy co-worker.


Over the first few months of conversation, it became apparent that the majority of our problems had nothing to do with the design work itself. They had to do with being a good businessperson.


CUE RANT FROM THE GUY WITH CHUNKY BLACK GLASSES


I bet when you first began working as a designer you thought you would have uninterrupted time - full days, if not weeks - to lounge at your desk, leisurely scratching away at your next breakthrough design idea.


Perhaps you work in a magical place, where the halls are filled with game-changing conversations spawning reams of genius, and it all floats effortlessly into layout and graces your perfectly calibrated monitors with award-winning unicorns. Or, if you work in-house at a corporation, you’re always in client service mode, ready at a moment’s notice to turn any flaming arrow that thunks beside your head into creative fire.


But even for designers who fly solo, with the requisite dreamy dreams about “me time,” no one can deny that both our increased connectivity and our heightened need for interaction with clients are rapidly changing how we construct “billable time” as part of our paid workday.


If we want to preserve the integrity and quality of great design work, we need to understand how to run our businesses like, well, a business. We need to know how to manage ourselves from the high-level work flow to the nitty-gritty negotiations that sneak their way into seemingly simple client conversations. We need to restrain our hand from reaching back to the mouse for the fifteenth comp that really isn’t necessary to prove (to the client, to yourself) that you’ve explored every microscopic detail.


We can eat, sleep and occasionally dream in measurements other than pixels and picas. We can learn to speak in estimates and business strategies. We can open Excel to update a spreadsheet without bursting into tears or feeling like we’ve sold out. Not only that, but we can also put aside our chunky black glasses and speak frankly with our clients about our measured, expert opinions informed by our previous project work, innate emotional intelligence and our understanding of how to wield the design process effectively.


When we’ve brought structure and thoroughness to the business process that supports our ongoing creative work, there is a much cleaner balance between what we imagine we do (design!) and what it really takes to succeed as a designer (business!).


“Design is the human capacity to plan and produce desired outcomes,” says Bruce Mau. The producing part? That’s definitely design. And the planning part? Still a good bit of design, but the rest is business.


We can plan and produce better outcomes for ourselves when we act as design businesspeople. On the other hand, when we don’t have effective conversations with our business partners or our clients, because we choose to hide behind our own designerspeak … and when the way we present our concepts doesn’t really describe how we’ve helped our clients with their needs … and when we get sidetracked by the internet, and end up pushing our creative work into the wee hours to distract (or inspire) ourselves out of a rut … when we do such things, we’re actually struggling to reconcile what we feel doesn’t fit the designer persona. Designers are supposed to be “on top of it all,” but the truth is that we’re usually just trying to avoid being crushed by the eight ball. We just want to get paid to make cool things. All this business stuff is ruining everything!


Well, I’m all for putting aside anything that might get in the way of great design. Risk yields reward, when managed with a light touch. Some processes can be put on the shelf.


But the business process - that’s what keeps us up and running. For the sanity of both co-workers and clients, it can never be sacrificed. Never. Firms that are unwilling to box their creative inclinations into a stable business process blow through clients, staff and potential profit like Kleenex.


So, where are the resources to aid us in becoming better design businesspeople?


It’s my hope that this book becomes one of them.


Over the course of this book, I will use the term “design business” to describe any business that includes design as one of its core competencies. The term “design studio” or “design firm” will describe a design business that bills for time. They are not always one and the same.
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Working with Customers
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Client Service


You know good client service when you experience it. Think about Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts, Southwest Airlines, Virgin America, Starbucks Coffee - even low-cost restaurants like Waffle House. What all of these brands have in common is that they’ve deliberately choreographed the services they provide, satisfying their customers’ needs and desires beyond any specific product they sell. They provide more than a plane flying you from Atlanta to San Francisco, a fresh cup of coffee or a night in an elegant room with a pillow-top bed. They’ve considered how their employees interact with you before, during and after you’ve experienced their products and services.


But if we’re so good at helping companies strengthen their products, services and brands, then why are we so poor at applying the same deliberate choreography to our own business operations?


Many designers focus on the quality of deliverables they provide to their clients, thinking that this will fully satisfy their clients. However, client service professionals also consider the quality of the story taking shape around their deliverables. Properly managing this story, in concert with understanding the people who are your day-to-day clients, can improve the bottom line for your design practice. You begin telling this story and building this long-term relationship when you meet the client for the first time. It does not start with the paid work.


A studio employee with client service responsibilities can facilitate ongoing communications with a client over the life of a project, monitoring and encouraging the highest quality design work and growing the overall income from that client over time. This employee can be a studio principal, a designer, a project manager or client partner.


Strong client service is not an option. It should come standard with every client interaction.


Note that I’m avoiding the use of the term “account management.” To quote Fiona Robertson Remley: “We don’t handle accounts; we handle people. We are not looking for one-project stands; we are looking for long-term relationships.”


SHOULD I TRY TO CULTIVATE LONG-TERM CLIENTS?


It can be exhilarating to work with a new client. But major benefits come with sustaining long-term client relationships, as opposed to always pursuing new opportunities. For instance:


•   Repeat clients create a possibility of reliable profit. Pursuing new clients and opportunities reduces the amount of time that you can bill for paid work.


•   Familiarity can breed ease of business. When you’ve learned to speak a client’s language, you can collaborate more efficiently and become a true strategic partner. And when your client has a new project, your team is already well aware of their client’s overall business landscape and the key attributes of their brand. You may have even helped establish those attributes.


•   Your staff can be free to conduct other business development activities. Instead of grasping at any old opportunity to fill an empty pipeline for your business, having a strong base of established clients can free you to pursue new clients in a targeted manner.


And even if your clients aren’t new, it shouldn’t mean that the resulting work is old. Every project is an opportunity for greatness.
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The 80/20 Rule of New Client Generation. It can cost your business more money to acquire a new client than to nurture and grow an existing one.


HOW DO I PROVIDE EFFECTIVE CLIENT SERVICE?


While images of Pete Campbell from Mad Men may flash through your head, complete with boozy late-night negotiations over Scotch and cigars to land that big client deal, none of those activities are fundamental to creating great client service. These relationships are built on trust, which emerges from the following components:


Quality of design work


Error-free, on brief and artfully executed design work is important in any client relationship. But delivering great design work may not matter if you treat your client poorly in other areas. (Did they tell you that in design school?)


Frequency of contact


The speed and channel by which you respond to client communications can influence your client’s satisfaction level, whether it’s an in-person meeting or video chat or a text message. If they have an urgent question, you might need to send them a quick response to let them know when you can fully respond to their request (and not dilute your focus on your work).


Quality of contact


Quality of contact can be measured by how you utilize your client’s time. When you have meetings with your client, do you use an agenda to structure the conversation? Are you aware of small project details you can share with your client on the spot, rather than filling them in through future meetings or conversations? A good rule of thumb: If the client begins to micromanage your time, there is a problem with your quality of contact.


Maintaining a personal connection


Learn which parts of your personality create winning situations for your clients. Clients hire people, not design robots - so be yourself and know what to share at the appropriate moment. That said, it’s important to understand your clients as human beings, not just human doings. Leave space for them to be themselves too.


Proper handling of open issues


When a client gives you feedback, how do you handle it? If an error crops up, how do you manage its impact before the client expresses a concern? Handling the situation poorly can lower the quality of your design work, your quality of contact and the perceived value of your services.


Establishing a mutual working style


Is your client casual or formal, friendly or business only, buttoned-up or free-form? Don’t impose your personal working style onto an organization that behaves in a different manner, or you may create tension. Follow their lead in the nature of the relationship.


Personalizing your daily interactions


Personalize your client/account manager relationship after it is established, and find moments where you can add creativity and delight. Don’t let your client feel like your interactions are scripted or cookie-cutter - even if you are working from a template that has functioned well for other clients.


Perceived value for the money they spend


How you price your services, and what is provided for that price, can influence how clients may value your services and what they expect from you. If you’re the cheapest option for a project, does that mean your services are really worth less? If you’re a high-cost bidder, are you always on call for any client question or concern?
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Define Your Touch Points. List all the potential ways you may interact with a customer throughout a project or product lifecycle. Then design each of those interactions with your customer so both of you have clear expectations regarding the quality of product and service you’re seeking to deliver.


WHAT SHOULD CLIENTS EXPECT FROM ME?


No matter what kind of client relationship you’re trying to build, there are certain things every client will expect from a designer. Read what follows in the voice of the client who appreciates you most.


The Design Client’s Bill of Rights


1. Timeliness


As your client, I should always know when I’m receiving deliverables, how long I have to review them and when I need to pay you for them. This must be clear from the start of our engagement.


In addition, my colleagues and I will keep to meeting times you have scheduled for me. You will not be late without warning. However, I am exempt from rebuke for slight delays, as I am working to ensure your work is approved and understood. If my tardiness is costing me money, please let me know.


Once a schedule is set, your work will never be late, unless an unforeseen circumstance arises. If this happens, contact me well in advance of the deadline. Otherwise, your delay might be considered unprofessional.


If we change the scope of our project, I expect you to negotiate a new schedule with me. This will allow the work to proceed to the best of your ability without compromising its integrity.


2. Transparency


I may need to know our project status at any time, as I may not be able to track the particulars on a daily basis.


I am your advocate in my corporation/organization and need to be able to understand and relate your perspective when I speak to my boss, my CEO, my peers and the general public. Do not assume that you will be able to participate in every meeting within my company to present your work. Even when I’d prefer that you do so, it may prove logistically impossible. For this reason, I need to know the thinking behind the work that you show me, the work that I choose to approve, and when necessary, the work that I decline to approve for appropriate reasons.


I want to know the impact my project will have on my customers, my company and the world at large, not to mention sustainability issues and ethical concerns that may transcend the work and damage our reputations.


And while I don’t need to know exactly how the sausage is made, you may share details with me that help me understand why there may have been slight hiccups in the process.


3. Value


I seek fairness in agency/designer fees. I will be fair regarding minor fee changes if I have been responsible for changing the project’s scope.


My organization will usually require me to request estimates from multiple agencies, so the cost of your work will always be factored into the overall value of our potential relationship. I will not always choose the lowest bidder. I will choose the best fit for the project.


Don’t hide costs or penalize me for lack of forethought in your bidding, or lack of understanding of our communicated strategic approach. Work with me as a partner to help me understand where we need to meet, both fiscally and professionally, so that both of us can profit.


Be responsible if you find that you can’t fulfill the contracted work for the estimate you provided. In such a situation, free me to engage with another designer before my boss fires me, or bring me options that both of us can live with.


4. Respect


We aren’t friends. We are colleagues. I expect you to consistently convey that you care and respect for our shared partnership. We have a relationship that is predicated on our focus on creating meaningful impact on my organization through design. This can influence every aspect of our day-to-day interactions: How you dress, how you talk, how you describe your work to my boss, how we catch a beer after work and how you respect the client/designer boundary.


If I smell an oversize ego, or you tell me I just don’t understand the ramifications of a recommendation you’ve put forth, then it is unlikely our mutual partnership will be sustained. I’m responsible for my business and have to live with the consequences of implementing your ideas.


Mutual expectations of our conduct should be established when we begin working together on a project. If you aren’t going to be able to return an email from me within two hours, tell me. If you need flexibility on your project milestones because you’re overloaded in your studio, tell me. Please don’t surprise me along the way. Unspoken, unfulfilled or ignored expectations will diminish our trust in each other and our chances for success.


Providing great client service is something you can be paid for, so be sure to include it in your project estimates and studio overhead costs.


WHAT EXPECTATIONS SHOULD I HAVE FOR MY CLIENT?


“The Design Client’s Bill of Rights” provides a good understanding of what clients should expect from designers. But when you start work, your client conversations should also be about what you expect from them. If you don’t tell your client up front about your expectations for their behavior, you may be scolding them for things they never knew they needed to do.


The best way to do this is to define rules of engagement for your clients. This should be provided in one written page, which includes the following:


• The type of feedback they need to provide for each deliverable, and when it will be due


• The key decision makers within their organization, and when their input will be required from deliverable to deliverable


• Who is assigned to collate their feedback (that isn’t your job)


• The frequency and consistency of client contact: Who will respond, when and how


• What will happen if errors should occur


This document should function as a conversation starter and also guide you through any potential issues over the life of the project.


WHAT KIND OF CLIENTS SHOULD I SEEK OUT?


Here’s my personal take. The clients who I respect, admire and keep in touch with strike a perfect balance between personal respect and professional courtesy. When I show them creative work, they know that even if the work isn’t perfect, I’m on my way to realizing a great idea. Either that, or they were once designers, and they see the process through my eyes.


These clients don’t hire me because I have a pet giraffe or work at a factory that spits out lollipops along with design awesomeness. While I may have executed a gazillion logos and my working process is pretty sharp, my favorite clients are savvy enough to understand that I never step in the same river twice. They respect the journey that I take each day through the design process. They want to go on that journey with me.


These clients demand a level of attention and respect not because they continue to pay me and laugh at my jokes, but because I really do want them to succeed beyond their wildest dreams.


At a marketing event a few years back, I heard someone say: “Clients end up with the designers they deserve.”


It’s our job to prove them right.
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Business Development


I remember working as a designer in a small studio and being stunned by their new business process. It was something like this:


1.   Do great work.


2.   Post your great work to studio website.


3.   Hope your clients refer new business to you.


4.   Wait for prospective future clients to see your website and call you.


5.   Repeat 1 through 4.


While sitting around and waiting for the phone to ring may sound ideal, especially if it gives you more time to read design blogs, it isn’t a dependable way of sustaining a business. You need to develop a more sophisticated process for how you secure new client relationships.


For most studios, finding new projects can be one of the most time-consuming, frustrating and rewarding parts of running a design business. Without nurturing a steady stream of new prospects and active leads, you risk having your studio staff sit idle for weeks or months of billable time. This can impact the stability of your business, or worse, lead to its demise.


My general rule of thumb is as follows: If you don’t have a strong process in place for securing new business, it can take one hundred prospects to solicit ten new business conversations to mature into one new client. You heard me right: Sometimes it can take one hundred points of contact and conversation to land a single project!


You may be wondering: Can I just hire someone to find clients and projects for me? Well, if your name is on the door, you should be prepared to pound the pavement alongside any new business pros you’ve hired to support you. To quote Ted Leonhardt: “The one area of expertise you can never give up is sales.”


What do I mean by prospects and leads?


A prospect is someone you’ve talked with who could become a client. They may not immediately send you work, but at some point in the future, things might turn in your favor. You may have had coffee with them or maybe a colleague gave you their name. Prospects are people you can occasionally reach out to remind them that your services are available. They may be part of your personal or work networks, or someone you’ve met for the first time.


A lead is a potential client who has voiced that they have an opportunity for you. Leads can have a temperature. A hot lead wants to immediately enter into a conversation about a project, and ideally solicit a proposal from you. A cold lead might be someone who said they wanted to work with you but ceased returning phone calls or emails. These leads can be warmed up again by talking with them over a long sales cycle. To stay top of mind with a cold lead doesn’t mean that you should pester them. Respect their boundaries. They’ll let you know when to contact them.


Leads can also be repeat business from your existing client base. Ideally 80 percent of the ongoing work at any design business comes from returning clients. Working with your best clients can bring you peace of mind, especially if you don’t have to bid against other designers to get the work.


Beware, however, that too much repeat business from too few clients can lead to account vulnerability. (See the following sidebar.)







What is account vulnerability?


No single client should account for more than 25 percent of a studio’s business. When it happens - and it will - immediately draw up a list of potential clients to call. This is known as diversifying your client base, and it’s something that will help you reduce your level of vulnerability as a business owner.


Diversification allows you to sustain the loss of a client while protecting your studio overhead. If you hire more than one or two staffers to service a client that provides a high percentage of your revenue, and if that client leaves your studio, the one or two staffers you hired no longer have jobs. This is a risky business model for a small firm. Depending on the size of the client, it may result in the collapse of the entire business.


Diversification can reduce cash flow fluctuations that occur due to late payment from your clients. Any delay in client payment can potentially harm your cash flow. The fewer clients your business services, the more risk you bear if those clients are late in payment by even a few weeks. If you are offering credit rather than asking for payment up front, you invite this risk upon yourself.


Diversification can protect you from fee renegotiation. Agencies with lopsided client portfolios can suffer the following fate: The client discovers they provide the lion’s share of your business revenue, and they ask to negotiate discounted fees in return for continuing or increasing their volume of business. The design business suffers, as there is little leverage in the negotiation with the client.


Diversification can lead to a more compelling portfolio. Design businesses whose portfolios contain work samples from only one kind of business or category of industry can struggle to attract new clients. A diverse portfolio demonstrates your curiosity, your range of skills in various domains of design and the desirability of your services.


Even if you become overwhelmed by project work, continue to call prospective clients and new business leads. If you focus all of your attention on making your sole client happy, in the short term you may profit, but the likelihood of harming your business in the long term will only increase.








HOW DO I FIND NEW BUSINESS PROSPECTS AND LEADS?


There are many ways to initiate conversations with potential new clients. Direct methods allow you to initiate face-to-face or direct interpersonal contact, while indirect methods foster ways for clients to reach out to you.


Direct methods: you identify and contact prospects


• Direct referral through your existing client base and friends in the community


• Pass-through referral, which means you ask clients and colleagues to introduce you to people they know, then you continue the conversation


• Networking through small business groups, where you can share perspectives with people from a range of unrelated industries


• Membership in nonprofit associations related to the types of clients you are targeting


• Meeting people at public events, such as conferences and trade shows


• Cold-calling, sending letters or emailing people at companies you would like to have as clients


Indirect methods: leads and prospects contact you


• Soliciting press in local and national media regarding projects you’ve worked on


• Blogging and placing articles on subjects in which you have expertise


• Podcasting or recording videos regarding subjects of interest to prospective clients


• Presenting at local or national events and/or online conferences to demonstrate thought leadership


• Online and print-based advertising where you know prospective clients may be looking


• Online, targeted search advertising


Many design businesses keep an internal database for tracking potential prospects and leads. Some use third-party tools such as Salesforce.com to manage this information.


WHAT SHOULD I DO WHEN I TALK WITH A LEAD?


Okay, you’ve got a lead, and you’ve scheduled a conversation with them to talk about a new business opportunity. What should you do to prepare for that conversation? How should you conduct it?


Be sensitive to the tone of your first contact


Gauge the difference between these conversation starters from two potential clients:


Call #1: “Hello, I’d like to see if your firm would be interested in taking part in a request for proposal (RFP) for Big Fancy Technology Company’s new website redesign.”


Call #2: “Hello, I was passed along your name by our mutual friend, Lorrie. She said that you create amazing websites, and since we’re looking to overhaul ours, I thought I’d give you a call.”


It’s possible that the budget and time frame could be exactly the same for these two projects. However, from the tone of the first call, it seems you might be part of a shortlist of vendors that a client wants to bid on a potential project. The second call began with a mention of a personal connection before the business was presented. These cues can help you use the appropriate tone and approach when gathering information about a possible project.


Try to meet in person


If possible, try to have at least one face-to-face meeting before submitting a final project estimate or initiating a project. Geography often doesn’t permit this, but meeting face-to-face with a prospective client - or setting up a quick video chat - will speak volumes.


Connect as a human being before you get to business


If you’re looking to develop a strong working relationship with any new client, you need to relate with them on a human level as well as on a professional level. Before you dive into business, you need to make sure their basic needs are cared for - coffee or tea, parking validation - and some brief small talk.


Understand how they heard about you


I like to do this either at the very beginning or at the end of the conversation, to gauge the strength of the referral. This also helps me to remember to send an appropriate thank-you to the referee.


Discover why they’re calling or meeting with you


Create a space for the client to immediately start sharing. You don’t need to describe your professional experience or talk about yourself until you’ve fully heard why they’re interested in your help.


Be aware of what you wear


If you’re a designer, you should dress in a manner that complements the impression you want your work to make.


Provide an agenda for the meeting


If you’ve initiated the meeting, confirm how much time your client has to talk. Casually relate to them a brief agenda of what you’d like to explore during the meeting. Even if you’re working with a client who is savvy about design, shape the conversational focus. You’re responsible for the work.


Actively listen and reflect


Be prepared to redirect the conversation as appropriate: “Before we talk about our relevant work experience, I’d like to explore some of the details around why you’re embarking on this website redesign.” Then you can share with the client appropriate case studies or examples.







Active listening is one of the most important skills you’ll use when seeking out new clients. Don’t assume that you completely understand your customer’s needs after your first conversation, even if everything sounds familiar. Try to get at the root cause of any underlying issues or pain points. In the process, you’ll likely uncover useful information for formulating an approach to satisfy their needs.
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“So, Mr. Ceo, tell me about your value proposition…”








Ask about possible competition


“So, are you talking to any other designers/agencies for this project?” Don’t be afraid to take it further. “May I ask which ones? I’m just looking for a clear understanding of the different options you’re considering.” These details help you understand whom you may be bidding against for a project and whether you may be favored for the project.


Discuss budget ranges


Never let a client escape an in-depth meeting without a budgetary range for your estimate. Be firm about garnering that information. If the client says they don’t have an idea of how much money they have to play with - which happens often - you should still strive to pin them down to a general range. One of my former colleagues, Kara Costa, used to say something like this in client meetings: “Do you have $5 for this project or $1,000,000?” When provided with such a wide variance in cost, some clients will say, “No, it’s more like $12,000.” Other clients may become uncomfortable, so don’t push them too far.


Bill your new business activities as an overhead expense. If you don’t account for your time in this manner, the time and cost you expend in acquiring new clients will go right out the window or be applied against the client project budget.


Establish a potential time frame for delivery


You aren’t asking for a firm deadline for delivery. You only need a point of clarity regarding project scope (how much needs to be done) and project time frame (how much time you have to complete the work). In future conversations, you’ll connect the two and establish an appropriate time frame for the client’s budget and scope.


Gauge the initial level of trust


Every successful client relationship is built on mutual respect and trust. If you don’t hear a glimmer of client honesty in your first contact - an honest description of a business challenge they’re trying to solve - it may be difficult for you to serve their business effectively over time.


Be up-front about quality of fit


If the client is concerned that you’re the right fit, they may be guarded in conversation. If they are rooting for you to get the gig, they may be truthful about where you stand in the running. You can often solicit their direct opinions by being honest about whether the services you offer are truly appropriate. If the client is considering you alongside a range of multiple studios and/or individuals, you don’t need to sell yourself immediately as the right person for the job. If you rush in, you might miss critical inputs or subtext in the conversations that, in hindsight, were the first warning bells of a bad fit.


Don’t oversell your capabilities


Of course your client wants to hear you say, “Sure, we’re great at creating websites and applications that are responsive for mobile devices and tablets using HTML5, and your budgetary range sounds perfect for the scope.” But don’t get caught saying, “Sure, we can do all of that! I’ll get back to you with a timeline,” if it’s not actually true. You’ll hang up the phone and begin to sweat over how you can acquire years of expertise in a matter of weeks. If you’re still learning how to produce the work, then you’re wasting time that should be spent on doing the work.


Don’t be afraid to mention your partners


As your business grows, you may build an external team of collaborators you can tap as you generate a proposal. If you use outside help for your work - even if it’s just the occasional photographer - let your client know that outside partners might be involved.


Don’t let the client dictate your value


Your first negotiation can often point the way that the client relationship is going to evolve, regarding the value of your services. The same applies for schedule. So, if the client says: “My website should cost $15,000 and take three weeks to design and build.” You say: “I can’t guarantee that, Joe. Let me work up an estimate and a timeline, and I’ll send it to you by the 11th. Will that work for you?”


Reflect on how the meeting went for you


After your first meeting, it helps to ask yourself some very tough questions to calibrate where the relationship may go from here. What areas will you need to explore to formulate a strong proposal and start your project? (See the questions in “Proposals.”) You should reflect on the first fifteen minutes of conversation you had with your new business prospect. That conversation can tell the story of your future business relationship.


If you’re ready to move to a proposal, you’ll need to estimate time and costs. (See “Estimating.”)


SHOULD I RESPOND TO REQUESTS FOR PROPOSALS OR TURN THEM AWAY?


When a client is looking for a design professional to hire, they may be required to send out a request for proposal (RFP) or request for information (RFI) that is intended to help them select the best partner to fulfill that project. These documents will specify a set of needs that the client requires from any interested design partner. These partners will respond to the RFP or RFI with their own appropriate document.


If you run your own design studio or firm, you should have a blanket policy for how you respond to RFPs and RFIs.


Many design businesses choose to decline RFPs, because the amount of money offered may not offset the time and money spent creating a response in order to win the project. There is a risk that six to twelve other businesses may be in competition with you for the project, which may put the odds against you. There is also a risk that in order to participate, a design business will be asked to provide design services for free (i.e., spec work), which is considered unprofessional. (See “Spec Work.”)


Other design businesses respond only to RFPs that require a limited amount of effort (in time and materials), as long as there is a strong possibility that they may win. If you don’t have a bid/win rate of at least 50 percent - whether you’re responding to RFPs or not - you should take a hard look at your proposal process and the kinds of work you are pursuing.


HOW DO I DECLINE CLIENT WORK AND STILL GENERATE FUTURE BUSINESS OPPORTUNITIES?


The failure we most frequently face in the business of design is not recognizing a client project we should decline.


Declining a project is a subtle art, especially in the midst of any critical negotiation. “The trick is to turn down work but to have the client remember you as a positive person that they want to work with in the future,” says strategic program and client relationship manager Fiona Robertson Remley.


“It can be advantageous to offer a conditional ‘no’ rather than a direct refusal,” says Nathan Peretic, co-founder of Full Stop Interactive. “It’s easy to see a project as a poor fit because one or more variables aren’t right. The temptation in that case is to decline the project outright. However it can be worthwhile to offer a different solution that is more favorable to you: more money, smaller scope, phased work, etc.”


If you need to decline a project, go about it carefully.







Not all new business comes from new people you meet


Set up recurring times that you reach out to former clients and colleagues. Stay aware of and acknowledge the niceties, such as birthdays, big business wins, holidays and notices about events of interest. Even sending a thank you note for a small favor can contribute to staying top of mind for work down the line.
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(Just don’t use Zapfino.)








Show humility when you say no


Declining work is showing that you have power over the client/designer relationship. Never let the client feel like you are declining the work because of ego.


Leave the door open for the possibility of no


You should make it clear in your early discussions that a project may not be a good fit for you. Leaving the door open for saying no to a project can lessen the chance of more-for-your-money negotiations.


Say no early in the new business process


Once you’ve moved too far into the sales cycle - for instance, to the point where you’ve already generated a proposal - it is unprofessional to say no.


Encourage future opportunities - don’t just walk away


“No” should never be the last thing a client remembers about their interaction with you.


Declining an opportunity is not a sign of weakness. Use your refusal as a chance to describe what kind of work is a better fit. Be willing to refer the client to someone in your network who can fulfill their needs and return the referral in the future. Such a dialogue would sound something like this, delivered via a phone call or face-to-face meeting:


I’m sorry, but it looks like the project we’ve been discussing isn’t a good fit for us at this time. Let me refer you to another designer (or two) who would be able to help you with it. And we should put something on the calendar for coffee in a month, because it was really great talking with you about our love of web analytics.


[image: ]


Be strategic in how you provide favors. Don’t give your new business prospects and leads free design work. Instead, give them guidance in moderation.


HOW DO I RECOGNIZE OPPORTUNITIES I SHOULD DECLINE?


In the process of sifting one hundred prospects to land one solid project, you may end up in one of the following situations:


The client thinks you want the work they’re offering, no matter what


This is the beauty of establishing strong client relationships from your first meeting. If you and the client connect during those initial dialogues, there will be a strong reservoir of trust to fuel your first projects. In this case, you have a client who likes talking with you and expects that working with you will feel the same way. She genuinely cares about your shared success. She just doesn’t realize that what she’s throwing your way is not the best fit. Right client, wrong project.


The client knows there aren’t other clients competing for your attention


Your client has become aware of your increased focus and attention on the possibility of working with him. You have been throwing in bells and whistles whenever possible. By lavishing too much attention on him, you’re training him to expect more for his money. Savvy clients, whether consciously or unconsciously, know this is when they can negotiate hardest on their own behalf.


The client doesn’t know you lack competency in an area


This client loved the work you did for their logo and business papers. Now they want you to design a database for their website. Designers don’t like to admit weakness in a specific area, especially if they are hungry to keep work rolling in from a client. Sometimes you will have strategic partners to help you out with these projects. In other situations, however, the work might be too much for your skill set, and you have no capacity for a complicated partnership with multiple external teams. Respect your limits and be honest with your client about them.
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