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Inthis section we will cover:

+ Planning wour approach to managing client relationships

» Developing and retaining a range of clients

» Managing the people who handle vour accounts

* Staying in touch once a project has finished

+ Thinking about the long kerm and where yaou make vour money
+ where do you make your money?

The quality of client relationships is often cited the mosk important
aspect of running a design business, IF the relationship is good but
something goes wrong in a project, it's probably survivable, But if a
project is completed to a high standard and the relationship is poor, the
client may well take their business elsewhere,

Planning your aparoach

EBuilding krust over the long term and creating deeper, wider connections
with client businesses is something that to which all design groups
aspire, Buk how do you actually achiswve this? Is it simply & case of
getting on well with vour clients and repeatedly delivering good work on
time and on budget?

These are clearly prerequisites For positive client relationships, but
there’s maore ta it, Murturing clients properly requires a combination of
personal skills and supparting struckures and processes, You do need to
be able to get onowith them, but yvour consulkancy also needs to be
organised so that vou can deliver value ko the client as broadly as
possible, while making sufficient margins for wour business.

And while you're busy servicing the clients vou've got, it's also wikal ta
keep developing new business leads at the same time, This is a tricky
balancing act: new business is the lifeblood of a consulkancy, but reqular
clients provide the revenue, And it is much easier to win work From
existing clients than new ones (around 11 kimes easier, according ko a
Harwvard Business Review study frequently quoted by the Design
Business Association), Soit’s helpful ko think about your spread of
clients, which sectors wou wank ko work in, how much bme vou give ko
each client - and haw ruch money you make Fram them,

Too many design groups take whatever work they can get, spend the
majority of their time completing that work and nealect ko plan their
client portfolio or effectively generate new business, “fou need ko think
about the types of clients you want, the amount of turnover you need
o make, what sectars vou wank them ko come From and in what
proportions, Basically vou need a business plan in this regard at the
outset,” savs Kate Blandford of Kate Blandford Consulting, a design
management consultant and Former head of Packaging Design at
Sainshury’s, As in so many areas of running & business, thorough
planning is imperative but often overlooked,
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10 top tips for good client
relations

This list of ken tips For good client
relationship management was
produced For the Design Business
Associakion by {1an Casey, an
independent: consultant and advisor
to the design and marketing
industries. You can gek more
information an these tips Fram the
IoBA.
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1. Do everything hefare the

Developing a spread of clients client asks

According ko Mike Branson, managing partner at packaging design You have managed projects
consultancy Pearlfisher, larger clients will usually nok want to command before, but your dient may not
any motre than 25 per cent of a consultancy’s tokal burnover — any more have. Capitalise on this by
than that leaves the design group koo exposed to a hole in revenues supparting therm thraugh the
should that dient take their business away, ‘The balancing act is process,

between doing too manry smaller jobs that make it difficult to be . )
profitable and larger jobs that make you over-reliant on a Few clients,” 2. Agree the relationship

he savs, Falling one way or another in this dilermma can be the Fate of procedures

many design groups and avoiding these pitfalls — and positioning the ) )
consulbancy For geowkh — requires careful planning and monitaring of Agree the main points of contact
finances and staff haurs. between wou and the cient,

3. Explain yvour project practices

Retaining your clients Hawe open dislogue about your

practices and tools of
communication, including a clear
plan of when and how stages of
wark will be delivered.

once vou have determined how wou would like ko develop yvour group’s
client partfolio you will need to spend some time on a client retention
plan, advises Kate Blandford. "This should reach all areas of the
consultancy, nok jusk account handlers and directors, but all skaff,

Everv?ne should know about the clisnks and what wou are doing with 4. Putin place failsafe internal
them. gystems

& dlient retention plan should include consideration of the different Flan presentations, briefings and
contack points bebween consultancy and client, on both sides, ‘It is right mEEF'“QS in adVﬂUCE to avoid

and impartant that a client and agency have different points of contact looking unprofessional, Don't send
ak different levels and at different times, You need ko spread the risk people ko meetings UH|ES_5 they ]
and nok have everything balancing on one point of contact,’ savs have a clear, predetermined role: it
BlandFord, looks expensive to the client,

5.Be in control of finances
Beware of directors undermining account handlers or other mare junior

staff: brusk ak all levels is important. Anather risk is that consultancy Alwzys have a clear awareness of
directors spend all their time wooing new clients, buk lose contack with the Flnan_ual sibuation across all
existing ones as a result, Meedless to say, this could leave long-standing your projects,

clients Feeling less impartant or neglected, Equally, guard against staff B. Knaw and understand your

spending so much of their time on a cient’s project work. that the overall

relationship is neglected, client

Learn about a client’s business
Setting up mulkiple contack points and a consultancy-wide understanding beyond the remit of the current:
of clients can prevent some of these problems arising, but will be time project,
consuming. Howewer, if ik really is 11 Hmes easier ko win new wark From

existing clients, then it is time well spent, 7. Dewvelap the client

relationship and business

Account handling Get bo know as mary client skaff as
possible and keep them up to date
If your consultancy is very small, emploving dedicated account handlers what vwour consultancy is doing.

may seem like an unnecessary expense. But think carefully about how
wour designers” ktime is best spent; and, crucially, consider how your 5. Be aware of howyou conduct
clienks might think wour designers’ bme is best spent. The culture and yourself

nature of the consulkancy and its clients will probably determine whether
or nok dedicated account handlers are a qood idea, And designers can
be great sccount handlers themselves, but it will mean they spend a Fair
amount of time on non-creative tasks, g Ak for feedback

Listen carefully; be confident and
honest, buk not arrogant,

To continue improwing, find ot
what you are doing well and where
wou'te performing poorky,

5o ask whether it's waluable to employ someone who can spend their
time getting to know wour client’s business inside out, so that when
required they can act as ‘the client’in the design studio and as the
designer” when speaking to the client, This bype of liaison may prove 10, Go the exira mile
more efficient, or it may prove unnecessary, but it is worth considering.,

Don't settle inko a routine — push

“Whether or nok vou need to use account handlers is less to do with the yourself and surprise your clisnt,

size of the agency and more to do with personalities, As a design
director wou certainly shouldnt employ an account handler unless wou
respeck their value and skills,” says Blandford, "But clients want to know
they can give open, honest and sometimes negative Feedback and it can
be wery hard to do that if wou are talking to the designer of the work,”
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Staving in touch

Delivering good creative work will be the Focus of most of wour efforts
for a client, buk also try to think how wou can build your relationship
outside project-based contact, For example, it's good ko inform your
clients of all waur other wark, especially if it's For high-profile cients
—everyone wants ko feel they are in good companey. And From a dient’s
poink of wiew it is Far preferable to find out what their design group is
wiorking on From the consultancy itself, than to discover it From someone
else ar in the press,

Another way to stay in touch is to provide useful or thoughtFul
infarmation to wour clients, Think of such contact as adding value above
and bevyond the strick requirements of a commission, rather than as a
pushe marketing routine, Marketing calls can sound boorish and
imposing, but calling vour client with relevant, thoughtful, considered
ideas around their brand is abviausly Far Fram that,” savs Pearlfisher
managing parkner Mike Branson, Don't waste vour clients’ time, buk do
forge relationships that are reciprocal and Founded on trust and
respect,”

Think about the long term

Relationships will endure when individual projects are long gone, Client
contacts will move jobs and may deliver new, bigger and better
apparkunities ko wour consultancy iF the relationship has been Fruitful in
the past. Equally, the deeper and wider wour relationship with the
ariginal client, the less likely it is that the departure of a key conkact wil
harm wour ongoing business,

Or as Blandford puts it ‘Designers have moved from working in brand
development ko working in career progression, IF you solve a business or
brand developrment problem for a client then vou will have helped their
career, This means they will give wou bigger, higher-level wark next time
around, and if thew move company, they will take wou with them iF the
relationship is good,”

VWhere doyou make your money?

Murturing the right relationships with the right bvpes of cliegnts is vital if
wou are bo grow the walue of vour design business over bime. Promating
wour work From the oukset with a belief that wou can add real value to a
client’s business is a crucial skarting point, because, as Blandford notes,
299% af wark is nok won on price alane’, and trading on price means
someong, somewhere, will aways be able to undercut yvou,

Choosing whiskrrelEtionships to nurkure and which clientEteSRgest time
in regeires careful planning and a sound analysis of where yvour bISegss

a partner at mergers and acguisitions specialists Resulks International, is
that design groups make most of their nek profit From their top ten

clients, but can then lose most of that profit working For clients 20 to 40,
This iz partly due ko inefficiencies, bad planning and poar {or no) analysis
of business metrics, Buk it's also because some clients just aren't
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